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What Produces Innovation in Spatial Planning?
What do licence agreements for the temporary uses of property in Leipzig, neighbourhood management projects, the 

International Architecture Exhibition Emscher Park and the newly planned Aspern Seestadt district in Vienna have in 

common? They illustrate new pathways of innovative spatial planning that break with established routines like crimi-

nalising squatters or the strict functional division typical for modern cities, thereby further developing spatial planning. 

Together, researchers from the Leibniz Institute for Research on Society and Space (IRS), the TU Berlin and the Uni-

versity of Stuttgart have studied these instances of innovative spatial planning in the “Innovation in Planning: How do 

new approaches emerge in spatial planning?" (Innoplan) research project, which was fi nanced by the German Research 

Foundation (DFG) and concluded in the spring of 2016. They examined four diff erent fi elds in which new approaches to 

spatial planning were observed and conceptualised them as planning innovations. This issue of IRS aktuell presents the 

results of this research project and situates them in the context of on-going academic debates.

Innovation research has a long history 
in economics and the study of organ-
isations. Researchers in spatial plan-
ning, however, have paid little atten-
tion to processes of innovation so far. 
Th is applies particularly to the study 
of conditions conducive to the emer-
gence and spread of new modes of 
action and to the way such procedures 
become established in planning praxis. 
Th e DFG “Innoplan” project seeks to 
help close this research gap. Scholars 
have traced innovative planning pro-
cesses  and classifi ed them according to 
commonalities and diff erences in four 
distinct fi elds: in the area of refl exive 
regional policy, regarding spatial pio-
neers and temporary uses, concerning 
neighbourhood management projects, 
and with respect to the planning and 
construction of new urban districts. 
From page 8 of this issue, articles will 
present the analytical insights of this 
research project and detail how these 
four novel planning processes origi-
nated, spread and all became success-
fully institutionalised in spatial plan-

ning praxis. Th e main theoretical and 
conceptual insights are presented in an 
article by Prof. Dr. Oliver Ibert entitled 
“Ideas, actors, places and confl icts – 
innovations in planning as social pro-
cesses”. Prof. Dr. Ibert is one of the four 
“Innoplan” project leaders and heads 
the IRS research department “Dynam-
ics of Economic Spaces”. 

Th e “Innoplan” project culminated in 
an international conference on Feb-
ruary 25th and 26th held at the IRS 
in Erkner. Th e conference was enti-
tled “Innovations in Spatial Planning 
– Towards the Emergence and Mobil-
ity of Novel Approaches in Urban and 
Regional Planning” and was co-fi -
nanced by the DFG. Participants from 
seven diff erent nations presented their 
research fi ndings in fi ve thematic ses-
sions and debated the notion of inno-
vative planning from an international 
perspective. A report and pictures from 
the concluding conference of the pro-
ject can be found starting on page 9.   
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Studying innovations in spatial planning is an important ele-
ment of research on society, space and innovation at the IRS. 
Innovations in spatial planning can be considered social inno-
vations in that they are evaluated less on the basis of techno-
logical novelty than by professional benchmarks and values 
established through political debate. Moreover, planning inno-
vations can be regarded as pull-innovations. Th ey are not the 
result of social systems systematically seeking out and imple-
menting innovations, through lab experiments and the like. 
Instead, planning innovations result in large part when those 
aff ected by problems organise and take action. 

Few programmes exist that promote such experiments and 
protect against risks. Instead, resources must be mobilised that 
are earmarked for other purposes, while planning experiments 
are conducted on real-life social situations. Overall, research 
on planning innovations is situated in the wider research tra-
dition on process research at the IRS. Unlike technological or 
economic innovations, planning innovations belong to the fi eld 
of politics and administration, and thus are characterised as 
long-term social processes.  

Innoplan in the Context of Innovation Research at the IRS
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Ideas, Actors, Places and Confl icts – 
Innovations in Planning as Social Processes
Fundamental transformations in spatial planning leading to novel outcomes (like pedestrian zones or car-free residen-

tial neighbourhoods) or to novel processes (like project-related development plans) have thus far been predominantly 

conceptualised as changes in planning. Hitherto, such transformations were explained as adjustments to altered frame-

work conditions. Scholars from the IRS, the TU Berlin and the University of Stuttgart, meanwhile, have analysed such 

novelties as cases of innovation. Their joint research project “Innovation in Planning: How do new approaches emerge 

in spatial planning?" (Innoplan) was fi nanced by the German Research Foundation (DFG) and focused on the capacity 

of urban planners to both act and learn. The project gained empirical insights on four diff erent fi elds in which planning 

innovations occurred (see the respective articles in this issue of IRS aktuell), as well as crucial theoretical and conceptual 

insights. Below, Prof. Dr. Oliver Ibert, who is one of four “Innoplan” project leaders and heads the IRS research depart-

ment “Dynamics of Economic Spaces", presents these insights from four diff erent perspectives.

Innovation in planning 
as an assemblage

Planning innovations are best under-
stood as reconfi gurations of existing 
elements, rather than as inventions. 
Th e constituent elements themselves, 
like informal practices of spatial appro-
priation, regional development agen-
cies, neighbourhood offi  ces, or perim-
eter block constructions, remain 
unchanged. Instead, innovation is 

defi ned by the novel way in which 
these elements are combined. From 
this perspective, novel reconfi gura-
tions occur in a kind of “primordial 
soup” comprised of already existing 
elements that have never before been 
combined to address a given problem. 
If this reconfi guration proves success-
ful, then measures are taken to stabilise 
and later consolidate this innovation by 
establishing robust practical routines, 
while also making repeated adjust-

ments and modifi cations in response 
to criticisms.

Actors, networks and 
communities

Conspicuous was that impulses for 
innovations in spatial planning were 
always initiated by outsiders: whether 
by economists criticising a catch-up 
development approach to regional 
politics, or by urbanists criticising 
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modern-day urban development and 
architecture, or by social workers crit-
icising neighbourhood rejuvenation 
programmes based on new construc-
tion only, or by civil society groups 
critical of vacant residential build-
ings, who consequently decided to 
occupy them. Particularly young spa-
tial planners, who consider themselves 
progressives, are oft en inclined to take 
these criticisms to heart and develop 
new solutions using instruments from 
spatial planning. Oft en, powerful, like-
minded local actors are identifi ed who 
are conscious of the same problem and 
supportive of the new planning solu-
tion. In many cases, a kind of “patron” 
with institutional clout working in the 
background is also crucial to removing 
obstacles and implementing the solu-
tion. In successful instances, pioneers 
manage to inspire other early adop-
ters to apply the same innovative plan-
ning procedure in diff erent contexts. 
In later phases, the more conservative 
late adopters are also won over. Overall, 
innovations are sparked at the fringes 
of epistemic communities. Over time, a 
new group of experts (planers, scientifi c 
advisers, civil society actors) emerges 
around the core of the novel practise.

Institutions, 
institutionalisation 
and confl icts 

Innovations always come up against 
institutions, that is to say, against 
established rules, laws or general hab-
its of thinking. In light of these insti-
tutions, innovations may fi rst seem 
merely unusual, or more commonly 
may appear unrealistic or even ille-
gal. New ideas must thus develop in 
confrontation with established hab-
its. Initially, successfully implement-
ing innovations generally requires a 
patron and the granting of numerous 
exceptions in a delimited region for a 
certain time period only. If, however, 
these innovations gain support, then 
institutional change commences: insti-
tutions are modifi ed so that they no 
longer obstruct the innovations (for 
example by amending laws). New insti-

tutions emerge that seek to normalise, 
standardise and codify the novel plan-
ning solution. At fi rst, there is debate 
over soft  institutions; terminologies are 
established, strategies created and good 
practise guidelines are identifi ed. Later, 
eff orts are made to enshrine these new 
practises by establishing strong institu-
tions like offi  cial programmes, draft -
ing and passing laws, and by revising 
academic curricula. Initial confl icts 
between spatial pioneers propagat-
ing new ideas and established actors 
defending existing procedures are later 
superseded by confl icts between diff er-
ent constellations of pioneers. 

Spatial diff usion 
and upscaling

At fi rst, the core elements of an inno-
vation are widely dispersed across an 
area. Th ere are few places in which all 
elements are available and utilisable. 
Areas in which innovations occurred 
are typically characterised by several 
factors: a problem and its eff ects are 
particularly pronounced and locally 
felt, traditional solutions have been 
applied many times unsuccessfully, 
thereby gradually losing legitimacy. 
“Local allies” are keen to try an alterna-
tive approach, and supportive patrons 
are in place who work to remove obsta-
cles behind the scenes. Th e curiosity of 
other practitioners is awakened if, in 
this context, alternative problem-solv-

ing approaches prove successful. Ideas 
are disseminated through mutual vis-
its and regional conferences. Initially, 
areas with similar problems benefi t 
from these innovations. Over time, 

regions with other problems profi t as 
well. Th e process whereby an innova-
tion is institutionalised, as described 
above, entails an “upscaling” meaning 
that innovative solutions gain support 
from and are modifi ed by higher and 
higher levels of political administra-
tion, for instance in the context of EU 
programmes. In this way, regional 
innovations are modifi ed and adapted 
to suit other areas, thereby sharing les-
sons learnt elsewhere. 

CONTACT

Prof. Dr. Oliver Ibert
Tel. +49 3362 793-152
oliver.ibert@leibniz-irs.de

Oliver Ibert is head of the IRS 
research department “Dynamics of 
Economic Spaces” and holds a pro-
fessorship for Economic Geography 
at the FU Berlin. In recent years, his 
research has focused on the spatial-
ity of innovation processes. Together 
with his department, he has con-
ducted several model projects on the 
origins and pathways of innovations 
and hence on the spatiality of knowl-
edge generation.
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International Perspectives on 
Innovations in Spatial Planning

It is common to analyse technological progress and economic developments by taking into consideration the role of 

innovations. But can innovations also help explain fundamental changes in urban and spatial planning that belong to the 

realm of politics and administration? Looking back at the history of spatial planning reveals that planning processes and 

outcomes have always been in fl ux, along with the identities of spatial planners. Does this mean that the introduction 

of a pedestrian zone is best understood as an innovation, or simply as the reaction of planners to societal changes? On 

February 25th and 26th 2016 researchers presented their latest fi ndings on questions like these at a DFG-funded inter-

national conference at the IRS in Erkner entitled “Innovations in Spatial Planning – Towards the Emergence and Mobil-

ity of Novel Approaches in Urban and Regional Planning”. The researchers also debated the suitability of the notion of 

innovation for planning from an international perspective. 

Prof. em. Dr. Patsy Healey (Newcas-
tle University) and Prof. Dr. Eugene 
McCann (Simon Fraser University, 
Vancouver) each delivered a keynote 
speech. Organised into fi ve thematic 
panels, participants from seven diff er-
ent nations discussed core conceptual 
issues in innovation research and the 
mobility of policy models. Research-
ers also debated empirical case stud-
ies from diff erent national contexts 
focusing on social policy schemes tai-
lored to specifi c neighbourhoods, on 
the development of new urban dis-
tricts, on temporary uses of property in 

urban planning, as well as on regional 
development. With support from the 
German Research Foundation (DFG), 
researchers from the IRS, the TU Ber-
lin and the University of Stuttgart con-
ducted case studies in the four fi elds of 
action in spatial planning in the con-
text of the “Innoplan” research project 
and concluded that changes in plan-
ning ought to be understood as “social 
innovations”. Such changes are closely 
tied to the initiative and creativity of 
planners. Discussions among confer-
ence attendees centred on causes of 
and conducive conditions for innova-

tive planning, how innovations become 
institutionalised in policy models, and 
how these spread nationally and inter-
nationally. 

Prof. Dr. Gabriela Christmann, who 
co-organised the conference, con-
cludes that innovation, understood as 
an analytical social scientifi c concept, 
is barely taken into consideration in 
international discourse on novelties 
in spatial planning. She heads the IRS 
research department on “Dynamics of 
Communication, Knowledge and Spa-
tial Development" and leads an "Inno-
plan" research project. National institu-
tional constellations strongly infl uence 
whether innovations in spatial plan-
ning prove suitable and applicable, says 
Prof. Dr. Christmann. Relatively stable 
planning systems, like German mul-
tilevel federalism, are better suited to 
implementing innovations than cen-
tralised planning systems, like the 
British polity, which react more tur-
bulently to political change. Beyond the 
four cases studies, dialogue amongst 
scholars has made it clear that lessons 
learnt in spatial planning are shared 

"The conference has made several conceptual tensions apparent 
when it comes to analysing innovative planning and  the 

mobility of such innovations. For instance, between planning 
and praxis, between agency and structure, and between 

perceived problems and planning solutions." 
Prof. Eugene McCann, Simon Fraser University Vancouver

"The notion of innovation and the 
concepts entailed are very complex 
and may be misleading if applied to 
spatial planning. It might be more 
helpful to analyse changes in 
everyday behaviours as gradual 
transitions rather than as 
innovations."
Prof. em. Patsy Healey, Newcastle University
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Thomas Honeck is a research associate in the 
research department „Dynamics of Communi-
cation, Knowledge and Spatial Development“. 
Within the InnoPlan project he worked on spa-
tial pioneers and temporary uses. He presented 
results of this research on the InnoPlan confer-
ence in a lecture titled „From Criminals to Cre-
atives: How the PlanningInnovation of Making 
Temporary Uses Fruitful for Urban Redevelop-
ment Emerged and Established in Germany“.

across national borders. In particular, 
spatial planners look to other countries 
for inspiration. Yet new approaches 
to spatial planning are operational-
ised very diff erently, depending on 
the respective problem, institutional 
constellation and available resources 
in the region. Th is explains why inno-
vative processes may have similar start-
ing points but then develop in entirely 

diff erent directions. Moreover, con-
ference attendees were wary that the 
notion of innovation has a normative 
connotation, says Th omas Honeck, who 
is a research associate in the “Dynam-
ics of Communication, Knowledge and 
Spatial Development" department and 
works on the “Innoplan” project. When 
innovations are debated in the context 
of spatial planning, this is done not 

only to distinguish new from suppos-
edly old approaches. New approaches 
are also debated and assessed from the 
perspective of professional benchmarks, 
which reveals the inherently political 
nature of spatial planning and indicates 
what practitioners consider “good” and 
“successful” planning. Usually, there is 
tacit agreement over these benchmarks, 
meaning that changes to planning rou-

tines also require a painstaking renego-
tiation of said benchmarks. Researchers 
face tough methodological challenges 
when studying planning innovations. 
Research strategies range from tracing 
the genesis and development of innova-
tions, to applying methods of discourse 
analysis, to conducting in-depth case 
studies in diff erent areas.

"Particularly when it comes spatial 
planning, it is crucial to consider the 
timing of innovation processes."
Prof. Stephen Ward, Oxford Brookes University

"Social scientifi c perspectives on 
innovative spatial planning have 
proven to be very important. We as 
researchers must now critically 
refl ect on our role within processes 
of innovation, and on the methods 
we use."
Dr. Claire Colomb, Bartlett School of Planning (UCL)
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The improbability of innovations 
in spatial planning
On the emergence and spread of the strategy of "regional learning"

When new political approaches become popular and spread elsewhere, this is usually portrayed as a success story. Yet 

against the backdrop of German regional planning, Franz Füg wonders about the obstacles that may hinder such inno-

vations from spreading, and why the strategy of re-inventing German regions has nevertheless become a success.  

Since the 1980s, a variety of elements 
have shaped German regional plan-
ning and have been fused into a reli-
able set of planning tools over the past 
years. Overall, it can be observed that 
development politics has been aff orded 
greater importance than regulatory pol-
itics. Th is change resulted from a new 
perspective on the state as a coopera-
tive actor, from demands for greater 
innovation in regional economic pol-
icy, and from an increasing role played 
by regional politics and culture in devel-
opment processes. Ultimately, this has 
produced an approach in which fi nan-
cial incentives and economic competi-

tion shape inter-muncipal cooperation. 
Th is occasionally grants private market 
actors and civil society a say in formu-
lating planning objectives. Th is strat-
egy of “regional learning” aims to help 
regions re-invent themselves and cap-
italise on regional identity, in order to 
attract business.

Th e “Innovation in Planning: How do 
new approaches emerge in spatial plan-
ning?" research project  traces the emer-
gence and spread of this new approach 
by conceptualising the biography of this 
innovation. It dates back to an unusual 
concept from the early 1980s that was 

realised by combining existing planning 
tools. In the 1990s, the policy model was 
fi rst applied in the industrial northern 
Ruhr region. It became popular amongst 
spatial planners and soon found appli-
cation in a variety of contexts, including 
rural Saxony. In hindsight, the populari-
sation and spread of this approach seems 
like a inherently path-dependent pro-
cess. Yet the involved actors perceived 
this process quite diff erently. From their 
perspective, uncertainties and coinci-
dences dominated the course of events.

Th e emergence of new approaches to 
urban and regional planning greatly 
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depends on the traits of involved actors 
and on complex actor constellations. 
With regard to regional politics, aca-
demics played a crucial role by crit-
icising traditional regional develop-
ment models for emphasising catch-up 
development above all else. Yet academic 
insights fall on deaf ears unless they are 
compellingly communicated and pro-
vided spatial planners are suffi  ciently 
ambitious and open-minded to heed 
them. With regard to the “regional 

learning” strategy, some spatial planners 
were able (and willing) to move back 
and forth between the world of academia 
and that of regional development pol-
itics, like “amphibians” (Woody Pow-
ell) switching habitats. Th ereby, they 
helped bring together and benefi t from 
academic insights and lessons learnt in 
spatial planning (“innovative milieus” 
are a good example for this).

It is a challenge to implement innova-
tive planning models for the fi rst time. 
Th e International Architecture Exhi-
bition (IBA) Emscher Park (held from 
1989-1999 in the northern Ruhr region), 
meanwhile, is considered an impor-
tant prototype for the implementation 
of novel planning models. Th e reason 
this innovative approach succeeded here 
was because several conducive factors 
were in place. Among these: local and 
regional actors open to new approaches 
and hence willing to back progressive 
spatial planners. 

Prior to IBA Emscher Park, talks with 
local planners had already prepared 
them for the new policy model. Also, 
local resistance to the new approach had 
been weakened, which is always advan-
tageous to implementing new planning 
models. 

Observers described the mood in late 
1980s Ruhr region as one of "dispair". 
Conventional development approaches 
had been tried, yet to no avail. Conse-

quently, regional actors found them-
selves with their “backs to the wall” 
and were willing to try an entirely dif-
ferent approach given their desperation. 
Th is highlights that innovative policy 
models are more likely to gain support 
when regions are affl  icted by complex 
problems aff ecting many. Which could 
be said for the northern Rhine region 
in the late 1980s where the detrimental 
eff ects of structural change were appar-
ent. Support from high-ranking political 

actors is also highly advantageous to the 
implementation of new policy models. 
Johannes Rau, the governor of North 
Rhine-Westphalia at the time and Chris-
toph Zöpel, the then minister for urban 
planning, played such a role in the con-
text of the IBA Emscher Park. Together, 
they shielded the new policy approach 
from criticisms and thereby helped it 
become a success. 

Several important conditions must be 
met for innovative policy models to 
spread and fi nd application in and be 
modifi cation to diff erent local contexts. 
Opportunities to apply new policy mod-
els must present themselves and must 
be made use of at the appropriate time. 
Th e case study on “regional learning” 
also suggests that new approaches are 

successful if a concomitant commu-
nity of practitioners emerges through-
out the country. Novel approaches are 
more likely to fi nd application elsewhere 
when local actors are open to new plan-
ning models, or when they take seri-
ously the problems these approaches 
seek to remedy. Th is explains why new 
approaches easily “travel” to other 
regions facing similar challenges. Th is 

is why the “regional learning” strategy 
soon spread from the industrial north-
ern Ruhr region to the equally industrial 
Saarland region.

During the late 1990s, regions of the 
former German Democratic Republic 
(GDR) that had been integrated into 
reunifi ed Germany were busy restruc-
turing their economies and rebuilding 
political institutions. Th is period of 
upheaval made it diffi  cult for them to 
adopt and apply strategies of "regional 
learning". Aft er some delay, however, 
spatial planners in these regions began 
engaging with their counterparts in 
the former West Germany. In this way, 
planners in these regions gradually 
developed an interest in and became 
“receptive” to the strategy of “regional 
leaning”. Th e IBA Urban Redevelopment 
Saxony-Anhalt and IBA Fürst-Pückler-
Land are manifestations of this. Geo-
graphically remote and institutionally 
disparate regions like Saxony, mean-
while, were cautious and applied only 
few elements of the “regional learn-
ing” strategy, as evidenced by Saxony's 
“funding directive for regional action 
frameworks and pilot projects of spatial 
planning” (FR Regio). Th is new kind of 
regional planning varied considerably 
depending on local contexts and created 
unique legal and fi nancial conditions 
in each. Th is made it impossible for a 
standard set of planning instruments 
and procedures, let alone a universal 
label, to develop.  

While innovative concepts can spread 
and fi nd application in far-fl ung regions 
(where they are modifi ed to suit local 
contexts), there are also limits to this 
process. Th e spreading of the “regional 
learning” strategy, for instance, entailed 
the dissemination of principles on how 
to innovate spatial planning. Specifi -
cally, these principles recommended 
coopering closely with other munic-

Support from high-ranking political actors is highly 
advantageous to the implementation of new policy 
models.

Several important conditions must be met for 
innovative policy models to spread and fi nd 
application in and be modifi cation to diff erent 
local contexts. 



10 IRS AKTUELL No 13 | March 2017

ipalities, and conceptualising long-
term development paths. Actual pol-
icies, however, which are devised by 
planners, national as well as munici-
pal administrations, remain subject to 
heated debate in political commissions. 
Even so and against all odds, spatial 
planners oft en succeed in convincing 
political leaders of novel approaches, 
thereby contributing to their success. 
Meanwhile,  IBA Emscher Park has 
been superseded by the REGIONALE 
programme which facilitates regional 
development in diff erent regions of 

North Rhine-Westphalia. Currently, 
the programme is being applied in 
western Münsterland for a duration of 
three years. It is characterised by the 
involvement of pro-active citozens and 
their willingness to learn. In Saxony, 
by contrast, the “regional learning” 
strategy is characterised by the more 
top-down, administrative nature of 
FR Regio. Here, rural districts com-
pete for the status of “impulse regions” 
in order to be awarded funds to imple-
ment regional plans to address the chal-
lenges of demographic change.
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Franz Füg is a research fellow in 
the “Dynamics of Economic Spaces" 
research department. He studies 
the emergence and spread of the 
"regional learning" strategy in the 
DFG-funded project “Innovation in 
Planning: How do new approaches 
emerge in spatial planning?“. Füg 
focuses on innovation research and 
regional politics.
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Current Temporary Use Projects Reveal 
that Facebook Plays a Part in Shaping 
our Cities
Jan Zwilling spoke to Thomas Honeck about the wild, early days of temporary uses of property, the infl uence of social 

media on such projects and the current opportunities to temporarily house refugees. Together with Prof. Dr. Gabriela 

Christman, Thomas Honeck works on the Innoplan sub-project entitled “Spatial pioneers and temporary uses of property”. 

What makes temporary uses unique 
in the context of innovations in 
spatial planning?

Temporary uses of property can be 
understood as particular patterns of 
planning innovations. Th ese prac-
tices, which can be partially traced 
to the squatter movement and artistic 
milieus, have been re-interpreted and 
modifi ed by spatial planners to suit dif-
ferent challenges. In a nutshell: yester-
day's criminals are today’s creative peo-
ple. Our research examines the last 25 
years of temporary uses. It has revealed 
that spatial planners initially deemed 
temporary uses useful only in a lim-
ited number of locations. Later, plan-

ners became willing to experiment with 
diverse temporary use projects (which 
oft en had a cultural agenda) in diff erent 
contexts. Nowadays, temporary uses 
have partially become accepted tools 
of spatial planning in Germany. Th is 
is also manifested in an amendment of 
the federal building code.

What do you mean by diff erent 
contexts?

Nowadays, political geographers 
assume that spatial planners develop 
a common understanding of planning 
instruments only once these are applied 
to diff erent problems in diff erent loca-
tions. We wanted to know whether this 

assumption also holds true regarding 
temporary uses in Germany. In this 
eff ort, we examined the temporary use 
of property in two cities that in many 
respects are polar opposites, namely 
Berlin and Stuttgart. Aft er reunifi ca-
tion, Berlin had many vacant plots of 
land and disused buildings, present-
ing ideal conditions for temporary uses 
thereof. Stuttgart, in contrast, has a 
tense housing market and is defi ned 
by a diff erent regional context. Despite 
this diff erence, Stuttgart's municipal 
agency for economic development 
organises temporary uses of property.



12 IRS AKTUELL No 13 | March 2017

Does this mean temporary use pro-
jects developed diff erently in Berlin 
and Stuttgart?

Exactly. Stuttgart's “Fluxus” project, 
for example, is a shopping mall that 
has changing temporary uses. As in a 
shopping centre, these temporary uses 
are coordinated by a kind of manager. 
Early temporary uses in reunifi ed Ber-
lin, by contrast, were organised in a 
much more informal manner. As Ber-
lin's housing market has become more 
tense in recent years, spatial planners 
have changed their perspective on tem-
porary uses projects. Unlike Stuttgart 
and other German cities, Berlin pro-
vides very little institutional support 
for temporary use projects. Despite 
these obstacles, Berlin remains at the 
forefront when it comes to innovative 
temporary uses.

What makes Berlin unique with 
regard to temporary uses?

Other cities oft en look to Berlin for 
inspiration in devising tools for sup-
porting temporary uses of property. At 
times, Berlin and its politics are ide-
alised. We have several explanations 
for this. On the one hand, post-reuni-
fi cation Berlin presented fertile ground 
for a young generation of urbanists to 
fuse the fi elds of urban planning, cul-
ture, academia and activism. Th rough 
their academic research and publica-
tions, these actors had a strong impact 
on debates over and the perception of 
temporary uses in Germany. On the 
other hand, Berlin has always had 
highly visible temporary use projects. 
Good examples are the much discussed 
temporary use projects on the premises 
of former Tempelhof airport.

Are there other ways by which tem-
porary uses as tools of spatial plan-
ning have spread throughout Ger-
many?

Our research has shown that social 
media has a great impact on the dis-
semination of these ideas. Current tem-
porary use projects show that Facebook 

plays a part in shaping our cities. We 
have also observed that many urban 
gardening projects are connected to 
and in dialogue with other national 
and international projects using social 
media. Cities and municipalities, in 
turn, oft en look to local projects when 
it comes to refi ning funding schemes 
and planning instruments. We are cur-
rently studying these indirect trans-
local infl uences on spatial planning 
more closely. 

What role do temporary uses of 
property play in an international 
context?

Ali Madanipour, who holds a profes-
sorship for Urban Design at Newcas-
tle University, held a highly insight-
ful lecture on this question at the IRS 
“Innoplan” conference in late February. 
In Britain, much more so than in Ger-
many, temporary uses must be under-
stood as strategies of raising real estate 
value. When it comes to temporary uses 

of space in a global context, this also 
includes informal settlements in meg-
acities. Th is illustrates the importance 
of precisely defi ning what is meant by 
temporary use. Also, research on inno-
vative planning needs a clearly defi ned 
geographical focus. Th e subject of tem-
porary uses has acquired a whole new 
meaning now that many refugees are 
applying for asylum in Germany. Prop-
erties must now be transformed into 
temporary living quarters. Similar to 
urban restructuring, spatial planners 

now face entirely new challenges that 
require creative solutions that will 
impact the innovation processes that 
we are studying.

Thank you for the interview, 
Mr Honeck!

CONTACT

Thomas Honeck
Tel. +49 3362 793-216
thomas.honeck@leibniz-irs.de

Thomas Honeck is a research asso-
ciate in the research department 
„Dynamics of Communication, 
Knowledge and Spatial Develop-
ment“. Within the InnoPlan project 
he worked on spatial pioneers and 
temporary uses. He presented results 
of this research on the InnoPlan 
conference in a lecture titled „From 
Criminals to Creatives: How the 
PlanningInnovation of Making Tem-
porary Uses Fruitful for Urban Rede-
velopment Emerged and Established 
in Germany“.
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Balancing the Local and the Universal: 
Area-based Approaches and Neighbour-
hood Management in Spatial Planning 
Practice
The InnoPlan project also examines the genesis, spread and institutionalisation of the area-based planning approach 

of neighbourhood management (NM) in Germany. The research has a small-scale spatial focus. NM applies integrated 

concepts tailored to regenerating cities and urban neighbourhoods and combines conventional instruments of urban 

regeneration like investments in construction with social, cultural, economic and ecological measures to form inte-

grated action plans. It integrates diff erent levels and departments of administration (vertical), as well as actors from 

politics and civil society (horizontal).

Today, NM is considered an essen-
tial instrument of the German urban 
development promotion programme 

“Städtebauförderung”. It has become a 
widespread planning procedure since 
1999, when the so-called “Social City 
approach” (Soziale Stadt) was initi-
ated by the German government and 
the federal states to stabilise deprived 
urban neighbourhoods. Th e scheme 

gave rise to formal and informal norms 
at the federal level (which, for example, 
were enshrined in the federal building 
code, in eligibility criteria for funding, 
in guidelines and guiding concepts) 
and established NM as an instrument 
in German spatial planning. Despite 
this institutionalisation, “InnoPlan” 
researcher Oliver Koczy has shown 
with two case studies on Duisburg 

and Hamburg that, among other things, 
no universal blueprint for implement-
ing NM and area-based approaches 
exists. With regard to implementing 
NM, municipalities and even urban 
districts have taken entirely divergent 
paths. Th is highlights the role of spe-
cifi c local factors and path-dependen-
cies in planning processes.  
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Th is raises the question of the extent 
to which the local and universal are 
in tension when it comes to the emer-
gence of innovations in spatial plan-
ning. Diff erences aside, which com-
monalities can be identifi ed in urban 
development policies across diff erent 
cities and towns? And is it possible to 
identify a core set of characteristics 
that defi ne innovations in contempo-
rary practice in fundamental distinc-
tion to the old mode of urban planning?

Th e variety of terms used in this context 
allude to the above questions. While 

“neighbourhood management” is the 
term most commonly used by munic-
ipalities, other terms are in use also, 
for instance “district management”, 
“district coordination”, “area super-
vision”, “neighbourhood agency” or 
“neighbourhood curation”. Yet, the 
terms on this seemingly broad list all 
have two central elements in common: 

A spatial reference: Th e terms “neigh-
bourhood”, “district” and “area” all 
refer to a concrete space and thereby 
indicate where a scheme will take eff ect. 
Moreover, these spatial references 
defi ne the area covered and emphasise 
the local, small-scale focus of a scheme. 
Th e designated areas do not necessarily 
coincide with political or correspond to 
statistical boundaries. Instead, they are 
derived from the way neighbourhoods 
are subjectively perceived in everyday 
life. Neighbourhoods are a residential 
population's immediate environment 
and provide a frame of reference and 
sense of identity. A neighbourhood's 
specifi c social and architectural traits 
constitute its unique character. Conse-
quently, area-based approaches devise 
plans and development goals specifi -
cally tailored to each district. Neigh-
bourhoods and their residents are 
regarded not as problems but as endog-
enous resources and potential part of 
the solution.

Reference to an intermediary organ-
isation: All notions make reference 
to the way in which such schemes are 
organised, be this by way of “manage-
ment”, “coordination”, “curation” or 
“supervision”. Neighbourhood man-

agement schemes are not directly 
devised and instituted by municipal 
administrations. Rather, they are sit-
uated at the centre of complex develop-
ment processes and connect involved 
actors, spheres of activity and fi nan-
cial means. Integrated action plans are 
implemented incrementally through 
individual tasks. Neighbourhood man-
agement schemes coordinate and over-
see these incremental tasks and ensure 
that long-term goals are attained. In 
this way, these schemes function like 
intermediaries between all involved 
actors. In particular, they mediate 
between top-down levels of politics and 
administration, and grass-roots civil 
society actors active in the respective 
neighbourhoods. In this constellation, 
neighbourhood management schemes 
adopt a neutral position. 

Local diff erences aside, all neighbour-
hood management approaches have in 
common a small-scale spatial focus 
and that they operate as intermedi-
aries. Th ese commonalities are typi-
cal for this kind of innovative spatial 
planning and radically distinguish it 
from urban refurbishment schemes 
of previous times. Nowadays, neigh-
bourhood management schemes are 
no longer exclusively applied in the 
context of social urban development 
policy programmes tailored to specifi c 
neighbourhoods, but are also used by 

spatial planners in entirely diff erent sit-
uations for a variety of purposes. For 
instance, neighbourhood management 
approaches are also utilised to develop 
new housing estates, to improve high 
streets, or for the energetic refurbish-
ment of entire urban areas. Th e popu-
larisation and further development of 
neighbourhood management schemes 
illustrates that innovations emerge con-
tinuously and are not fi nished with the 
establishment and institutionalisation 
of novelties. 

CONTACT

Oliver Koczy has been research asso-
ciate oin the research department 
“Dynamics of Economic Spaces". He 
worked on an "InnoPlan" sub-project 
focusing on neighbourhood manage-
ment in deprived urban neighbour-
hoods. His main research interests 
include urban regeneration, urban 
management, integrated urban 
development politics and innovation 
research. 

Neighbourhood management approaches are 
utilised, for instance, to develop new housing 
estates, to improve high streets, or for the 
energetic refurbishment of entire urban areas.
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Housing estates in German and Austrian 
and the intricacies of language
Urban planners and developers have always drawn inspiration from their peers in other countries. This is why the IRS 

conference on "Innovations in Spatial Planning – Towards the Emergence and Mobility of Novel Approaches in Urban 

and Regional Planning"  in late February 2016 dedicated great attention to processes whereby political concepts and 

innovations spread to other linguistic and cultural realms. In her dissertation, Daniela Zupan examines the “language 

barriers” that can emerge when concepts and innovations are transferred to diff erent linguistic and cultural contexts. 

She currently works as a research fellow at the University of Stuttgart and on the Innoplan project. Her dissertation 

is tied to the Innoplan project and builds on a comparative study of planning and constructing urban quarters in Ger-

many and Austria.

Th e paradigm of large housing estates 
that was characteristic for late moder-
nity has been superseded by one cham-
pioning compact mixed-use urban 
quarters. Daniela Zupan conceptual-
ises this transition as an innovation in 
urban planning. Large housing estates 
were predominately built during the 
1950s and 1970s (examples include 
Neue Vahr estate in Bremen, Nordwest-
stadt estate in Frankfurt, as well as Per 
Albin Hansson and Großfeldsiedlung 
estates in Vienna). Since the 1990s, it 
has become more common to estab-
lish compact mixed-use urban quarters 
(for instance Riem district in Munich, 

Rieselfeld district in Freiburg, as well 
as Vienna's Sonnwendviertel and Sees-
tadt Aspern districts). Th is article illus-
trates major diff erences between both 
approaches to urban development by 
pinpointing terms and connotations 
typical for each. Th ey were identifi ed 
by using discourse analytical methods 
to examine German and Austrian jour-
nals published between 1960 and 2010

“Emmental cheese” and 
“Neapolitan wafers”

DTh e tradition of constructing large 
housing estates catalysed the transi-

tion towards a new paradigm of urban 
development. By the late 1950s, crit-
ics began attacking the most com-
mon types of housing estates built in 
West Germany (FRG) and Austria. In 
the FRG, a pamphlet was published 
condemning the “inhospitality of cit-
ies” and in Austria Hundertwasser 
released the so-called “mould mani-
festo”. Increasingly, post-war housing 
estates were being dismissed as faceless 
and inhumane. Yet despite such criti-
cism, Austria's perforated facade estates 
were being referred to almost lovingly 
as “Emmental cheese housing”, while 
the later window-band estates were 
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dubbed “Neapolitan wafers”. Unlike 
their West German peers, Austrian 
critics were unable to dominate the 
discourse. Th ere are ideological expla-
nations for this. While West German 
journals were increasingly distancing 
themselves from East German (GDR) 
housing development, Austrian jour-
nals were more open to publishing 
alternative perspectives. For instance, 
urban development professor Joachim 
Bach from Weimar was given a plat-
form to speak out against the whole-
sale rejection of large housing estates.

“Large housing estate” versus 
“large housing complex” 

By the late 1970s, West Germany's criti-
cal discourse gradually subsided. From 
the mid-1980s onwards, however, the 
so-called "refurbishment discourse" 
emerged and brought with it a resur-
gence of critical voices. Now, it was 
being widely debated whether hous-
ing estates should be refurbished or 
demolished. Ultimately, these discus-
sions thoroughly discredited the urban 
development paradigm of the time. Th e 
scandal surrounding the “Neue Hei-
mat” building company added to this. 
And so did abandoning the principle of 
public interest in West German hous-
ing development. Moreover, in 1994 
German parliament published a “hous-
ing estate report” in which it declared 
large housing estates typical for post-
war housing development (in the FRG 
and GDR), thereby essentially labelling 
them anachronistic.

In contrast to Germany,  Austria's crit-
ical discourse became much tamer by 
1970s and subsided almost entirely a 
decade later. Municipalities and non-
profi t housing development com-
panies continued their social hous-
ing programmes and were keen to 
maintain the good reputation of their 
housing stock, even though refurbish-
ment work was being undertaken. Th e 
terms and "frames" used in Austrian 
discourse also diff ered greatly from 
those used in Germany. Of the 1,000 
articles published in Austrian journals 
and examined for this study, only one 
had the term “large housing estate” in 

its title (whereas the term was used in 
30 titles of 1,430 articles from West 
German journals examined for this 
study). Th e respective Austrian arti-
cle refers to a study from 1991 that 
investigated large Austrian housing 
estates in light of “worrying develop-
ments in large housing estates in other 
European countries”. Th e authors paid 
close attention to linguistic nuances 
and revealed that large housing estates 
had been built in Austria not just in 
the post-war period but throughout the 
entire 20th century. In this way, they 
were able to link Red Vienna's munic-
ipal tenement complexes and hous-
ing estates from the 1970s and 1980s, 
thereby highlighting the long history 
of “large housing complexes” in Aus-
tria. By doing so, the authors contrib-
uted to a more favourable “framing” 
of post-war housing estates.

Residuals of modernity and 
“trouble hotspots”

Since the 1990s, Germany and Austria 
have largely followed the new paradigm 
of urban development championing 
compact mixed-use urban quarters. 
But despite many commonalities, sig-
nifi cant diff erences remain between 
the two countries regarding the way in 
which urban districts are built and how 
discourses have unfolded. In establish-
ing new urban districts, Germans took 
their cue from Historicism, while Aus-
trians drew on a variety of inspirations 
and approaches. Th is made possible the 
construction of modernist housing 
estates that would not have been pos-
sible in Germany at the time. Examples 
include Ennsfeld estate (1992-1997) in 
the Ebelsberg district of Linz by archi-

tect Franz Riepl and Wohnpark Neue 
Donau (1996-1999), a housing estate 
in Vienna designed by architect Harry 
Seidler.  

Linguistic diff erences are also apparent 
in the German and Austrian discourses. 
Germans are keen to avoid newly built 
housing estates being labelled “trouble 
hotspots”, whereas the offi  cial master-
plan for Vienna's Seestadt Aspern dis-
trict (under construction since 2010) 
explicitly refers to the area as an “urban 
hotspot”. In the Austrian context, “hot-
spot” has a neutral connotation (refer-
ring to a lively area) and takes its cue 
from old urban centres nearby. In Ger-
man discourse, the term “hotspot” has 
an entirely diff erent and much more 
negative connotation.

KONTAKT

Daniela Zupan
daniela.zupan@si.uni-stuttgart.de

Daniela Zupan is a research assistant 
at the Department of Architecture 
and Urban Planning at the University 
of Stuttgart. She is also a doctoral 
researcher on the Innoplan sub-pro-
ject on "Planning and constructing 
new urban districts" which is headed 
by Prof. Dr. Johann Jessen. 
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Expulsions: brutality and 
complexity in the global 

economy 
Guest lecture by 

Saskia Sassen at the IRS 
in February 2016

Saskia Sassen's guest lecture on Feb-
ruary 16th 2016 at the Leibniz-In-
stitute for Research on Society and 
Space (IRS) was well-attended. Some 
80 guests fl ocked to the conference 
hall to listened to the internationally 
renowned sociologists and urban re-
searcher. Her talk was held as part of 
the „IRS International Lectures on So-
ciety and Space“ and focused on her 
latest book „Expulsions: Brutality and 
Complexity in the Global Economy“. 
Th e book has been translated into Ger-
man (titled “Ausgrenzungen: Brutal-
ität und Komplexität in der globalen 
Wirtschaft “) and was published by Fis-
cher Wissenschaft  in autumn 2015.

Saskia Sassen is the Robert S. Lynd 
professor of sociology at Columbia Uni-
versity, where she also  chairs the com-
mittee on global thought. Currently, Sas-
sen is a visiting professor at the London 
School of Economics. She has become fa-
mous and won acclaim for her research 
on globalisation and migration. Over the 
past years, Sassen has published several 
books that have received international 

praise. Among them "Th e Global City: 
New York, London, Tokyo“ (1991), “Ter-
ritory, Authority, Rights: From Medieval 
to Global Assemblages” (2006), as well 
as “A Sociology of Globalization“ (2007).

In her lecture, Sassen drew on argu-
ments made in her latest book “Expul-
sions: Brutality and Complexity in the 
Global Economy”. She talked about the 
rise in global inequality, extreme income 
disparities, the refugee crisis, and grave 
environmental problems. Sassen concep-
tualises these issues as expulsions that, 
in part, result from accelerated fi nan-
cial fl ows. To her, concepts like pov-
erty or inequality no longer adequately 
capture the problems of our globalised 
world. Sassen regards the problems of 
our times as systemic in that they aff ect 
all aspects of human life with an unprec-
edented degree of brutality. She identi-
fi es potentials for urban renewal on the 
local level, meanwhile. Prof. Dr. Margit 
Mayer (Center for Metropolitan Studies, 
TU Berlin) served as a discussant aft er 
the talk and Prof. Dr. Felicitas Hillmann 
(IRS) moderated th e event.

Contact:
Prof. Dr. Felicitas Hillmann

Tel +49 3362 793-232
felicitas.hillmann@leibniz-irs.de

8th IRS International Lecture 
on Society and Space
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New research project 
Fostering creative processes 

by reducing, tolerating or 
amplifying the concomitant 

“uncertainty”? 

As of summer of 2016, economists from 
the Freie Universität Berlin (FU Berlin) 
will coordinate a DFG research unit enti-
tled “Organized Creativity: Practices for 
Inducing and Coping with Uncertainty". 

It will investigate whether and to what 
degree creative processes can be organ-
ised in an arts-based and a science-based 
fi eld. Th e research unit brings together 
scholars from universities in Berlin, 
Hamburg, Duisburg-Essen, Frankfurt 
(Oder), Innsbruck and Linz. IRS re-
search Prof. Dr. Oliver Ibert will work on 
the research unit as well.

“Creativity” has emerged as the man-
tra of our times. Nowadays, individu-
als, companies, entire cities, regions and 
countries are expected to be creative. In 
the early 2000s, the cultural and creative 
sectors were championed as drivers of eco-
nomic growth in resource-poor industrial 
nations. Today, creativity is propagated for 
all aspects if life as a means of coping with 
an increasingly complex and unpredicta-
ble world. Rather than hope for occasional 
strokes of genius, creativity is now regarded 
as something ordinary that can be organ-
ised. And yet, much of what we know to-
day about the genesis of creative processes 
stems from psychological research on in-
dividual and group behaviour. Th is is why 
the German Research Foundation (DFG) is 
supporting this new, interdisciplinary re-
search unit with almost 2 million euros to 
develop a "theory of organized creativity". 
Prof. Dr. Jörg Sydow from the FU Berlin 
will act as the unit's spokesperson.  

Th e research unit is comprised of schol-
ars from the fi elds of management and or-
ganisation research, sociology and eco-
nomic geography. Th ey share a common 
theoretical framework and an empirical 
research agenda that is harmonised across 
and connects the unit's sub-projects. On a 
theoretical level, the unit seeks to discern 

whether it is possible to cope with and con-
trol the uncertainty that inevitably arises 
in creative processes. Th is entails studying 
how and when diff erent degrees of uncer-
tainty foster creative processes. Th is focus 
on uncertainty stems from the researchers 
shared background in organisational the-
ory. Th ey share the belief that the existence 
of organisations and inter-organisational 
networks, like all eff orts of self-organisa-
tion, should be understood fi rst and fore-
most as means of coping with uncertainty. 
Nevertheless, so far little is known about 
specifi c strategies of dealing with uncer-
tainty in the context of creative processes. 
Tolerating or deliberately fostering uncer-
tainty are crucial yet hitherto hardly un-
derstood mechanisms of dealing with un-
certainty. Th e unit's sub-projects analyse 
and compare creative processes in the mu-
sic and pharma industry in diff erent Ger-
man regions. 

Each sub-project is headed by an inter-
disciplinary team of researchers. Prof. Dr. 
Oliver Ibert, who heads the IRS research 
department on the „Dynamics of Eco-
nomic Spaces“ and holds a professorship for 
economic geography at the FU Berlin, will 
contribute his expertise on the eff ects of 
spatial factors on creative processes to the 
research unit. As a precursor to the consti-
tution of the research unit, Ibert organised 
an international conference entitled „Crea-
tivity in Arts and Sciences: Collective pro-
cesses from a spatial perspective“ in May 
2015. During the fi rst funding phase, Ibert 
will co-direct the „Governance of Creativ-
ity: Distributing Uncertainty in Collabo-
ration Practices” sub-project together with 
Prof. Dr. Gregory Jackson (FU Berlin, Man-
agement). Over the course of three years, 
two doctoral students (one of whom will be 
working at the IRS) will study creative pro-
cesses in the music industry and in the de-
velopment of drugs in the pharmaceutical 
industry. “It will be interesting to see how 
diff erent organisations balance certainty 
and uncertainty in creative processes,” says 
Ibert. “While uncertainty implies freedom 
to experiment, surprises and spontaneity 
this may mean making workfl ows less pre-
dictable and thereby undermine cooper-
ation with others.” Two further sub-pro-
jects (including IRS researchers) on this 
subject are planned, provided the research 
unit is awarded an additional three years 
of funding.

Contact:
Prof. Dr. Oliver Ibert,
Tel +49 3362 793-152,

oliver.ibert@leibniz-irs.de

::: www.wiwiss.fu-berlin.de/
forschung/organized-creativity/

index.html
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New research project
German and Polish 

perceptions of threatening 
aquatic phenomena in 

the Odra river region: the 
signifi cance of culture-

specifi c knowledge systems

Th e Odra river and the potential threat 
it represents to neighbouring regions 
became widely discussed topics fol-
lowing the Great Odra Flood of 1997 
and the so-called Flood of the Century 
in 2002. Floods entered the socio-cul-
tural discourses on either sides of the 
river and thereby aff ected the subjec-
tive perception of vulnerability in the 
German cities of Eisenhüttenstadt and 
Frankfurt (Oder), and in the Polish 
cities of Słubice and Wrocław. In May 
2016, a new research project was initi-
ated by scholars from the IRS and the 
Institute of Literary Research of the 
Polish Academy of Sciences  (PAN) to 
study how socio-cultural factors in-
fl uence perceptions of vulnerability. 
Moreover, the researchers also seek to 
examine how these factors impact the 
social construction of resilience, and 
to study the eff ects of discourses on 
natural phenomena.

Th e project addresses a research gap 
in the fi eld of vulnerability and resil-
ience research. “We know little about 
how diff erent cultural contexts aff ect 
the social construction of vulnerability 
and resilience,” explains Prof. Dr. Gabri-
ela Christmann who heads  the project. 
“Our PROGRESS project has already 
shown that local communities develop 
specifi c perceptions of vulnerabilities 
and of potential resilience measures. 
Analyses of newspapers from coastal 
regions and their coverage of climate 
change phenomena provided evidence 
for this.” Now, the new research project 
seeks to analyse how literary and mass 
media discourses in Germany and Po-

land contributed to establishing unique, 
culture-specifi c knowledge systems re-
garding the Odra region. In a second 
step, elaborate surveys and expert inter-
views will be conducted to assess if these 
culture-specifi c knowledge systems actu-
ally impact citizen's and expert's percep-
tions of vulnerability and resilience, and 
if these have an infl uence on fl ood con-
trol measures on either side of the river. 
“Th e project will conduct basic research 
in the sense that it will use empirical ev-
idence to test hitherto largely unchal-
lenged hypotheses from discourse anal-
ysis,” says Christmann. “Th is will also 
allows us to gain insights on the way in 
which culture-specifi c knowledge sys-
tems impact societal behaviours and 
long-term strategie s.”

Th e CultCon project is supported by 
the DFG “Beethoven” Funding Initiative 
in the Humanities and Social Sciences 
for Polish-German research, and by the 
Polish National Science Centre (NCN). It 
will run for two years. Aside from Prof. 
Dr. Christmann, IRS researchers Th or-
sten Heimann and Kamil Bembnista will 
also work on the project, as well as Dr. 
Anna Orzechowska-Barcz and two fur-
ther researchers from the Institute of Lit-
erary Research of the Polish Academy 
of Sciences (PAN). Th e CultCon project 
is collaborative research endeavour be-
tween Polish and German scholars and 
brings together the disciplines of social 
science and humanities. Germany's Lei-
bniz Association and the Polish Acad-
emy of Sciences (PAN) already have an 
existing partnership which helps foster 
this collaborative endeavour.

Contact:
Prof. Dr. Gabriela Christmann, 

Tel +49 3362 793-270,
gabriela.christmann@leibniz-irs.de

Th orsten Heimann,
Tel +49 3362 793-154,

thorsten.heimann@leibniz-irs.de



20 IRS AKTUELL No 13 | March 2017

Recently published
Resilient cities and 

the role of infrastructure 
and civil society

Societies have always been forced to 
assess and deal with risk. In mod-
ern societies, meanwhile, awareness 
of potential risks has increased be-
cause many man-made system have 
proven harder to control than antic-
ipated, and because awareness of po-
tentially risky causal relationships is 
on the rise. Elaborate debates on risk 
and sustainability since the 1980s are 
manifestations of these developments. 
"Th ese debates seem to focus on cit-
ies because they are dense urban cen-
tres with complex infrastructural links 
that are dependent on technological, 
social, economic and political struc-
tures and processes," explains IRS di-
rector Prof. Dr. Heiderose Kilper. To-
gether with department heads Prof. 
Dr. Gabriela Christmann and Prof 
Dr. Oliver Ibert, she has recently pub-

lished a detailed report analysing 
whether the concepts of vulnerability 
and resilience are suitable for studying 
risks and appropriate counter-meas-
ures. Th e report was published in the 
context of the research forum on pub-
lic safety (Forschungsforum Öff entli-
che Sicherheit). It presents the latest re-
search fi ndings on the resilience and 
vulnerability of cities, suggests ways 
of enhancing both concepts by adding 
constructivist insights, and examines 
in detail factors that may enhance ur-
ban resilience. With regard to enhanc-
ing resilience in modern cities, special 
attention is given to critical infrastruc-
tures (like energy grids, water net-
works and traffi  c links) and the poten-
tials civil society.   

“We were able to further develop the 
notions of vulnerability and resilience 
on a conceptual level,” says Christmann. 
“We regard vulnerability as a social con-
struct in the sense that societies select, 

communicate about and then assess po-
tential risks. We regard resilience as a so-
cial construct, too. It describes the way in 
which societies act to protect the func-
tionality of elements perceived to be vul-
nerable.” In cities, measures to increase 
resilience aim to ensure “stability” when 
multiple risks can lead to crisis. Such ef-
forts seek to ensure that systems deemed 
essential keep functioning or quickly 
resume functioning in times of crisis. 
Measures like these depend on careful 
analyses of vulnerabilities and the in-
ter-dependence of vulnerable systems.   

Th e authors conclude their report 
with summaries of what typically defi nes 
resilient systems and with concrete rec-
ommendations in order to allow urban 
planners and politicians to benefi t from 
their research. “It became apparent that 
systems with varied, redundant, fl exi-

ble and potentially innovative structures 
have a high potential for being resilient,” 
summarises Ibert. So the more resilient 
technological systems will quickly return 
to their status-quo, whereas more resil-
ient social systems are characterised by 
constant innovation and fl exibility. Th e 
authors therefore recommend strength-
ening local networks of self-organising 
citizens and including citizens in col-
laborative planning.

CHRISTMANN, Gabriela B.; KILPER, 
Heiderose; IBERT, Oliver: Die resiliente 
Stadt in den Bereichen Infrastrukturen 
und Bürgergesellschaft . Schrift enreihe 
Forschungsforum Öff entliche Sicher-
heit Nr. 19, 2016. Berlin: Freie Univer-
sität Berlin
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„It became apparent that systems with 
varied, redundant, fl exible and potentially 
innovative structures have a high potential 
for being resilient.“
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Recently published
From clusters to open 

regions: a new paradigm for 
promoting regional innovation

Regional innovations are consid-
ered drivers of economic growth and 
means of securing competitive advan-
tages. For over two decades, the clus-
ter model has served as a paradigm for 
policies promoting such innovations, 
albeit with mixed results. IRS scholars 
have reviewed several research projects 
on this subject  and distilled lessons on 
how to improve policies promoting re-
gional innovation from them. A re-
cently published working paper identi-
fi es core problems associated with the 
cluster approach and in turn suggests 
a new paradigm for promoting inno-
vation through regional development. 
Th e researchers refer to this new par-
adigm as the “open region” approach.

Th e “open region” paradigm breaks 
with assumptions held by the cluster 
model and instead builds on three new 
premises. Firstly, the “open region” par-
adigm no longer deems geographical 
proximity crucial to processes of inno-
vation given the possibilities provided 
by the internet to interact and com-
municate regardless of geographical 
location. Secondly, it builds on recent 
research that has shown processes of in-
novation to be mobile, multi-local, and 
organised over great distances. Conse-
quently, innovations are not bound to 
regions. Th us, regions are better under-
stood as areas where innovations origi-
nate, pass through or as “local anchors” 
for innovations . Th irdly and lastly, the 
open region paradigm rejects focusing 
on companies and technological prod-
uct innovations, as the cluster approach 
does. Instead, the open region paradigm 

now also considers users, communities 
of practitioners and individuals engaged 
in the cultural sector crucial to processes 
of regional innovation. As such, it also 
focuses on innovations in services and 
processes.

“We have formulated an updated par-
adigm for pro-active political measures 
seeking to reshape the dialectic between 
territorial and institutional openness and 
isolation. Th e aim of this new paradigm 
is to create and utilise opportunities for 
regional innovation,”  says Prof. Dr. Ol-
iver Ibert who heads the IRS research 
department “Dynamics of Economic 
Spaces”. Th e recommended measures 
can potentially strengthen the capacity 
of regional actors to undertake innova-
tions. Th ey can also support regional in-
novation-driven processes and may fi nd 
application throughout all tiers of mul-
ti-level governance. Th is means that on 
the municipal and inter-municipal level 
regions may be targeted as realms where 
innovations may be promoted. By the 
same token, incentives for regional inno-
vation may also originate from the state 
or international level.  

MÜLLER, Felix; BRINKS, Verena; IB-
ERT, Oliver; SCHMIDT, Suntje: Open 
Region: Leitbild für eine regionale In-
novationspolitik. Working Paper Nr. 
53, Erkner: Leibniz-Institut für Region-
alentwicklung und Strukturplanung, 
2015, 35 Seiten

::: Th e working paper is available for 
download from the IRS website
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