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New Paths for Rural Regions
The academic year 2015, which was devoted to the future viability of cities, has come to a close. The idea behind it was 
not only that the large conurbations need sustainable concepts for ecological, social and economic development, but also 
that answers to urgent questions about the future for all of society can be sought and found in the cities themselves. 
The current edition of the “IRS aktuell” newsletter dares to propose a change of perspective: can rural areas, in particu-
lar peripheral and structurally weak regions, also be the source of innovation and offer solutions to social challenges? 

Demographic change, structural eco-
nomic change, climate change and 
energy transition – rural areas seem 
to be affected by many important trans-
formation processes without being able 
to influence them. They suffer from 
migration of young, well-qualified peo-
ple, feel the effects of an ageing pop-
ulation particularly acutely and they 
are becoming the places where conflicts 
over renewable energy are being played 
out. The feeling of powerlessness for 
communities in structurally weak rural 
regions seems simultaneously to be a 
reality, a prejudice and a stigma. “Of 
course, the big challenges that these 
areas are facing cannot be denied”, says 
Prof. Dr. Gabriela Christmann, head 
of the “Dynamics of Communication, 
Knowledge and Spatial Development” 
research department. 

But the particularly pressing nature 
of the problems and certain freedoms 
have also given many of the local stake-
holders the impetus to explore new ave-
nues and look for innovative solutions. 
These solutions are as diverse as the 
stakeholders who initiate them and 
the problems on the ground: in one 
municipality, traders are organising a 
cultural week that is intended to con-
tribute to a change of identity in the 
area. In another municipality, farmers 
and residents are coming together to 

create a bio-energy village. In a third, a 
social enterprise is making an open-ac-
cess laboratory available in which any-
one can use technologies that are oth-
erwise difficult to access.

The local contexts and constellations 
of stakeholders in the municipalities 
and the social processes and courses of 
the innovation projects are the subject 
of the current lead project in Christ-
mann’s department. The article that 
begins on page 6 of this issue provides 
an insight into the six municipalities, 
the design of the study and the initial 
observations from the project, which 
has been running since the beginning 
of the year 2015. A separate article is 
devoted to bio-energy villages (begin-
ning on page 8). 

Innovation as a research topic is also a 
central focus of the IRS beyond its work 
on rural areas. In the past, academics 
from Prof. Dr. Oliver Ibert’s “Dynamics 
of Economic Spaces” research depart-
ment and from Christmann’s depart-
ment have carried out detailed research 
into the process and spatiality of inno-
vation and into social innovations. 
The particular conceptual features of 
the context of rural space for innova-
tion are the topic of an interview with 
Christmann and Ibert that begins on 
page 3 of this issue.

CONTACT

Prof. Dr. Gabriela B. Christmann  
tel. +49 (0)3362 793-270  
gabriela.christmann@leibniz-irs.de 

Gabriela Christmann is the head of 
the research department „Dynamics 
of Communication, Knowledge and 
Spatial Development“ and professor 
for spatial, knowledge and communi-
cation sociolgy at the Technical Uni-
versity Berlin. Her research focuses 
on knowledge sociology, urban and 
regional sociology, processes of com-
munication and discourse in the con-
text of the construction of spaces, 
participation and conflicts in spa-
tial development, social innovations 
and qualitative methods of social 
research. In her research department 
she is the head of the lead project 
„Innovations in Rural Municipalities“.

mailto:felicitas.hillmann@irs-net.de


3IRS AKTUELL No 12 | January 2017

The Spatial Specificity of Innovation 
Processes  
At the IRS, innovations are analysed from the particular perspective of spatial social research. The process of innova-
tion – from the initial idea, via communicative development, through to implementation and dissemination – is placed 
explicitly in the context of locations of knowledge genesis, spatial migration processes and local conditions for the var-
ious stages of the process. Prof. Gabriela Christmann and Prof. Oliver Ibert gave an interview on this spatial specificity 
of innovation processes and the particular features of rural areas as locations for innovation. 

Where does the academic concept 
of innovation have its origins?

Oliver Ibert: The concept of innovation 
now has a career stretching over 100 
years. Schumpeter used it to explain 
why economic development is not lin-
ear but cyclical. In doing so, he concep-
tualised the observation that economic 
processes sometimes do not simply 
strive to achieve states of balance. He 
thereby provided a narrative for the fact 
that companies and entire industries 
can tank and new ones emerge. This 
rather economic concept of innovation 
subsequently diffused into other social 
areas: thus, for example, new ways of 
living such as flat sharing or changes 
in the political-administrative sector 
are regarded as innovations. We can 
see that this concept has a long history 
and that its attraction is increasingly 
growing down to the present day. 

Gabriela Christmann: The term innova-
tion has come to be used very widely, 
including for social changes. Now it 
is not only technical and economic 
changes, but also political, cultural and 
social changes that break with existing 
routines and are considered as innova-
tions. Accordingly, not just researchers, 
engineers and entrepreneurs are actors 
of innovation, those in politics, admin-
istration and civic society can also play 
an important part in developing and 
implementing something new. Their 
contributions to innovative solutions 
for example to the challenges of demo-
graphic change to insufficient provision 
of technical and social infrastructure or 
to social cohesion are often referred to 
as social innovations. The term social 
innovation has increasingly gained 
acceptance in innovation research in 
the social sciences since the 1990s and 
it can be used on the one hand for social 

projects and on the other for new social 
processes that go along with technical, 
economic or political changes.

What do models about the spatial-
ity of innovations show?

Oliver Ibert: Economic geography has 
accepted the concept very quickly and 
attempts to explain why the dynamic of 
innovation is not only distributed une-
venly over industries, but also spatially. 
The connection was only understood 
implicitly at first: an uneven innovation 
dynamic results from uneven distribu-
tion of industries in space. The classic 
example is the decline of old industrial 
regions and the rise of those shaped 
by high-tech. It was also soon realised 
that highly innovative industries are 
also very flexible spatially and can settle 
almost anywhere. The more fundamen-
tal an innovation, the less it depends 
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on pre-shaped location factors. Last 
but not least, there is of course exten-
sive literature about territorial innova-
tion models dating back to Marshall – 
these attempt to understand the spatial 
contextual conditions of innovations 
so they can be specifically developed.

At the IRS, an understanding of 
innovation has been developed that 
is related to both processes and 
space. What makes this combina-
tion so special?

Gabriela Christmann: In our concep-
tion of innovations, we combine the 
observation that an innovation must go 
through several specific process stages 
in its development, from an initial idea 
to a widely accepted solution to a prob-
lem, with the indication that each pro-
cess stage has its own spatial connec-
tions. If we stay with the example of 
flat-sharing communities, “Kommune 
Eins” in Munich – the first well-known 
community – initially represents an 
extremely local phenomenon. But the 
flat-sharing community only became 
an innovation when it freed itself from 
these local conditions and turned into 
a mass phenomenon in lots of different 
places. The specific must develop into 
the general in other locations. More-
over, we see innovation as something 
that gets its character as an innovation 
from the attribution of the involved 
actors, in other words it is socially con-
structed. We make use of concepts of 
communicative constructivism here 
and thus of a constructivist approach 
to social innovation.

Oliver Ibert: For example we summa-
rised the development of an idea into 
a marketable innovation in a pro-
ject on innovation biographies which 
show precisely which locally pressing 
problems spark which ideas, when 
and where they develop further and 

spread spatially. We are particularly 
interested in the supporting conditions 

that must be in place at a particular 
location to turn pressing problems into 
ideas. The most important is the free-
dom for experimentation – spatially, 
financially, culturally and politically. 
Then there is a good chance that the 
right people will come together in the 
right place.

Does that also apply to innovations 
that do not address local problems 
at all but global ones, such as in the 
pharmaceutical industry?

Oliver Ibert: Certainly. Even if the issue 
is not local, such as the development 
of a new active ingredient, local irrita-
tions very often provide the impetus. 
For example, we analysed an innova-
tion biography in which a physicist in 
the development department of a phar-
maceutical company discovered a mis-
take in the widespread understanding 

among pharmacists of how an active 
ingredient was delivered. He suggested 
a different approach, which was imple-
mented by his company as an innova-
tion. The crucial fact was the practical 
work in a specific place. Which place 
it is – a laboratory, a rural community 
undergoing demographic change, a city 
district or a university campus – could 
hardly be more diverse.

Can we conclude from this that 
innovations can have their origin 
almost anywhere? Then why are 
certain types of space regarded as 
more suitable for innovation than 
others?

Oliver Ibert: In the formation phase, 
innovations are actually only linked to 
space in a very limited way. When the 

process moves on to further dissemi-
nation of the new practice, technique 
or method, to some extent you need a 
ready supply of expertise, capital and 
commitment from people with differ-
ent perspectives. This means that cen-
tres have an advantage when it comes 
to the success of an economic innova-
tion – the last steps in the innovation 
process are frequently the most visible. 
We repeatedly observed this shift from 
the periphery, where an idea can cer-
tainly come about, to the centre where 
the last steps are taken, the patents reg-
istered and the value creation occurs.

Rural areas are regarded as rather 
remote from innovation, perhaps 
precisely for that reason. Which 
characteristics nevertheless suggest 
that something new can be devel-
oped there?

Free space in rural regions can also be of  
an intellectual nature because one is not  
confronted with the mainstream immediately  
and therefore with certain ways of thinking,  
as you are in centres.
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Oliver Ibert: One significant advantage 
is the free space that peripheral areas 
have to offer. They facilitate “garage 
situations” in a metaphorical sense: 
you can make use of a space, an area 
or a building at little cost. This cre-
ates opportunities for experimenta-
tion. In large cities, this free space is 
increasingly rare, even in Berlin it is 
now becoming difficult. However free 
space in rural regions can also be of 
an intellectual nature because one is 
not confronted with the mainstream 
immediately and therefore with cer-
tain ways of thinking, as you are in cen-
tres – for example when it comes to 
economic innovations. Distance from 
centres can provide a certain freedom 
in thinking and action, which is what 
some companies allow themselves by 
having branches away from established 
agglomerations of headquarters.

Gabriela Christmann: If, by contrast, it 
comes to innovations in community 
development, you must consider that 
for example in structurally weak rural 
regions economic productivity is low, 
career opportunities are in short supply 
and well trained people who for exam-
ple would have the knowledge required 
to implement a new idea typically move 
away. That is a disadvantage of those 
regions. On the other hand, structur-
ally weak rural regions are character-
ised by various problematic situations 
and by such pressing problems that the 
local people there are compelled to find 
solutions for their lives in the country. 
To put it another way, necessity is the 
mother of invention. This can particu-
larly be observed on different actors in 
regions with rural characteristics.

Oliver Ibert: A more recent develop-
ment is the fact that even in rural areas 
participation in global communities 
via the internet has become a matter 
of course. This also encourages the 
foundation of enterprises that require 
the exchange of specific knowledge, 
such as user-driven innovations that 
are embedded in communities. How-

ever, I think that the advantage of dig-
ital global networks is greater for cit-
ies than it is for the countryside. If you 
have access to the same information 
wherever you are and participate in 
the same communities, the proxim-
ity to differing and divergent contexts 
becomes even more important. Big cit-
ies have a significant advantage here. 

Do rural areas perhaps encourage a 
particular type of innovation, in the 
social area for example?

Oliver Ibert: Certainly, extremely 
capital-intensive and highly technical 
innovations, such as in pharmaceutical 
development or high-tech industries, 
are very difficult in rural areas. The 
need for infrastructure and personnel 
is less easily met away from large cities. 
On the other hand, there are starting 
points for social innovations in many 
rural areas. 

Gabriela Christmann: Also in our pro-
ject frameworks we have primarily 
observed social innovations. Here it 
becomes apparent that the “innova-
tions” go back to “old” concepts, such 
as the development of village stores for 
local supply. You might therefore refer 
to this type of innovation as “retro-in-
novation”. But that does not change the 
fact that these “village stores” go far 
beyond the old corner shop, as they 
are complex, multi-functional centres 
that often serve simultaneously as a 
meeting point, post office, bank and 
temporary medical practice. Here it 
becomes apparent that social innova-
tions – perhaps more than technical 
or economic innovations – tend to be 
new combinations of familiar elements 
rather than entirely new entities. But 
that applies not only to innovations in 
rural regions, but also in cities, as the 
example of multi-generational living 
illustrates.
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Innovations in Rural Municipalities
The term innovation is usually associated with new technical developments, expensive laboratories in large companies 
and development clusters in conurbations. Setting up a communal village store in a structurally weak rural region, on 
the other hand, is not widely regarded as an innovative step by the general public. In academic circles, however, new 
practices or approaches to social problems are considered to be innovations. In one of its research projects, the IRS 
“Dynamics of Communication, Knowledge and Spatial Development” research department is placing these social innova-
tions in the context of rural communities in structurally weak regions that are regarded as remote from innovation. The 
first empirical findings of the project, which has been running since the start of 2015, reveal the enormous challenges 
facing the communities– but also the creativity of the search for solutions away from well-trodden paths.

Klockow in the Uckermark region of 
the German federal state of Branden-
burg is a village with a long history. It 
was a feudal estate, at certain times 
part of Brandenburg, at others part of 
Pomerania, and it was repeatedly a bat-
tlefield in the Thirty Years’ War. The 
recent past is mainly associated with 
rearing sheep: in the GDR period, 
Klockow was the largest sheep rearing 
location in central Europe; in addition 
to the state-owned company, there was 
also a high school and a vocational col-
lege. The German unification brought 
an end to the company – several hun-
dred jobs were lost, social infrastruc-

tures could not be sustained and the 
image of a prospering village disap-
peared. 

While the history of Klockow is unique, 
many rural communities in Germany 
are facing similar challenges. Demo-
graphic change and structural eco-
nomic transformation have sent 
many rural regions into a downward 
spiral in which migration and struc-
tural deficiencies feed off one another. 
“Below-average economic productiv-
ity, low professional prospects, inad-
equate provision of technical, social 
and service infrastructure and a lim-

ited social life have reinforced the 
impulse to move away, especially 
among young, well-qualified people”, 
says Prof. Gabriela Christmann, head 
of research department and the “Inno-
vations in Rural Municipalities” pro-
ject. Migration in turn has a negative 
impact on the economic prospects of 
the regions, which severely limits the 
scope for action of local stakehold-
ers from areas ranging from politics 
to civic society. “We can see this phe-
nomenon very strongly in the new fed-
eral states of Germany, of course, but 
also parts of Hessen, Rheinland-Pfalz 
and Lower Saxony are finding them-
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selves confronted by it, in the context 
of individual regional developments”, 
says Christmann. 

Resignation would be understanda-
ble for villages like Klockow in view of 
what seems like the almost impossible 
task of breaking out of or even revers-
ing the downward spiral. “This reac-
tion is actually widespread among resi-
dents and political stakeholders on the 
ground and is exacerbated by a certain 
stigmatisation of the regions”, explains 
Christmann. “And yet we repeatedly 
observe contradictory signals: villages 
and individual village residents start 
projects in which they experiment crea-
tively with new ideas and practices and 
respond to the pressure to take action 
with an innovation.” In Klockow, for 
example, the project “Lebens-Energie 
für das Dorf” (“Life Energy for the Vil-
lage”) has been running since 2012, in 
the course of which businesses, local 
government, politicians and residents 
of the village have worked together to 
set up a village workshop and a village 
kitchen with local seasonal vegetables, 
among other things. The project won a 

“Land Reclaimers” award from the Rob-
ert Bosch Foundation and is both a tan-
gible and a conceptual counterpoint to 
the downward spiral of recent decades. 

Klockow is one of six communities 
being examined under the project. The 
five other communities are character-
ised by innovations either also in the 
field of “food supply” (Frankershausen, 
Hessen) or in the fields of “bio-energy 
villages” (Schwarzatal, Thüringen; 
Treptitz, Saxony) and “art, culture and 
identity” (Kyllburg, Rheinland-Pfalz; 
Plessa, Brandenburg). Beyond the spe-
cific regional contexts and the vari-
ous social innovations, the academics 
involved are looking for differences and 
common ground in relation to the key 
figures involved, the constellations of 
stakeholders and the social processes 
in which the innovation in the devel-
opment of the rural community is 
taking place. As a result, the project is 
making a contribution to innovation 
research: there is a need for empirical 
research into stakeholders, conditions, 
processes and courses of innovations, 

particularly in communities in struc-
turally weak rural regions, says Christ-
mann. “The project is also devoted to 
the research area of rural spaces, which 
is still neglected in research in West-
ern Europe in comparison to cities, in 
particular in relation to transformation 
processes and specifically innovations.”

The researchers in the six communities 
under examination are currently car-
rying out focussed ethnographic stud-
ies so that they can analyse the contex-
tual conditions and constellations of 
stakeholders in the municipalities and 
the social processes and procedures in 
innovative community development 
projects. In doing so, they are bringing 
together data from documents, prob-
lem-centred interviews, participatory 
observations and standard surveys. An 
important part is also being played by 
the reconstruction of the stakeholders’ 
social networks and of the participation 
processes in the generation of innova-
tive projects”, says Christmann. 

The findings to date have shown the 
researchers how varied the new ideas 
for rural areas can be. In a similar way 
to Klockow, for example, a multi-func-
tional village store in Frankershausen 
is supplying residents with food. The 
“one-stop shop” provides goods and 
services for everyday needs and also 
provides employment opportuni-
ties for people with disabilities and 
a social meeting place in the village. 
Unlike Klockow, in Frankershausen 
it is a social enterprise (Stelllenwert 
gGmbH) that has turned an idea into 
a functioning project, rather than an 
alliance of key local figures. The project 
in Treptitz, in turn, is the result of the 
residents’ sense of community: when all 
of the individual sewage plants of the 
village had to be modernised to meet 
the latest EU standard, they installed a 
communal sewage plant for the entire 
village at short notice and laid a local 
area heating pipeline from the biogas 
plant of a farmer in the vicinity at the 
same time. As they carried out the 
work themselves, the costs were kept 
under control and the level of identi-
fication with the communal project is 
high. “In order to implement the pro-

ject, the residents of Treptitz also had 
to break down resistance in the local 
council”, says Christmann. An entire 
village organising its waste water dis-
posal communally and independently 
while generating bio energy locally and 
using it very cost-effectively is unique 
in Germany – and it is an outstanding 
example of the innovative capacity of 
rural communities.
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Energy Transition and Willingness  
to Innovate in Rural Communities
The energy transition in Germany is a process with enormous affects on rural space, as the decentralised use of renew-
able energy sources must primarily be carried out there. Some communities are using this dynamics to pull the strings 
on their own and make use of the process. They are establishing bio-energy villages, for example, and are thereby also 
tackling their structural deficiencies such as emigration or the lack of economic prospects. Dr. Tobias Federwisch and 
Dr. Matthias Naumann are giving an interview on their research into bio-energy villages.

How old is the idea of turning a vil-
lage into a bio-energy village?

Tobias Federwisch: It is a compara-
tively recent phenomenon. The first 
bio-energy village in Germany was 
established in 2006 in the commu-
nity of Jühnde in the district of Göt-
tingen. But it was quickly joined by 
others. Currently there are 119 recog-
nised bio-energy villages and others 
that are on the way to becoming one. 
They can be found throughout Ger-
many, although most of them are in 
Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg. The 

federal competition of the same name 
has certainly helped to draw attention 
to bio-energy villages and encouraged 
stakeholders to imitate them. 

So can it be called a successful con-
cept?

Matthias Naumann: The idea of the 
bio-energy village, irrespective of 
the number of villages, can certainly 
be considered a success insofar as it 
has stimulated a debate of the energy 
supply in rural areas. Not all positive 

examples are easy to emulate – but they 
certainly provide inspiration.

Is the “creation” of a bio-energy vil-
lage actually the expression of the 
process dynamic of the energy tran-
sition or an expression of communi-
ties’ internal willingness to innovate?

Naumann: The decision of the federal 
government for an energy transition 
has quite clearly reinforced initiatives 
for exploring new ways of energy sup-
ply that were often already present in 
villages. The dynamic of the energy 
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transition and local innovations there-
fore are mutually depending on each 
another.

Federwisch: I have a similar view and 
I would not play off the two aspects 
against one another. The energy tran-
sition has certainly made a significant 
contribution to the creation of bio-en-
ergy villages. Institutional framework 
conditions were created that have facil-
itated action in this area. However, over 
the decades awareness has developed 
that alternative energy 
concepts are necessary. 
The willingness of com-
munities to innovate and 
take a step in the direc-
tion of a bio-energy vil-
lage also draws on this.

If bio-energy villages 
are seen less as the 
expression of a desire 
to restructure the supply of energy 
ecologically and more as a way to 
improve the prospects of structurally 
weak regions, what are the expecta-
tions at the start of such projects?

Federwisch: One of the core basic con-
ditions of bio-energy villages is the 
desire to achieve independence from 
fossil fuels. At the same time, the desire 
for independence from large energy 
companies and consideration of one’s 
own energy resources and value crea-
tion chains in the local and regional 
context also play a part. In this connec-
tion, economic and social objectives are 
also expressed in bio-energy villages, 

along with ecological ones. People are 
looking for an economic basis for the 
village.

Naumann: But here we also come across 
contradictions in the implementation 
of bio-energy villages. Especially in 
the regions in which projects relating 
to an alternative energy supply can 
offer a new development opportunity 
to villages with huge structural eco-
nomic and demographic problems, 
the resources do often not exist. That 

applies to the municipalities, but also 
to higher administrative levels that are 
short of human and financial resources.

So who usually takes the decision to 
become a bio-energy village? 

Naumann: Usually there are enthusias-
tic individuals on site who are pushing 
the inception of a bio-energy village. 
But experience shows that the better 
the network of these stakeholders is, the 
better are their chances. This includes 
contacts with the political sphere and 
the government at district and regional 
level as well as access to technological 
expertise.  

What impact does the decision to 
become a bio-energy village have on 
people in the respective communi-
ties?

Federwisch: I have noticed that even 
a cautious expression of ideas relat-
ing to a bio-energy village can set off 
huge waves in a village. This ranges 
from euphoria, via scepticism, to rejec-
tion. But even if a democratic decision 
is taken in favour of a bio-energy vil-
lage, it will not be a sure-fire success. 

The protagonists are 
confronted with techni-
cal, infrastructural, legal, 
political and economic 
problems that they usu-
ally have not thought of. 

Naumann: Setting up 
a bio-energy village is 
always a process in which, 
of course, existing con-

flicts in the village are brought to 
bear as well. However, the success of a 
bio-energy village can extend to other 
areas of the development of the village 
– ideally, now that money is available, 
by maintaining or renovating munic-
ipal facilities. On the other hand, pro-
ject failures can strengthen feelings of 
lack of prospects.

What other effects does the crea-
tion of bio-energy villages have on 
regional development?

Naumann: As bio-energy villages can 
create new economic prospects for 
rural areas and promote social par-

The success of a bio-energy village  
can extend to other areas of  

development – ideally, now that money  
is available, by maintaing or renovating 

municipal facilities.
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ticipation, they also contribute to a 
re-evaluation of regional develop-
ment. In other words, common per-
ceptions of areas with no opportuni-
ties must be questioned. But that goes 
along with a less idealised perspective 
on rural areas, which are increasingly 
becoming locations for power and heat 
generation. As far as energy supply is 
concerned, cities are thus becoming 
more dependent on rural areas. Ide-
ally a network will be created between 
“smart cities” and “smart rural areas”.

In which areas of spatial social 
research is there a need for further 
research into bio-energy villages?

Naumann: The current conflicts about 
planning, setting up and extending 
power plants using renewable energy 
– especially wind energy – show that, in 
addition to technical and economic fea-
sibility, issues of economic and political 
participation are also important. Who 
benefits from bio-energy villages, who 
does not? How can bio-energy villages 
be embedded into an overarching strat-
egy for rural areas? Which structural 
conditions are crucial to the success of 
bio-energy villages? How do bio-en-
ergy villages shape discourses about 
“rurality”?

CONTACT

Dr. Matthias Naumann 

Matthias Naumann has been a 
research associate in the research 
department „Institutional Change and 
Regional Public Goods“ until the end 
of 2016. In several projects he inves-
tigated – among other topics – new 
organisational forms and conflicts in 
the context of the energy transition 
in Germany. Above that, his research 
focuses on infrastructural and insti-
tutional change and regional devel-
opment, city politics and critical 
approaches to human geography.

Dr. Tobias Federwisch 
tel. +49 (0)3362 793-181  
tobias.federwisch@leibniz-irs.de 

Tobias Federwisch is a reseach asso-
ciate in the research department 
„Dynamics of Communication, Knowl-
edge and Spatial Development“ and 
works in the lead project „Innovations 
in Rural Municipalities“. Among his 
research foci are social innovations, 
social entrepreneurship and rural 
development.

The “Institutional Change and Regional Public Goods” and “Dynamics of Com-
munication, Knowledge and Spatial Development” IRS research departments are 
addressing bio-energy villages from various perspectives. While the former is 
investigating the villages in both its lead project and the EnerLog project from 
the point of view of institutional change in energy transition, they are also being 
analysed in the lead project of the latter research department (along with topics 
such as local supply) in relation to innovation processes, as examples of innova-
tion in rural areas.

mailto:felicitas.hillmann@irs-net.de
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Regenerating the Local Economy  
in Rural Areas
Even 25 years after unification, rural regions in East Germany are still confronted with a structural weakness in the local 
economy. One of the keys to regenerating the economic situation in communities can be a stronger networking of local 
stakeholders from the politics, public administration, economy and civil society, who together are looking for new ideas 
and concepts. The “Crowd Production” project in Bischofswerda intends to initiate such a participatory change process. 
Therefore social scientists and economists are cooperating with practice partners from the fields of politics and business.

Bischofswerda is a district 
capital in the Oberlausitz 
region of Saxony between 
Dresden and Bautzen. 
Here, the project partners 
of “Crowd Production” 
initiated a participatory 
change process to regener-
ate the local economy. The 
project was a cooperation 
between the IRS, Fraun-
hofer Institute for Production Systems 
and Design Technology (IPK) and the 
company TOP Heidenau. “In order to 
achieve a revitalisation of this sort, it 
is not only necessary to generate tech-
nology chains and coordinate eco-
nomic developments, Bischofswerda 
also needs a regional development 
strategy to develop ideas for light-

house projects that are to be generated 
through various governance arrange-
ments”, says IRS researcher Dr. Tobias 
Federwisch. The aim of the “Crowd 
Production” project was therefore not 
only to introduce concrete structural 
economic initiatives, such as consoli-
dating system suppliers in the region, 
but also to achieve the integrating and 

identity-forming effect that 
comes from networking 
local stakeholders from 
various social spheres. 

“As a first step, we pre-
pared a so-called poten-
tial analysis as part of the 
IRS sub-project to provide 
academic support to the 
activities in Bischofswerda”, 

says Federwisch. He developed a “pro-
file” with data on urban development, 
specific urban discourses and identity 
anchors. In addition, he conducted 20 
interviews with key figures to deter-
mine their interests, perceptions of 
problems, visions and problem-solving 
approaches. On this basis, the project 
partners and the town council planned 

The „Crowd Production“ project focused not 

only on generating technology chains and 

coordinating economic development, it rather 

intended to achieve the integrating and 

identity forming effect that comes from 

networking local stakeholders vom various 

social spheres.
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a future workshop for Bischofswerda 
in 2016. The actors came together at 
this event, shared their visions and 
development scenarios and priori-
tised them. “While it was in progress 
we were doing research on the future 
workshop and the innovative projects 
that were planned there and after-
wards being developed in topic-based 
project groups to precise packages of 
measures. The results of the process, 
from the potential analysis, via the 
future workshop, through to the pro-
ject groups, was presented in a public 
exhibition for local residents.

“For us as social scientists, however, it 
is not only interesting to see the ideas 
and concepts that the town comes up 
with, but also how this process is car-
ried out from a communicative point 

of view”, concludes Federwisch. “We 
are precisely observing the social pro-
cesses of the ‘in situ’ progressing gen-
esis of innovation in the future work-
shop, and the emerging governance 
arrangements.” In doing so, the pro-
ject’s participants identified supporting 
and hindering factors for participatory 
change processes and derive recom-
mendations for action in municipal 
practice. The project was financed in 
the “Twenty-20 Forums” scheme that 
is part of the “Partnership for Innova-
tion” programme run by the Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research.

CONTACT

Dr. Tobias Federwisch 
tel. +49 (0)3362 793-181  
tobias.federwisch@leibniz-irs.de 

Tobias Federwisch is a reseach asso-
ciate in the research department 
„Dynamics of Communication, Knowl-
edge and Spatial Development“ and 
works in the lead project „Innovations 
in Rural Municipalities“. Among his 
research foci are social innovations, 
social entrepreneurship and rural 
development.

European “RurInno” Project: Research 
about and with Social Enterprises
In large parts of Europe, structurally weak rural regions are facing similar prob-
lems. Economic productivity is low, as is the availability of jobs for qualified 
people. At the same time, educational and cultural opportunities cannot be 
provided in these regions to the same extent as in conurbations. Both of these 
factors lead to continuous migration, especially of young, well-qualified peo-
ple. These problems are so firmly entrenched that a downward spiral has been 
set in motion and the regions are threatened to some extent with losing their 
connection with social and economic developments in Europe.

“Promoting social innovations is a strat-
egy for counteracting the problems”, 
says Dr. Ralph Richter, research asso-
ciate in the “Dynamics of Communi-
cation, Knowledge and Spatial Devel-
opment” research department. Social 
enterprises play an important part in 
this, supporting social innovations by, 
for example, coaching young people 
in the development of entrepreneurial 
ideas and thus providing development 
impetus in structurally weak areas. 

“But we have realised that social enter-
prises sometimes have large problems 
of their own in terms of professional 
development and networking with the 
political sphere, public administration 
and funding organisations because 
of their limited time and financial 
resources”, says Richter. This the start-
ing point for the European research 
project “Social Innovations in Structur-
ally Weak Rural Regions: How Social 
Entrepreneurs Foster Innovative Solu-

CONTACT

Dr. Ralph Richter 
tel. +49 (0)3362 793-215 
ralph.richter@leibniz-irs.de

Ralph Richter is a research associate in the 
research department „Dynamics of Communi-
cation, Knowledge and Spatial Development“. 
He works in the lead project Innovations 
in Rural Municipalities“ and as well as the 
EU-funded project „RurInno“. His research foci 
include urban and regional sociology, knowl-
edge sociology, social innovation, the inherent 
logic of cities, city-related identities,  
migration and shrinking cities.

mailto:felicitas.hillmann@irs-net.de
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Academic partners 

 � Leibniz Institute for Research on Society and Space (IRS) 
(Coordinator)

 � Institute for Innovation Management (IFI), Johannes Kepler 
University of Linz

Non-academic partners

 � OTELO eGen (Austria) develops young people’s technical 
knowledge in open technology laboratories

 � Nidzica Development Foundation NIDA (Poland) supports 
small rural businesses with financial advice

 � Stevia Hellas (Greece) advises small producers in cultivat-
ing and marketing the alternative sugar plant Stevia

 � Ballyhoura Development Ltd. (Ireland) addresses social ine-
quality in the countryside by running programmes to inte-
grate the unemployed, for example

PROJECT PARTNERS RURINNORurInno

This project has received funding from 
the European Union’s Horizon 2020 
research and innovation programme 
under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant 
agreement No 691181. 

tions to Social Problems” (RurInno). It 
brings together researchers and practi-
tioners from two research institutions 
and four social enterprises working in 
rural areas, who are pursuing three 
objectives together: first, promoting 
knowledge transfer between research 
and practice; second, improving empir-
ical knowledge of conditions for social 
innovations in rural areas; and third, 
increasing the visibility of the work of 
social enterprises in politics and society. 

“We are therefore researching both with 
and about the enterprises and thereby 
increasing practical and theoretical 
knowledge about social innovations 
and social enterprises”, concludes Rich-
ter. The RurInno project, which was 
approved as part of the RISE funding 
line under the Marie-Skłodowska-Cu-
rie programme of the EU, enables the 
project partners to exchange person-
nel through secondments adding up 
to a total of 50 months. In addition, a 
series of knowledge transfer workshops 
is being funded in the project. 
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Social Enterpreneurship in Structurally Weak 
Rural Regions: Analysing Innovative Trouble-
shooters in Action (RurAction)

The Leibniz Institute for Research on Society and Space has successfully applied for a research and training network in 
the highly competetive „Marie-Skłodowska-Curie“ programme of the European Union. Fourteen research institutes and 
social enterprises from seven European countries, coordinated by the IRS, will offer a structured doctoral training on 
social entrepreneurship in structurally weak rural regions. The doctoral candidates will conduct research guided by the 
question of which innovative solutions the social entrepreneurs can offer to tackle the economic and social downward 
spirals in these regions. The project will run for four years and has a budget of 2.5 million Euros.

Structurally weak rural regions are 
faced with major social and economic 
problems. In comparison to urban or 
intermediate regions, predominantly 
rural regions are economically less pro-
ductive and they provide a less exten-
sive scope of desired goods and ser-
vices. As a consequence, the regions 
experience a loss of inhabitants, espe-
cially of young and highly skilled peo-
ple. Thus, downward spirals are set in 
motion that further reduce economic 
opportunities and prevent rural regions 
from overcoming their structural defi-
cits. The RURACTION (“Social Entre-
preneurship in Structurally Weak Rural 
Regions: Analysing Innovative Trou-
bleshooters in Action”) research and 
training network focuses on socially 
innovative solutions to these rural 
problems developed by social entre-
preneurs. Social entrepreneurs are 
understood as practitioners who cre-
ate and implement social innovations 
by entrepreneurial means. The ques-
tion arises under which conditions they 
operate, how they organise solutions, 
how they network and empower res-
idents, which impacts they actually 
have on rural development, and how 
they can be supported in their prob-
lem-solving activities.

The European Commission identi-
fies the subject of social innovation 
in rural regions as a research gap. 
RURACTION will fill this gap. The 

research and training network brings 
together highly acknowledged academ-
ics and very experienced practitioners 
from social enterprises to contribute 
their expertise in this field (e.g. with 
spring schools, autumn skills semi-
nars and cross-sectoral secondments). 
It strives to achieve excellent research 
results and aims at qualifying early 
stage researcher as equally scientifi-

cally and practically skilled experts 
for social entrepreneurship and social 
innovations in rural regions – be it in 
order to conduct further research in 
this complex scientific field, to profes-
sionally support and promote initia-
tives of existing social entrepreneurial 
organisations, and/or to professionally 
start their own initiatives and social 
enterprises.

The project started in December 2016. The RURACTION project team consists of the 
following academic and non-academic partners

Project Consortium (Beneficiaries) 
 � Leibniz Institute for Research on 

Society and Space (IRS) (Germany)

 � Adam Mickiewicz University in  
Pozna   (Poland)

 � Roskilde University (Denmark)

 � Ballyhoura Development Ltd (Ireland)

 � University College Cork - National 
University Of Ireland, Cork (Ireland)

 � Leibniz-Institut für Länderkunde e. V. 
(IfL) (Germany)

 � University of the Aegean (Greece)

 � Otelo Egen (Austria)

 � University Institute of Lisbon  
(Portugal) 

 � Technische Universität Berlin

 � Institute for Innovation Management 
(IFI), Johannes Kepler Uni versity of 
Linz

Project Partner
 � OTELO eGen (Austria) develops young 

people’s technical knowledge in open 
technology laboratories

 � Nidzica Development Foundation 
NIDA (Poland) supports small rural 
businesses with financial advice

 � Stevia Hellas (Greece) advises small 
producers in cultivating and market-
ing the alternative sugar plant Stevia

 � Ballyhoura Development Ltd. (Ire-
land) addresses social inequality 
in the countryside by running pro-
grammes to integrate the unem-
ployed, for example

PROJECT PARTNER RURACTION
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Symposium 
The Car and the Modern City

The cities of Europe and North Amer-
ica underwent a fundamental change 
in the 20th century. One significant 
factor in this was the rise of the car 
from a niche existence in technical 
feasibility studies to a mass means of 
transport. Traffic not only affects the 
built city, but also forms of living and 
working and urbanisation strategies in 
policy and planning. This change and 
the cultural effects of the interplay be-
tween urban traffic planning and ur-
ban development was the topic of the 
symposium “Urban Automobility in 
Transition”, organised by the IRS de-
partment for Historical Research to-
gether with the Centre for Urban His-
tory of the University of Leicester in 
Berlin, which was supported by the 
Volkswagen Foundation. “The aim was 
to bring together an international and 
interdisciplinary network of research-
ers under the banner of ‘Automobility 
and the modern city’ to discuss both 
technical aspects and aspects of build-
ing and social spaces”, say the IRS or-
ganisers PD Dr. Christoph Bernhardt 
and Dr. Harald Engler. Along with the 
various focal points in terms of con-
tent, the breadth of examples – from 
North America, via a comparison of 
the GDR and FRG, through to other 
cities in Europe and Asia – was a con-
cept for the event intended to provide 
an understanding of the international 
circulation of expertise on traffic 
and urban planning beyond national 
boundaries.

The keynote lecture by Brian Ladd 
(University at Albany, State Univer-
sity of New York) addressed the ques-
tion of American traffic planning as a 
model for planning in Europe and de-
nied the stereotype of the “American-
isation” or “Los-Angelisation” of traf-
fic. The American planning model was 
frequently “countered” in Europe by a 
historic city that was integrated into the 
planning – even if the quality was varia-
ble. In other issues, too, local or national 
contexts often took precedence over the 
way on which automobility influenced 
urban development. In Sweden, for ex-
ample, safety issues played a large role 
because the number of accidents jumped 
in the 1950s as a result of mass mobi-
lisation, reported Per Lundin (Chalm-
ers University of Technology, Gothen-
burg). One of the five sections of the 
event, which was held over several days, 
was also devoted to questions of safety 
and risk. The individuality of the exam-
ples became clear in the comparison of 
car manufacturing cities: Harald Eng-
ler compared car manufacturing cities 
in the GDR and the FRG, other contri-
butions were devoted to examples from 
Japan and Poland. Last but not least, the 
symposium put the insights gained from 
historical developments into a current 
context in the “New forms of mobility” 
section, by examining new types of shar-
ing and community thinking and the 
challenges posed by the increase in bi-
cycle traffic. 

Contact:  
PD Dr. Christoph Bernhardt 

 tel. +49 (0)3362 793-280 
christoph.bernhardt@leibniz-irs.de

Dr. Harald Engler 
tel. +49 (0)3362 793-224 

harald.engler@leibniz-irs.de
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Climate Protection and  
Energy Transition:  
New Initiatives in  

European Cities 

In 2008, a number of cities in Europe 
joined forces on the initiative of the 
European Commission with the aim 
of exceeding the EU targets on reduc-
tion of CO2 emissions by 2020. The 

cities have organised themselves into 
a so-called “Covenant of Mayors” – 
which now has 6,000 members repre-
senting around 200 million residents 
and making the Covenant an impor-
tant player in multi-level governance 
in the area of sustainable urban devel-
opment in Europe. “Initiatives like this 
that connect local and regional stake-
holders in the European context but 
circumvent the national level are be-
coming ever more relevant in Europe 
in political terms”, says Prof. Kristine 
Kern, who is one of eight independ-
ent advisers in the “Experts Advisory 
Group” of the Covenant. 

The main focus of the Covenant was 
and still is energy policy: the ambitious 
targets are to be achieved by increasing 
energy efficiency and using renewable 

energy sources. The “Mayors Adapt” 
movement, which was organised in a 
similar way, created a network of cities 
to address issues of adaptation to cli-
mate change. Besides the avoidance of 
climate-damaging emissions, the adap-
tation of infrastructures and policies in 
relation to climate change are to be fo-
cused here. In autumn 2015, the two ini-
tiatives amalgamated in Brussels to form 
the new “Integrated Covenant of Mayors 
on Climate and Energy” in order to cre-
ate synergies from complementary areas 
of action. The member cities are com-
mitted to activities with three overar-
ching aims: achieving the global warm-
ing target of less than 2°C by means of 
post-fossil strategies, developing regional 
and local resilience strategies to counter 
the unavoidable effects of climate change 
and increasing energy efficiency and the 
use of renewable energy.

The role model of the Covenant 
within multi-layered governance was 
the topic of a workshop on the eve of 
the ceremony. The Committee of the Re-
gions and the Covenant invited academ-
ics and practitioners to combine theoret-
ical and empirical analyses on the role 
of cities in EU climate and energy pol-
icy with experience from several sam-
ple regions. At the workshop, Kern gave 
a lecture entitled “Climate governance 
in the EU multi-level system: the role 
of the cities”.

Contact: 
Prof. Dr. Kristine Kern

tel. +49 (0)3362 793-205
kristine.kern@leibniz-irs.de

International Workshop  
on “Water Recycling”

Climate change, mega-cities and new 
forms of consumption – the scarcity 
of water as a resource is increasing in 

many countries of the world. The re-
use of purified waste water (water re-
cycling) may be one way to address 

the problem of water shortages. How-
ever, the ecological and the institu-
tional conditions for this vary consid-
erably from one region to another. The 
workshop “The Governance of Wa-
ter Re-Use. International Experiences 
and Future Perspectives for Research 
and Action”, organised by the IRS at 
the headquarters of the Leibniz-As-
sociation as part of the research pro-
ject “Development of integrated land 
management through sustainable use 
of water and materials in North-East 
Germany (ELaN)”, which is sponsored 
by the Federal Ministry of Education 
and Research, examined the current 
state of recycling purified wastewater. 
Experts from Germany, France, Israel, 
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Recently appeared 
A ‘macro-regional’ Europe 
in the Making: Theoretical 
Approaches and Empirical 

Evidence

Almost ten years ago, some of the 
neighbouring countries of the Baltic 
Sea arranged a close transnational co-
operation to tackle economic and po-
litical challenges together. The Eastern 
European expansion of the European 
Union implicated that the region con-
sists entirely of EU member states, 
with the exception of Russia. With ac-
cess to the coordination structures 
and financial support of the Com-
munity, there is a chance that the co-
operation agreement becomes more 
vigorous than the previous separate 
bilateral and multi-lateral initiatives in 
the region. Although the cooperation 
agreement was initiated by the mem-
ber states, in 2009 the association vir-
tually moved itself entirely under the 
patronage of the European Union by 
forming a macro region approved by 
the EU institutions. This strategic co-
operation ultimately led to the “EU 
Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region”. 
“The process is exciting to such a de-
gree as the newly created macro region 
does not lead to new institutions, does 
not make any new EU legislation nec-
essary and should not create any new 
subvention funds”, says Prof. Kristine 
Kern, co-editor of the collection of es-
says “A ‘macro-regional’ Europe in the 
making”. The tactic of the countries 
consisted in achieving more efficient 
use of existing funding sources on a 
European, national and regional level 
through coordination. 

The initiative of the neighbouring 
countries of the Baltic Sea of setting up 
a further macro-regional level of govern-
ance, in addition to the national and Eu-
ropean levels, brought a number of imi-
tators to the scene. In subsequent years, 
macro regions were created in the Dan-
ube area (2011) and at the Adriatic and 
Ionian Seas (2014). A further strategy for 
the area of the Alps is about to be ratified. 
This trend towards macro-regional net-
working is addressed by Kern, together 
with Prof. Stefan Gänzle, in the collec-
tion of essays. The authors set the pro-
jects in the context of theories on mul-
ti-level governance and Europeanisation, 
and present empirical findings on the is-
sues of the effect and success of the new 
control structures. “We pose the question 
as to whether the macro-regional strat-
egies are actually useful instruments in 
networking policy and practice on a su-
pra-national, national or regional level 
and whether the goals of social, eco-
nomic and territorial cohesion can be 
achieved by that”, says Kern. Each of 
the macro-regional initiatives is also 
presented and analysed in an individ-
ual contribution.

GÄNZLE, Stefan; KERN, Kristine:  
A ‘macro-regional’ Europe in the  
making: theoretical approaches and 
empirical evidence. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2015, 280 p. (Palgrave  
studies in European Union politics)

Contact: 
Prof. Dr. Kristine Kern 

tel. +49 (0)3362 793-205 
kristine.kern@leibniz-irs.de

the Netherlands, Spain and Cyprus 
presented current research initiatives 
on the topic, the legal framework and 
specific projects involving water re-
cycling in each of their countries. Dr. 
Ross Beveridge, Dr. Timothy Moss and 
Dr. Matthias Naumann presented re-
sults from the ELaN project and con-
ceptual considerations to link the de-
bate about the re-use of purified waste 

water with questions about its spa-
tial characteristics and political nego-
tiation. Participants in the workshop 
agreed in view of the increasing atten-
tion that water recycling is currently 
attracting – for example from the Eu-
ropean Commission – that spatial and 
environmental research in the social 
sciences should address the topic more 
intensified in the future.
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