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Abstract

This paper discusses the transformative role of people and the places which they inhabit. It advocates the richness and mul-

tiplicity of actors and understandings to drive sustainable place-shaping practices. Grounded in the interdisciplinary place-

based conceptualisation of social innovation, the paper aims to progress a holistic conceptual framework which integrates the 

active processes of learning, experiencing, and regeneration to tackle the complex challenges of sustainability. The discussion 

argues for moving beyond the conceptual deliberations into practice-based research. The framework proposed brings together 

three different lenses: first, transformative learning as an approach to experiential pedagogy with focus on education and 

learning based in local communities and the surrounding places; second, experiencing place through sense-making to help 

people relate closely to their values and meanings of place; third, regenerative action to reverse and recuperate from the 

negative impact of humans on the environment and promote place stewardship. Through a dynamic combination of these 

processes, new socially innovative agency is created. Empirical examples of this agency have been captured in this paper from 

a series of projects which were part of the SUSPLACE programme. In conclusion, we associate the interactive nature of this 

agency with sustainable re-learning, re-experiencing, and re-generation processes to reshape places in a transformative way.

Keywords Social innovation · Regenerative development · Transformative learning · Visual narratives · Sustainable place-

shaping

Introduction

The debates and applications of transformation as a notion 

representing departure from unsustainable practices and 

policies has been substantially advanced in the recent sus-

tainability science scholarship. From knowledge integration 

to user engagement, co-deliberation and co-creation trans-

formative sustainability research has strived to bridge the 

path from knowledge to action, research to policy, and policy 

to practice. This has helped with addressing the translational 

issues between radical thinking and imagining and materi-

alising equitable common futures (Lang et al. 2012; Witt-

mayer and Schäpke 2014; Temper et al. 2018). Arguments 

in this respect have referred to the need for “reconnecting 

people to nature” as among key ‘sustainability interventions’ 

(Abson et al. 2017: p. 30).

Acknowledging the normative dimensions of sustainability 

transformations, discussions also refer to social value consid-

erations for implicit negotiating, eliciting, and transformative 

change to improve human conduct towards nature (Horcea-

Milcu et al. 2019). Critical scholars, however, warn that the 

notion is at the verge of losing its radical character due to its 

often-casual translations into the mainstream practice and pol-

icy (Pelling 2014). Blythe et al. (2018) in this respect has argued 

that uncontextualized translation from theory to policy may 

result in ambiguous practice—possibly changing a descrip-

tive notion into a prescriptive one—when applied as a change 

mechanism. Papers in this Special Feature have acknowledged 

these concerns in favour of a place-based conceptualisation of 

transformation thinking, particularly to address the translational 
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problems in research, policy, and action. In this paper, we 

address how place-based forms of social innovation can create 

conditions for sustainable transformations.

A place-based conceptualisation allows looking at the role 

of communities in accordance with the locale and sense-mak-

ing (Relph 1976; Cresswell 2014) as well as social interac-

tions (Massey 1994). At the same time, it acts as a bridging 

notion both in the bounded and relational senses to reinforce 

the integrating and interactive aspects of human–nature rela-

tionships (Marsden 2013). As argued by Horlings et al. (this 

issue), much of the recent place-based transformations litera-

ture tends to emphasize the role of people in making, shap-

ing, and keeping places. There is however room for deeper 

contemporary investigations on the role that places play in 

shaping attitudes, behaviours, norms, cultures, societies, etc. 

This gap in academic literature could be attributed to the con-

temporary scholars’ fear of being pigeonholed into the legacy 

of environmental determinism that asserted the primacy of 

ecological and environmental causes upon social, cultural, 

economic, or political attitudes and practices (Peet 1985). 

To tackle this conundrum, places, within the scope of this 

paper, are seen as sites of incubation and spatial networking 

that also inspire social initiatives and innovations.

Human agency within this consideration can be seen as an 

initiator of sustainable place-shaping by shifting boundaries, 

combating social exclusion, establishing links between dif-

ferent spatial scales and communities (upscaling), and build-

ing new linkages. Innovative socio-spatial practices can, 

therefore, provide an interface between places and people 

where self-efficacy, local values, and deviance from unsus-

tainable practices can lead to sustainable place-shaping. A 

conceptually informed application of place-based sustain-

ability transformation can help to establish what motivates 

the transformation (needs), what is to be transformed (chal-

lenges), how to transform (innovations), and which practices 

will help achieve the transformation. A place-based view 

here helps to accommodate reflexive dialogues and negotia-

tions that can reveal valuable local knowledge and co-define 

how local actors relate themselves with places’ experience 

and make sense out of it (Horlings 2018).

In this respect, our empirical research and analysis 

addresses the following questions: what are the path-break-

ing avenues for creating transformative places and commu-

nities? Who are the main change agents for shaping and 

mobilizing sustainable places? And, how do collective place-

based knowledges contribute to the places of (social) innova-

tion and vice versa? To identify the opportunities reflected 

in these questions, we refer to a transformative approach 

to place-based social innovation in the form of a trilateral 

empirical framework to highlight the importance of learn-

ing in collaboration with the communities, experiencing the 

communal senses and meanings of place, and promoting 

regenerative practice to foster a rejuvenated human–nature 

relationship. The place-based research lens also strengthens 

different disciplinary views to understand the transformative 

role of sustainable place-shaping practices. Empirical cases 

are discussed based on selected projects conducted under the 

auspices of SUSPLACE—Sustainable Place-Shaping (https 

://cordi s.europ a.eu/proje ct/rcn/19826 0/facts heet/en), a pro-

gramme of research training and development conducted 

in 2015–2019 (see Acknowledgements). The programme 

brought together 17 early career researchers from 6 Europe-

ans universities and nurtured their skills through training, 

development, placements, and secondments at various aca-

demic and non-academic institutions across Europe.

In the following, Sect. "Social innovation: a sustainable 

place based view" highlights and offers justification for a 

place-based view of social innovation using people–place 

dialectics and the role that deviance and disruptiveness play 

in socially innovative practices. Section "Towards trans-

formative place-shaping through learning, experiencing, and 

regenerating" presents and reflects upon concepts and modes 

in transformative place-shaping, introducing a proposed tri-

lateral approach that encompasses transformative learning, 

experiencing place, and regenerative action with the help 

of selected SUSPLACE case studies as empirical examples. 

Section "Discussion: a trilateral approach to transforma-

tive place-shaping" synthesizes and discusses this trilateral 

approach emphasising the intricate relationships between 

regeneration, learning, and experiencing. Section "Conclu-

sion" concludes by discussing the transformative and socially 

innovative elements for place-shaping, and identifies further 

avenues to be explored for research, policy, and practice.

Social innovation: a sustainable place based 
view

Social innovation is a spatially aware and scalarly embedded 

approach that aims to alter the status quo, seek opportunities 

for deviance, and induce change. In its place-based embodi-

ment, social innovation is both “a practice (collective sat-

isfaction of human needs) and a process (changes in social 

relations, empowering governance dynamics)” (Moulaert and 

Mehmood 2019: p.2) with a particular focus on combating 

social exclusion and driving societal change (Moulaert et al. 

2013). Social innovation, in its policy and practice concep-

tualizations, helps to disseminate spatially embedded and 

place-specific initiatives. It can, therefore, assist in redefining 

the interdependence between places and people both in terms 

of the bounded and the relational framing of place. With this 

conceptual focus, social innovation which we can argue has 

a transformational potential that can not only help to explain 

how changes occur at place-based level, but also inform how 

communities adapt and respond to such changes, especially 

in the situations of crises (Baker and Mehmood 2015).

https://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/198260/factsheet/en
https://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/198260/factsheet/en
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A place-based approach builds on the specific resources, 

assets, capacities, and distinctiveness of places (Horlings 

2018). Socially innovative actions are both people- and 

place-oriented, since the principal purpose remains the 

needs satisfaction and empowerment of communities to 

address societal challenges (such as reducing socio-eco-

nomic disparities, adapting to and mitigating the effects 

of climate change, etc.) through collective action. Socio-

spatial relations are also intrinsic to the places in which col-

lective actions take place. Hence, the prospects of places 

to play a role in social innovation remain contingent with 

the transformative potential of social relations (Moulaert 

and Mehmood 2011). It needs to be recognized that whilst 

there are social innovators transforming places, there are 

also places of innovation transforming people.

This paper illustrates the multiple interplay between peo-

ple and places in transforming social relations and prac-

tices. To this purpose, the processes of learning, experienc-

ing, and regeneration are referred to for their importance in 

transformative change. It is worth clarifying here that not all 

changes are necessarily transformative, and that to stimulate 

innovation, places do not have to be manifestly fertile or 

brimming with opportunities. Arguably, economic, political, 

social, and environmental constraints can also become driv-

ers of socially innovative actions and initiatives. In fact, such 

actions often stem from those places of constraints (or cri-

ses), where vulnerable actors have limited opportunities to 

access and use local resources. Their need to reconnect with 

the contiguous nature is thus, even more stringent. Innova-

tions in such conditions could be both disruptive and life 

changing in either sense. Innovative actions, however, may 

also be under pressure to either become models of bottom-

up creativity to improve socio-economic and environmen-

tal conditions, end up as failures due to lack of resources, 

capacity, local support, etc. (Stott and Tracey 2018), or find 

a way in-between.

Successful transformation of places through social inno-

vation still does not guarantee durability of initiatives unless 

there is willingness and possibility to upscale or sustain the 

collective initiatives (Mehmood 2016a). Situations of cri-

sis and vulnerability, therefore, can also become sources of 

transformative change to empower communities and lead to 

the formulation of new trajectories of radical innovations, 

foster new pathways for social change, and provide solutions 

to complex socio-ecological challenges (Mehmood, 2016b). 

Transformative social innovation in this respect has been 

offered to reinforce social innovation as a theory of social 

change (Avelino et al. 2017). However, the literature so far 

has remained more sector- or case-specific, with a focus on 

the revolutionary or game-changing aspects of transforma-

tive change rather than the evolutionary and strategic fea-

tures of socially innovative and place-based actions and 

initiatives.

In terms of the people–place dialectic, a transforma-

tive social innovation perspective can de-romanticize any 

assumptions about the relationships between people and 

places. These relationships are often bilateral and can be 

affected by mutual experiences, how these experiences may 

associate or dissociate people from specific places. But also, 

these experiences may motivate people to develop new and 

stronger relationships with the respective places. The multi-

plicity of the conflicting experiences is what can help define 

place as a representation larger than a mere geographic area 

or bordered entity, more as a variable or interconnected net-

work of identities that are only constrained by the capacity 

of the institutions (practices, habits, routines) that shape, 

make, or keep those places. The role of local actors and 

stakeholders in socially innovative initiatives is what defines 

and supports social cohesion and local citizenship for inclu-

sive social innovations. This creates new spaces for inter-

action and everyday practices to reinforce community life 

through bottom-linked actions as interfaces between top-

down policies and bottom-up initiatives (García et al. 2015). 

Similarly, social policies or movements to ward off crises 

and conflicts by the concerned citizens or activists can also 

take place by means of the deviant behaviours to disrupt 

the precarious conditions and formulate new social change 

initiatives and strategies.

Deviant or disruptive behaviours do not necessarily have 

to be repulsive or negative in nature for the planners and 

policy makers. In fact, several local authorities around the 

world have positively responded by adopting their govern-

ance mechanisms in accordance with the demands of the 

‘deviant citizens’ to change the status quo through social 

innovation (Arthur 2013). A good example is the formali-

zation of temporary use of vacant spaces. In Barcelona, for 

instance, as a bottom-linked practice, people were allowed 

to collectively appropriate places and spaces designated 

by the municipality (Axinte 2017). Citizens revived these 

places and made them more accessible to the wider com-

munity, providing services that were previously scarce. Such 

strategies have been subsequently adopted by many formal 

(public and private) landlords to reinvigorate and revitalize 

derelict spaces. This, however, does not rule out the possibil-

ity of specific agendas of the social actors. Transformations 

in social relations and consolidation of dispersed agendas 

and initiatives can best occur through collective action that 

transcends local spheres to overcome the ‘localism trap’ 

through spatially articulated places of interactions in a rela-

tional sense (Born and Purcell 2006).

There is, therefore, a need to elaborate the contexts and 

applicability of transformative processes in the conceptual-

ization of social innovation for sustainable place-shaping. In 

the following, we discuss an empirical approach based on 

interrelated aspects of place-based learning, experiencing, 

and regenerative actions.
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Towards transformative place‑shaping 
through learning, experiencing, 
and regenerating

The proposed approach considers people–place relation-

ships as transformative, building on the ideas of devel-

oping such interactions that can help with translating 

people’s experiences of places, and produce collaborative 

dynamics to regenerate human and natural systems in a 

holistic manner. Learning, in place-based pedagogy, refers 

to experiential acquisition of knowledge, transformation 

of perspectives, and building of skills through interaction 

with local places and place-based knowledges. The land-

scapes of learning encompass diverse sets of people–place 

relations and can cover a broad range of activities, devel-

oping learning through observations, social interactions, 

and dialogue, and thus contributing to the transformative 

processes that bring people and places in closer proximity 

(Bäckman et al. 2019). Experiencing can be related to the 

processes of apprehension and sharing the sense and iden-

tity of a place. Shared transformative experiences can help 

to understand how place relationships are discerned and 

visualised, stimulate inclusive forms of identity building, 

and acknowledging the transformative agency of people to 

shape the respective places by means of values, ideas, and 

needs (Rebelo et al. 2019). Regeneration in its place-based 

articulation facilitates contextualizing and identifying the 

distinctive character of society and place (Axinte et al. 

2019). The regeneration hypothesis helps to effectuate a 

worldview through which human and natural systems can 

form mutually beneficial symbiotic relationships (Cole 

2012). It requires communities to go beyond sustaining 

and make concerted efforts to positively contribute to and 

enrich the environments which they inhabit. Thus, a regen-

erative view transforms the relationship of people with 

place, from exploiters to partners who co-evolve (Mang 

and Haggard 2016).

When considered in a trilateral nexus, the approach 

allows sharing the sense and perception of place in shaping 

social practices, norms, cultures, and other mutual socio-

spatial understandings. This interactive combination of the 

overlapping yet transformative processes is represented in 

Fig. 1 to help redefine, reimagine, and reinterpret the con-

ceptualization in sustainably making, shaping, or keeping 

the people–place relationships. The following discussion 

further elaborates the nexus approach, highlighting inter-

relationships between transformative learning, experiences 

and senses of place, and regenerative collective action. The 

trilateral elaboration also addresses the empirical questions 

posed above to characterize the path-breaking avenues for 

transformative places/communities, locate the change agents 

for sustainable place-shaping, and build collective place-

based knowledges to establish the places and spaces of 

(social) innovation.

Transformative learning

Developing pathways to sustainability relies on adults first 

unpicking the myths of our current system and then develop-

ing new frames of reference to account for the ecological, 

social, and economic disasters we see unfolding before us. 

Such radical shifts in mindset or consciousness—crucial for 

sustainability transformations to occur—are the result of 

what is termed transformative learning (TL) (Mezirow and 

Associates 2000; Burns 2015). Through case studies from 

Fig. 1  A nexus approach to 

learning, experiencing and 

regeneration
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the SUSPLACE programme, we examine how TL theory 

could contribute to sustainable place-shaping research and 

actions, highlighting the importance of regenerative prac-

tices and place-based experiences in fostering such learning.

Transformative learning theory has been key to under-

standing adult learning since first introduced by Mezirow 

some 40 years ago (1978). It is the process of perspective 

transformation from ‘frames of reference’ that are habitu-

ated and assimilated through childhood, to ones that are 

more fully developed by being: inclusive, differentiating, 

permeable, critically reflective, and integrative of experi-

ence (Mezirow 1996). More recently, it has received signifi-

cant attention across multiple disciplines, particularly those 

focused on sustainability, as well as in different bodies of 

educational research (Taylor 2017). For more extensive dis-

cussions on the theory’s evolution, see the various valuable 

reviews at different points of its development (Calleja 2014; 

Kitchenham 2008; Taylor  2007; Taylor and Cranton 2013).

In the last decade, TL has found its way into Higher Edu-

cation literature with a particular focus on perspective trans-

formation towards developing sustainability competencies 

(Burns 2015; Leal Filho et al. 2018; Leicht et al. 2018; Wals 

2010). This has led to additional, sometimes critical, con-

tributions to the theory including the need for a restorative 

learning perspective (Lange 2004) and the move beyond TL 

to ‘Transgressive’ (Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2015) or ‘Transcen-

dental’ Learning (Peters and Wals 2016). Here, we focus 

specifically on a place-based approach to transformative 

learning and, through case studies from the SUSPLACE pro-

gramme, identify the contribution TL can make to sustain-

able place-shaping. For sustainable place-shaping initiatives, 

uncovering transformative learning experiences is relevant 

at three stages: exploring learning that has motivated action, 

planning to actively integrate learning into practices, and the 

perspective transformations that occur through participation.

• The ‘Connected Learning Spaces’ project in SUSPLACE 

explored the role of experiential learning in Higher Edu-

cation for Sustainable Development (HESD). Alice 

Taherzadeh investigated the transformative potential of 

Service-Learning, an experiential place-based pedagogy. 

Service-learning combines community service and aca-

demic learning focusing on critical reflection, citizen-

ship, and mutual benefits for students and communities. 

The Tyfu i Ddysgu (Growing to Learn) project (https ://

blogs .cardi ff.ac.uk/growi ng-to-learn /) in Cardiff, Wales, 

connected university students with local community 

gardeners to co-design practical sustainability projects. 

Taherzadeh found that the potential of such projects 

for fostering transformative sustainability learning was 

deeply linked to the extent to which students formed 

connections with the community gardeners and gardens 

themselves, i.e., their sense of place. Whilst student men-

tal health and disconnection with place were considered 

as barriers to engagement with regenerative practices, 

integrating place-based learning within the curriculum 

has the potential to address such issues. It can lead to 

regenerative practices both in terms of sustainability 

and mental health if students are supported in develop-

ing a sense of place and “reinhabiting” places, that is, 

“to pursue the kind of social action that improves the 

social and ecological life of places, near and far, now 

and in the future” (Gruenewald 2003: 7). Fostering trans-

formative learning through formal education can serve to 

strengthen existing place-shaping actions through cre-

ating new knowledge networks (Horlings 2016) which 

enable mutual learning and sharing of knowledge and 

resources by grounding education in local place-shaping 

initiatives, as was seen in Tyfu i Ddysgu.

• Empirical work in Finland has further highlighted the 

role of Green Care practices as sites of empowerment 

and transformative learning, developing the emotional 

awareness and relational responsibility (Moriggi et al. 

2019). Through an ethics of care approach, Moriggi et al. 

view ethically-informed practices as spaces of experi-

mentation and incremental change through joint learning 

to drive sustainability transformations. With a careful 

development and adaptation of actions and perspectives, 

the authors emphasize the importance of the slow and 

responsive transformative learning which comes through 

caring for and intimately knowing a place.

• Referring to transformative potential of social innova-

tion, Siri Pisters’ work on ecovillages and sustainable 

living has looked at a specific cultural–spiritual con-

ceptualization of place-based transformative learning to 

understand knowledge transfer in relation to sustainable 

place-shaping initiatives (Pisters et al. this issue). Based 

on the literature and her work on ecovillages in Finland 

and Portugal, Pisters developed a place-based learning 

framework for ‘ecological consciousness’ centered on 

connection, compassion, and creativity. This framework 

was used to identify the processes of transformative 

learning that have led to, and are a result of, participa-

tion in ecovillages. Understanding these processes is key 

to identifying both how sustainability initiatives can be 

scaled out, as well as how they function as important 

sites of deviant social innovation (Arthur 2013) by creat-

ing people–place relationships which challenge dominant 

ways of being and can, therefore, promote paradigmatic 

shifts in thinking.

• A further case related to transformative learning is that of 

the Latvian Permaculture Network. Coordinated by Fel-

cis (2019), the network emphasizes continuous processes 

of knowledge-building and sharing in the wider perma-

culture movement and the weaving of place-based tradi-

tional knowledge with novel approaches between local 

https://blogs.cardiff.ac.uk/growing-to-learn/
https://blogs.cardiff.ac.uk/growing-to-learn/
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and global levels of civil society actors. Here, learning 

remains a key aspect of regenerative practices with the 

theoretical framework of permaculture promoting con-

scious interplay between traditional place-based and new 

knowledge and encouraging a reflection on the origins 

and broader political and social contexts of land-based 

practices.

Due to its relevance to sustainability, transformative 

learning theory is now developing through interaction 

with multiple interdisciplinary lenses. This can be seen in 

Moriggi’s et al. (2019) integration with an ethics of care, 

Pister’s et al. (this issue) application of cultural–spiritual 

influences and Felcis’s (2019) consideration of learning 

within sustainable agriculture. Both Moriggi and Taherza-

deh’s work highlight the importance of developing sense of 

place in fostering transformative learning towards regenera-

tive practice. Pisters has explored the potential for under-

standing and scaling out sustainable place-shaping practices 

through drawing out the transformative learning experiences 

which motivated action. Felcis identified the need for criti-

cal reflection on existing frames of reference to move away 

from unsustainable practices and collectively integrate tra-

ditional and novel knowledge for new regenerative practices. 

Transformative learning contributes to socially innovative 

practices by allowing critical reflection of community needs, 

socio-political empowerment through collective perspective 

change, and improving social relations through sustainable 

place-shaping. The next section explores further the sense 

of place and place-based knowledge, referring to practical 

methods which can contribute to community-based trans-

formative learning research and practice.

Experiencing place

Experiencing place refers to sense-making, which occurs 

over time through the relational interactions between peo-

ple, their settings, and their social world (Horlings 2018). 

Looking at place as an outcome of multiple, dynamic, and 

constantly changing social interactions (Massey  1994), the 

process of experiencing place is equally complex, dynamic, 

and subjective. Unsurprisingly, in this process, place is per-

ceived and experienced differently as various attributes, val-

ues, senses, and identities are attached to place (Horlings 

2015). Identifying and understanding the plurality of values 

and characteristics of different actors can also uncover new 

place-based knowledges and contextualization. It recognizes 

the central role of place and belonging, which is subjectively 

affected by peoples’ own narratives, perceptions, and attach-

ments (Vanclay 2008).

In this respect, the notion of sense of place is key to 

explore the process of place experiencing. Sense of place 

refers to knowledge, meanings, and emotions developed 

either individually and/or collectively through individuals’ 

everyday life experiences (Tuan 1980). It is closely con-

nected to local actors as well as to personal memory and 

self, including different senses—sight, hearing, smell, move-

ment, touch, and imagination (Relph 1976), which inform 

people’s encounters, behaviours, and actions towards their 

place. Therefore, making sense of it requires more than sim-

ple expression about a place. It requires innovative place-

based approaches, to facilitate visual narratives which can 

provide diverse, multi-layered, and sensorial (Pink 2011) 

narratives of place and place practices (‘place-based’ knowl-

edge), as well as reveal varied values and meanings attached 

to it. In research, participatory visual methods help to elicit 

memories, emotions, and tacit cultural knowledge (McDou-

gall 2011). Narratives or story telling as a methodological 

framework can empower individuals, communities, and net-

works, and serve as an alternative that respects the complex-

ity, social fabric, geography, and socio-political contexts of 

people and places (Lucarelli and Giovanardi 2014). It can, 

therefore, be argued that participatory visual methods can 

serve as a powerful approach not only to understand peoples’ 

sense of place and multisensorial experiences of places, but 

also to engage them into meaningful reflections (re)negotia-

tions and possible regenerative actions and, indeed, practices 

of social innovation. More specifically, experiencing place 

is the basis for place-based sustainable, grounded and col-

lective cherished and supported initiatives, which may lead 

to social innovation. This, in turn, may also reshape how 

people relate and perceive their place resulting in an iterative 

and interconnected process.

The concept of experiencing place has been applied and 

explored by two distinct SUSPLACE projects as below 

which, despite their distinctive nature, converse on a set 

of methods—particularly visual methods—to explore how 

local actors and communities experience and share their 

sense(s) of place.

• Cátia Rebelo’s work in Portugal and Wales explored 

how co-produced visual narratives help local actors to 

define and articulate their sense(s) of place and place-

based knowledge, and how this may help to transform 

people and places (Rebelo et al. 2019). For this purpose, 

an interconnected, non-linear four-stage conceptual 

framework was devised to guide the data collection in 

two comparative case studies. More specifically, ‘visual 

documentaries making’ as a collaborative tool with a 

participatory action research element was applied. The 

participatory component helped to include, energize, and 

actively empower people to define, for themselves, the 

rich ways in which their place and place meanings can be 

articulated. The process of co-defining and co-creating 

the documentary, which embodied a more inclusive and 
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place-based representation of place, transformed the 

participants’ relationship with place. It helped them to 

identify new meanings and unveiled (re)connections with 

the place as well as with the other participants. Con-

nections were nourished and shared via similar socio-

cultural experiences of place such as ideas, values, and 

actions to preserve local heritage. One of the main con-

veyors in the process was a local folklore group, estab-

lished to preserve traditional songs of the place and its 

social connectedness (e.g., agriculture, social events). 

This was discussed through visual narratives such as 

excerpts of a folk song. The experience resulted in high 

levels of socio-political engagement, as well as feelings 

of empowerment and local capacity. It became a catalyst, 

reinforcing people’s collective agency and environmental 

stewardship to promote and preserve the meanings, val-

ues, and identity of place. Dialogues were transformed 

into action when participants took initiative to organize a 

public presentation showcasing the documentary. People 

subsequently joined efforts to shape and steer the future 

of their place by articulating the visual narrative of the 

social nature of their place to a wider audience: friends, 

family, visitors, and local authorities.

• Another case study work explored ways to engage com-

munities in discussions about their desirable futures 

through the use of arts-based, visual methods. The Sense 

of place project was conducted by Grenni in the Finnish 

town of Mänttä. It was developed alongside the needs 

expressed by the town’s planning department, culminat-

ing in a series of workshops to explore local cultural nar-

ratives rooted in the sense of place (Grenni et al. 2019). 

The workshops were structured around a co-creation 

exercise informed by previous work on arts-based meth-

ods for transformative engagement developed within 

SUSPLACE (Pearson et al. 2018). Participants were 

initially given prompts to express current representa-

tion of their town on a map along with the meanings and 

values they attach to the place. Following it, they were 

prompted to co-create storylines of desirable futures for 

their town and express them visually through a collage, 

to harness intuitive knowing and aesthetic sense-making 

(Butler-Kisber and Poldma 2010; Pearson et al. 2018). 

The resulting narratives represented aspirational ideas of 

possible futures, reflective of the participants’ sense of 

place and openly acknowledging local needs and values. 

Some key themes represented included the importance of 

caring for nature, pride on the quality of local services, 

a general sense of community, and the unique artistic 

history of the place.

Sustainable place-shaping often stresses that sustain-

ability can only be achieved if local actors and their 

‘place-based’ knowledge are effectively engaged in dis-

cussions and processes of decision-making, as mentioned 

above. However, this is not an easy task as questions 

remain about effective and inclusive engagement that can 

lead to transformative actions. The experiencing of place 

approach brings empirical evidence on how engaging peo-

ple to explore their sense(s) of place through collaborative 

visual methods may be an effective way to address this 

issue. Both projects illustrate how collaborative visual 

methods (mapping, collage, videos, etc.) can become a 

valuable tool for engaging local actors and illustrating 

their values, meanings, and senses of place, as well as crit-

ical ‘place-based’ knowledge about places’ past, present, 

and possible futures. Furthermore, participatory visual 

methods were not only crucial to stimulate multiple senses 

in the process of sense-making but also a tool to include 

a diverse range of participants, particularly, illiterate or 

poorly educated people, who generally feel uncomfort-

able with written methods. The videos and images were 

also important for people to discuss in-depth and com-

plex issues and a complement to their verbal expressions 

in their native languages avoiding loss of information in 

translations.

This corroborates Horlings’ (2015) argument that the 

dialogues which stimulate people’s senses of place are a 

valuable source of information for policymakers in the 

processes of participative deliberations. Using collabo-

rative visual tools worked as an important leverage for 

transformative community action to disseminate the video 

documentary to wider audience. The documentary ena-

bled citizens to convey richer and multisensory messages 

and experiences which could not have been expressed in 

texts (e.g., folk songs). It became a source of place-based 

knowledge that can be accessed by people around the 

globe through popular social media (Twitter, Facebook, 

YouTube, etc.).

These empirical cases also reveal significant intercon-

nections between place experiencing, transformative learn-

ing, and regenerative action (Fig.  1). During the collective 

and reflexive processes of making sense of their place, par-

ticipants learnt from each other and became more aware of 

place characteristics. They then shared this ‘place-based’ 

knowledge with others through visual narratives, allowing 

to capture, learn, and share individual and collective expe-

riences. This knowledge is not only important to inform 

the processes of transformative learning, but also to exem-

plify how knowledge can be co-created through socially 

innovative, engaging, and multisensorial action. This 

is equally true in the quest for regenerative approaches 

beyond sustainability, since this complex understanding of 

place and localised knowledge and experience is crucial to 

radical actions and social innovations that can be shaped 

and carried on by local actors.
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Regenerative action

Drawing from ecology and originating in the design field 

(Lyle 1994), regenerative action entails a radical and dis-

ruptive mindset shift among citizens. The multiple, inter-

connected crises affecting our world are now demand-

ing approaches which actively repair the environmental, 

social and economic damages, ‘before we can think about 

sustaining’ (Ichioka 2018). Efficiency and ‘mere sustain-

ability’ are no longer enough, and humans must strive 

to regenerate the health of places and cultures (Girardet 

2015; Mang and Haggard 2016; Wahl 2016), seeking to 

‘support the co-evolution of human and natural systems in 

a partnered relationship’ (Cole 2012).

Regenerative approaches surpass the idea of doing less 

harm, with the aim of affecting positive change. Used in 

an interdisciplinary perspective, there is wide consensus 

that regenerative practices are borne from the uniqueness 

of a place (Mang and Reed 2017). Regenerative action, 

therefore, initiates transformation and highlights the need 

to constantly reevaluate and adapt to new conditions—an 

aspect particularly important in the face of rapidly chang-

ing climate conditions, for instance.

Requiring a deep understanding of people–place inter-

relations and context, regenerative approach advocates sys-

tems-thinking capacities in an adaptive manner. Through 

this holistic stance, parts cannot be treated in isolation. 

The approach, however, remains highly aspirational, 

making it difficult to operationalise. Besides, the deeply 

integrated nature (Mang and Reed 2017) of regenerative 

action, and the long-term framework in which it operates, 

may not necessarily align with political programmes, rapid 

economic returns, or even societal expectations. Recognis-

ing the strengths and weaknesses in conceptualisation of 

regenerative action, two different examples are mentioned 

below from the SUSPLACE research that studied its appli-

cation documenting its potential in transforming places 

and communities.

• Based on the permaculture and bioregionalism roots of 

regenerative practice (du Plessis 2012; Girardet 2015; 

Mang and Reed 2017), Felcis (2019) has explored the 

capacity of the permaculture movement to shape regen-

erative practices and places beyond just farming. He 

connected permaculture to three types of regenerative 

transformations: organic growing or gardening, ecolog-

ical building, and ecological lifestyle practices. In Lat-

via, these transformations are supported by the Latvian 

Permaculture Association (LPA), which has expanded 

its membership and range of activities in recent years. 

The LPA has applied several successful projects includ-

ing four permaculture school gardens (outsourcing the 

methods), a seedbank and database with international 

seed exchanges, and regular workshops on ecologi-

cal construction, sustainable heating, and renewable 

energy solutions. The Association’s structure remains 

rather fragile due to its dependence on a small circle of 

skilled and highly motivated individuals. Despite grow-

ing popularity, the movement’s impact also remains 

relatively limited. Notwithstanding these challenges, 

Felcis’ work illustrates the progressive links of regen-

erative action with transformative learning and place 

experiencing. Permaculture supports such regenera-

tive actions that can educate and empower people to 

become more self-sufficient and conscious of socially 

innovative actions and initiatives.

• The second empirical case associated regenerative 

development with top-down policy in Wales. The Well-

being of Future Generations Act (WFGA) became one 

of the first (and few) pieces of legislation in the world to 

enshrine sustainability into national constitutive docu-

ments in 2015. A Future Generations Commissioner 

(FGC) guards over the interests of (yet) unborn stake-

holders, ensuring that actions of the public sector bodies 

contribute to all of the seven national well-being goals 

referring to Prosperity, Resilience, Equality, Health, 

Community Cohesion, Culture and Global Responsi-

bility of Wales (National Assembly for Wales 2015). 

The WFGA is an evidence of transformative policy 

and regenerative practice as it affects several domains 

of change (Fazey et al. 2018). The Act entails cogni-

tive changes, shifting the ways in which Wales measures 

progress, from growth to well-being. It does so through 

structural changes, crystallised in the form of a policy 

shift which encourages Welsh public bodies to be pro-

active in helping communities become more sustainable. 

Besides, the WFGA requires relational changes and sup-

ports interactions and collaborations between a variety 

of stakeholders, since the well-being goals cut across 

traditional silos. Unfortunately, functional changes (e.g., 

practices that disrupt the status quo) are still limited. In a 

series of interviews with the political and executive lead-

ership of Cardiff Capital Region, Lorena Axinte identi-

fied many leaders’ resistance towards implementing the 

Act, largely seeing it as an administrative burden that 

prevents advancing the top-down and quick-fix solutions. 

FGC’s influence, however, remains restricted, since she 

can only advise and challenge, but not halt unsustain-

able projects that may affect the well-being of people or 

places. The act is also criticised for offering flexibility 

for public service bodies to an extent that ambiguous 

concepts such as ‘long-term’ and ‘reasonable steps to 

achieve well-being objectives’ leave room for interpre-

tation and may lead to the lack of radical ambitions and 

strategic action (Davies 2016).
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As evident from these cases, regenerative action requires 

a mindset shift through which transformative practice seeks 

not only to sustain, but to revitalise and enhance socio-

ecological and socio-economical systems. In the Latvian 

case, changes were instigated bottom-up, by individuals and 

communities of interest looking for alternative lifestyles. In 

Wales, the framework was created in a progressive but top-

down way of thinking at the governmental level. None of 

these can be expected to succeed without a critical mass of 

bottom-linked support. At the same time, the two case exam-

ples show that to thrive, practices need to be built upon rich 

stories of place, understanding diversity and encouraging 

wide participation to ensure enough leverage and support 

(Mang and Reed 2017). Such participatory processes can, 

hence, transform stakeholders into co-creators and steady 

stewards of progressive solutions.

Discussion: a trilateral approach 
to transformative place‑shaping

Returning to the main argument, the trilateral approach to 

transformative social innovation developed above provides 

a novel understanding in terms of the people–place relation-

ships, and how interaction between regeneration, learning 

and experiencing as overlapping, transformative processes, 

can help with the reconceptualization of relationships 

between people and place, as elaborated in Fig. 1 above.

Learning, specifically place-based transformative learn-

ing, focuses on the vital processes of perspective transfor-

mation needed to drive sustainability transformations at 

different spatial scales. This means breaking away from the 

traditional transmissive models of education and exploring 

experiential pedagogies with the potential to root the learn-

ing in people–place relations and grounded in the surround-

ing communities. Place-based transformative learning as 

an approach can uncover and foster the valuable learning 

processes involved in sustainable and regenerative place-

shaping initiatives. The theory of transformative learning 

represents an opportunity for a substantial basis of empiri-

cal research to contribute practically and conceptually to 

sustainability science. What has also been shown by the 

place-based approach to transformative learning is that an 

understanding of learning processes both complements and 

is strengthened by other perspectives on sustainable place-

shaping. Sustainability initiatives which are grounded in 

place-based knowledge and regenerative practices provide 

rich spaces of transformative learning. Furthermore, to 

understand these interactions, engage different actors, and 

value different ways of knowing, we need new approaches 

to research and new research methods.

Experiencing place is an evolutionary process of sense-

making, which occurs over time by means of relational 

interactions between people, their settings, and their social 

world. It is a dynamic, complex, and multisensorial pro-

cess that, if better understood, may be valuable for revealing 

people’s place-based knowledge and place contextualization 

as one of the requisites for regeneration. Participatory and 

creative visual methods are considered an appropriate way 

to unveil diverse, multi-layered, and sensorial narratives of 

place and place practices as well as varied values and mean-

ings attached to it. Such approaches can serve as an alterna-

tive that respects the complexity, social fabric, geography, 

and socio-political contexts of people and places (Lucarelli 

and Giovanardi 2014; Rebelo et al. 2019).

Regeneration in a place-based perspective intends to 

reverse the adverse human impact on the environment and 

create conditions for all life systems to thrive (Axinte et al. 

2019). Regenerative undertakings have two main roles: to 

acquire a whole-systems understanding and (co-)design 

actions in harmony with place; and, to create platforms 

where stakeholders “can step up as co-creators and stew-

ards of those actions” (Mang and Reed 2017: 18). There is, 

however, a need to be aware of the “risks associated with 

discourse and practice that constructs transformation as apo-

litical, inevitable, or universally beneficial” (Blythe et al. 

2018: 1218) and the issues with transformation becoming 

an empty signifier without a coherent theoretical base. It is 

this, as well as a tendency in some branches of sustainability 

literature to readily critique concepts and seek to develop 

new, more radical terminology, that are cause for concern.

In proposing and considering the integrating processes of 

place-based learning, experiencing and regeneration prac-

tices within sustainability science, it is vital to engage with 

the established body of practical and theoretical knowledge 

as well as contributing with the disciplinary viewpoints. 

Sustainability scientists interested in exploring learning 

processes are urged to reach further than recent literatures 

in the field of sustainability to the origins of the theory. 

Transdisciplinary research is necessary if we are to have a 

hope of tackling the complex and multifaceted challenges of 

sustainability, but this is not a task to be taken lightly and we 

have not broken down the walls of our disciplinary silos yet.

Conclusion

By integrating our three place-shaping practices (Fig.  1) 

within an overall transformative social innovation frame-

work, we are attempting to progress and posit how real 

sustainable and place-based transformations can occur and 

indeed be multiplied. This approach suggests that, given 

the importance of these more fine-grained social innova-

tions, it is now timely and important to move beyond the 

more generic and aggregated concepts around ‘sustainabil-

ity’, ‘resilience’, or adaptation/adaptive capacities which 
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have previously infused many of the sustainability sci-

ence debates. Deeper and more practice-based studies are 

needed which involve the combinations of the ‘triple lenses’ 

outlined here of transformative and place-based learning, 

place-based experiences, and regenerative actions and ini-

tiatives at multiple scales and sites. This allows for more 

spatially socio-cultural nuanced and deeper investigations 

of what really brings about social innovation for sustainable 

place-shaping.

Neither should we be reticent in explicitly focussing on 

how places themselves—as assemblages of social–ecologi-

cal–cultural and physical assets—contribute to, and then 

affect and influence social relations and actions. Learning, 

experiencing, and regenerating emerge out of the physical 

and social understandings and reactions to places in which 

people live, work, and visit: that is their socio-material exist-

ences and practices. New socially innovative agency is cre-

ated by the dynamic interaction of these processes which 

are driven by normative goals and intentionalities leading 

to place-based community empowerment and transforma-

tion. We have been capturing this agency in the series of 

SUSPLACE research projects referred to above and also 

in this Special Feature. These intentionalities are associ-

ated in various ways with relearning, reexperiencing, and, 

indeed, regenerating those places in more sustainable ways. 

We argue, therefore, that a trilateral approach linking the 

active and grounded processes of learning, experiencing, and 

regenerating becomes significant dimensions of social inno-

vation which emerge out of places themselves, and which 

can then, in turn, potentially and more sustainably reshape 

those places in a transformative way. This approach, one 

which links and co-produces sustainability science research 

with the in-situ actors and agencies in and through places, 

begins to uncover some of the key dimensions of what 

can realistically unpack and be regarded as transformative 

processes.

The analysis and frameworks developed here also caution 

against not only a reliance of all-encompassing conceptu-

alisations of a generic nature, and in depoliticising the idea 

of sustainable transformations, they also warn against pre-

mature and top-down prescriptions which attempt to ‘solve’ 

place-based sustainability problems. Rather, a major mes-

sage from this body of research contains a strong element 

of place-based community empowerment which enables and 

reenforces sustainable transformations through relearning, 

reexperiencing and regenerating from below; but doing so by 

combining holistic and systems thinking with an apprecia-

tion of the inherent rooted diversity of place.

The paper has also begun to elaborate on the three broader 

questions initially posed in the Introduction to the paper and 

empirically applied using the trilateral approach concern-

ing, path-breaking avenues for sustainable transformations, 

the main change agents, and how collective place-based 

knowledges are developed and mobilised to create social 

innovations. The resulting framework developed begins to 

map out and encompass some of the means and tools which 

are needed to further examine these questions. The active 

and socially innovative practices of learning, experiencing, 

and regenerating are ways in which place-based knowledges 

are mobilised through the bringing together of key actors 

and agents, creating, as we have seen by reference to a series 

of related SUSPLACE projects, path-breaking avenues for 

potential overall sustainable transformations. This is critical 

work for sustainability science given the dynamic and unsta-

ble context in which it now sits, and where spatially diverse 

and sensitive solutions and new knowledges to unsustainable 

practices are urgently required.
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