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Abstract: This paper discusses current efforts of the city of Seoul to grapple with some of its 

most pressing sustainability problems through conjoint social and governance innovations. 

Drawing on pertinent strands of urban-, transition-, and resilience-studies, it reviews the 

design and implementation of activities aimed at establishing a self-organizing social 

innovation ecosystem nurtured by place-based networks at neighborhood scale (“village 

communities”), and reflects on their potential to effectively enable wider sustainability 

transition dynamics.  
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1. Introduction 

Cities are critical hotspots for sustainability transitions. This is not only due to their quantitative 

impacts in a quickly urbanizing world, but more importantly regarding their qualitative influence as ‘role 

models’ and incubators of societal change [1,2]. It is essentially urban patterns of cultural practice, social 

interaction, as well as production and consumption that drive global flows of people, materials and 

information. With a view to the complexity and urgency of persistent sustainability problems relating to 

environmental change, social injustice and economic restructuring, cities are thus challenged to develop 

novel responses that can overcome the limitations of piecemeal and incremental improvement: The quest 
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is for transformative approaches that may enable, trigger, accelerate and scale-up radical sustainability 

innovations within and across multiple areas of life [3,4]. 

Research that has engaged with transition dynamics in relation to the local scale has so far emphasized 

three basic levers of change (see section 2): 1) Policy-driven (multi-level) governance shifts, 2) 

community-driven grassroots innovations, and 3) broader capacity-building processes supported by 

diverse stakeholders. All of these levers rely on particular forms of agency and social interaction, and 

may imply a significant potential for synergy in case of their interconnection [5,6]. Their coincidence 

under conditions of place thus raises crucial issues of interest for urban sustainability transitions, but is 

not well understood to date. 

Especially the direct encounter between purposive forms of innovation in urban governance, capacity 

building and community practice forms a blind spot here: What are the shared objectives and strategies 

pursued, how does a coordination occur, and what conditions their success or failure? This is not only a 

matter of conflicting interests and power positions, ranging from urban (growth) regimes to grassroots 

movements. It also asks for differences and similarities regarding the socio-technical systems (STS) and 

social-ecological systems (SES) addressed by them. Moreover, there is a constitutive but often 

disregarded role for urban place and the built environment in this, i.e. not only selected STS or SES 

components: How does the spatial coincidence of diverse networks and flows and their articulation in 

concrete urban places affect the innovation needs, priorities and resistances in a particular city? This 

coincidence may represent both an opportunity, but also a barrier for simultaneously dealing with 

multiple system transformations [7].  

Starting from these considerations, this paper will therefore discuss ongoing social and governance 

innovations in Seoul, the South Korean capital. The case provides for a pertinent example of novel 

strategies and approaches that aim to leverage ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ innovation dynamics in a 

given urban context. It is also of high interest with a view to the sustainability impacts of urban 

development in both developed and developing Asia [8]. Section 2 lays out the conceptual and analytical 

framework for the case study, and details the methods used. Section 3 synthesizes the relevant conditions 

and changes observed in Seoul, which are then reviewed in section 4 in the light of the analysis criteria 

adopted. Finally, some more general conclusions regarding urban transition research and policy are 

drawn in section 5. 

2. Cities and transformative change 

Within transition studies, the number of contributions addressing the role of the local scale as a 

catalyst for sustainability transitions is growing quickly [9–15]. However, this does not always include 

an explicit concern for ‘the urban’ and recognition of its particularities, nor an orientation at urban policy 

making or planning intervention. Without an explicit reference to urban studies, the local scale is also 

often discussed in more general terms, for instance as a site of everyday-life practices and social 

innovation, and/or as an articulation of particular STS or SES (energy, water, etc.). Correspondingly, 

diversity exists in the identification of the relevant landscape pressures such as resource scarcity, 

environmental risks or deficits in terms of quality of life, which in turn implies emphasis on different 

stakeholders responding to them (e.g. local or regional governments, infrastructure providers, grassroots 

movements, communities).  
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In order to identify a set of criteria that especially cities should meet to successfully enable, initiate 

and manage sustainability transitions, three strands of research dealing with transformative change at the 

local scale appear to be particularly useful here, respectively focusing on 1) urban infrastructure 

governance, 2) social innovations, and 3) social-ecological resilience. They represent complementary, 

yet also interconnected viewpoints regarding the assumed drivers of change, the agency and dynamics 

created by them, and the role of urban space and place in this. 

2.1. Innovation and experiments in urban infrastructure governance 

The question whether and how cities can actually shape transitions has so far been raised most 

explicitly by studies focusing on the governance of urban infrastructures [16]. Responding to the twin 

challenge of peak oil and climate change, urban policy has increasingly embraced “low carbon” futures 

over the past decade. This reflects the vital need for cities to secure long-term access to and management 

of resources by decarbonizing their key infrastructures for energy, water, waste and transport [17–19].  

Drawing on the multi-level-perspective (MLP) [20], the analytical focus has thus been on the 

governance innovations created in order to transform the corresponding STS [21,22]. Especially local 

and other tier government agencies, industry and providers, but partly also civil society organizations 

engage in new forms of interaction that involve practical experimentation and learning mechanisms 

(organizational and institutional), as well as vision development and strategy making. The combination 

of these characteristics is particularly relevant for managing transformative change [23]. Moreover, to 

create shared discourses, trust and durable working relations, stable intermediaries have been recognized 

to be critical, i.e. organizations newly formed or taking a novel role in managing expectations, interests 

and joint action between the relevant stakeholders. But also individuals acting as border-crossers or 

institutional entrepreneurs appear to play a vital role in such processes for promoting and articulating 

alternative system configurations [12,24–26]. 

2.1. Emerging social innovations and grassroots niches 

To distinguish such policy-driven governance innovations from more community-based socio-

technical change, the notion of ‘grassroots niches’ has been coined [27]. This recognizes social practices 

as an equally basic condition for system transitions [28]. Grassroots niches focus on social needs instead 

of established STS, and are therefore rather diverse in scope and scale. This also enables them to 

conceive of newly integrated and cross-domain solutions (e.g. sharing practices, alternative currencies). 

They rely on a vast range and depth of local knowledge to create innovative solutions that are well 

embedded. Therefore, grassroots also tend to primarily generate direct benefits for the community since 

this plays a key motivational role (e.g. in terms of identity, self-expression, recognition, belonging or 

aspirations). However, these may in turn influence wider STS transformations [29].  

Studies have therefore explored the potential for mainstreaming grassroots innovations through niche-

regime interactions, zooming in on the role of practical know-how, physical activities and cultural 

meanings. Drawing on strategic niche management [30], three factors have been confirmed empirically 

that appear to determine a successful development and diffusion of grassroots niches [31–33]: 1) 

Expectations of what the innovation shall achieve need to be widely shared among participants and 

stakeholders, as well as specific and realistic; 2) Networking is needed beyond the community to bring 
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in the diverse resource types required for implementation (human, scientific, technological, 

organizational, institutional and financial) and to broaden support for the innovation’s objectives; 3) 

Learning should be experiential and occur in the social context of communities, organizations or 

institutions, thereby changing actor preferences and practices.  

The first two factors are particularly challenging for grassroots. Expectations and actual delivery often 

tend to fall apart due to a lack of skills and resources. In turn, networking is limited since grassroots 

usually constitute an antithesis to regime actors and practices, and/or operate more self-referential if 

strongly rooted in a particular place. Social innovation studies equally recognize these challenges and 

point to the need for active empowerment as a necessary response [34–36]. By providing direct material 

or immaterial support for those ultimately affected (e.g. through participation, training, subsidy), 

communities should be enabled to improve their autonomy, engagement and resource basis. This also 

addresses change in community-level social relations since it is here that roles, identities and practices 

have to be reconfigured [37,38]. 

2.1. Adaptive and transformative capacities of urban stakeholders 

While the above two research strands both aim to explore the characteristics of positive transitions in 

STS, resilience studies have started to engage with responses to negative transitions, failures or disasters 

in social-ecological systems instead. This perspective emphasizes global environmental change as a key 

driver since it strongly affects local vulnerabilities. Drawing on the adaptive renewal cycle [39], the 

focus has thus been on what strengthens or undermines the capacity of urban stakeholders to reconfigure 

SES through self-organization [40–43]. Most importantly, based on the concept of panarchy this implies 

to account for scale interdependencies (local to global) and different temporalities (fast/slow) in this, 

which may curb or accelerate transformation [44].  

To stabilize desirable SES functions and identities, responses have thus been primarily conceived in 

terms of building adaptive capacity. Yet, there is an increasing concern for transformative capacity 

building under conditions of thoroughly unsustainable performance in order to seize opportunities for 

system innovation [45,46]. Both approaches entail to enhance diversity (of knowledge, organizations, 

partners, instruments, methods, etc.) and redundancy (overlapping ends, but different means), and to 

foster collective learning-by-doing (e.g. through participation, training, networking, collaborative 

governance). 

Resilience studies have thus identified basic requirements for enabling urban transitions that partly 

coincide with those discussed in the STS literature, especially with a view to multi-level governance, 

experimentation and learning-by-doing. But these are seen as embedded and encompassing processes 

both at a community and a wider societal scale, thus linking social and governance innovations within 

a social-ecological landscape. Moreover, particular emphasis is put on the need to foster the diversity 

and redundancy of solutions through self-organization, rather than management. Therefore, capacity 

building for urban stakeholders turns out to be the essential response strategy to facilitate adaptation, 

reconfiguration or transformation [47]. 
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2.1. Analysis framework and case study methods 

Considering the above range of factors that appear to condition sustainability transition dynamics at 

the local scale, four broad criteria are derived here to guide the case study. They provide a framework 

for analyzing the conception and implementation of urban policies and practices regarding their 

suitability for effectively driving transformative change. Based on the research strands discussed, all 

criteria are concerned with embedded stakeholder interactions, and are therefore also mutually enabling 

and reinforcing. The approach embraces an understanding of cities as local manifestations of multiple 

SES and STS in order to account for diverse types of drivers and innovation dynamics. In addition, it 

also recognizes the vital role of place and the built environment in the creation of novel responses to 

urban sustainability challenges. The four criteria are underpinned by a set of research questions that have 

been used to explore current innovation activities in Seoul (Table 1). 

For data collection and analysis, various methods including web and document reviews, site visits, 

participant observation, as well as in-depth interviews with 21 selected individuals have been employed. 

These tasks were realized between June 2013 and February 2015 and involved all key stakeholders 

including different local government departments, community activists, NGOs, private companies, 

research institutes and intermediary organizations. This provided the required qualitative and 

quantitative data to answer the above questions. In order to calibrate the final interpretations and 

conclusions, these have also been discussed in a focus group with 5 key stakeholder representatives. 

Table 1. Framework and criteria for analyzing the transformative potential of stakeholder 

responses to key urban sustainability challenges 
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Visions and 
social needs 

What are the key drivers of policies and initiatives (e.g. 
environmental change, social cohesion, quality of life)? How 
do they relate to real social needs? What are the respective 

visions and expectations formulated by different 
stakeholders, and how far are they shared? 

Governance and 
social relations 

What are the governance innovations and networking 
activities introduced in pursuit of the visions? What forms of 
agency are involved, and what forms of intermediation? How 

do social relations at community level become modified? 
Empowerment 

and self-
organization 

How do actions contribute to empower civil society 
stakeholders and grassroots niches? How is the self-

organizing capacity of stakeholders supported? How do these 
actions affect the emergence, diversity and redundancy of new 

solutions? 
Experimentation 

and learning 
What kind of learning mechanisms, methods and formats have 
been developed at individual, organizational and institutional 
levels? What is the role of experimental action and learning-

by-doing in this? 

 

3. Village communities and social innovation policies in Seoul 

With its 10 Mio. inhabitants, Seoul undoubtedly represents a ‘Megacity’ - a classification which often 

implies that attention is drawn to the large scale of problems and solutions in terms of urban 

development. Yet, over the past few years, it is neighborhoods that have come to take a central role on 
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the agenda of public policy and civil society stakeholders alike: So called ‘village communities’ i.e. 

place-based, self-organizing citizen networks that are only loosely delimited by their socio-spatial 

identity, have started to spread out through the metropolitan area and its 25 autonomous districts, 

providing a growing pool of diverse social innovations. 

This section synthesizes this complex process by providing a narrative focused on drivers, agency, 

institutions and outcomes, thereby cutting across the above four analysis criteria. It first introduces to 

the urban context and its sustainability challenges with a view to landscape pressures and regime failures 

that inform actor visions and expectations. Second, it outlines emergent responses developed in terms of 

urban village communities and related governance innovations. Third, it summarizes the main outcomes 

so far, recognizing patterns and trends of social innovation in practice. 

3.1. Sustainability challenges for Seoul 

Looking at key indices for South Korea quickly reveals that the country’s fast economic development 

has come at a considerable social and ecological price: Per capita GHG emissions and energy 

consumption (85% imported fossil fuels) are very high and expected to further rise towards 2030 [48] 

(IEA 2012). While the population is rapidly shrinking, ageing and individualizing, single-person 

households and per capita living space are steadily increasing [49]. Global ranks regarding gender equity 

(100th), overall happiness (60th), length of working hours (1st in OECD) and the 2nd highest suicide rate 

worldwide shed light on severe social problems [50–52].  

Since the 1960s, urban development has significantly contributed to this situation, and Seoul is an 

outstanding example for this. Based on top-down policy making and planning without noteworthy 

participation of civil society, programs of “redevelopment” were pushed through to accommodate fast 

growth and urban migration (from 2.5Mio inhabitants in 1960 to 10Mio in 2015). Densely packed high-

rise apartment blocks expanded from 24.000 units in 1970 to 1.5Mio units in 2010, either by demolishing 

existing city districts or by spreading into the periphery. Real estate prices rose much faster than incomes 

and fostered the influence of (a few large) property owners, as well as new socio-spatial divides between 

new and old fabrics [53]. The latter were largely left to market forces, thus fostering speculation and/or 

urban decay. Until very recently, more cautious forms of urban regeneration have not been trialed at all 

[54]. 

The sustainability implications of this urbanization pattern are manifold. Today, over 70% of Seoul’s 

inhabitants live in apartments - a homogeneous and inflexible housing typology focused on the 

traditional family unit. A clear-cut segregation correlates building location, date of construction and 

socio-economic status of inhabitants, reinforced by the ensuing spatial differentiation of functions. 

Therefore, household fluctuation is very high (17.4% move every year). This has steadily weakened 

social cohesion within and between neighborhoods, and undermined citizens’ sense of ownership and 

responsibility for built environs and green spaces [55]. The practice of “redevelopment” has also 

constantly reduced the availability and functionality of the city’s green infrastructure, and heavily 

fostered car-dependent lifestyles. In addition, developers have only lately started to adopt green building 

standards. Apartments and older fabrics both display characteristics regarding materials, energy, water, 

noise and green space that imply a rather poor environmental performance. 
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3.1. Origins of urban village communities 

The recent turn towards community development in Seoul has its antecedents in state policies, as well 

as in local grassroots initiatives. Both are based on the spatial concept of “Maeul” i.e. village. Since 2007 

several minor national “village” subsidies have been devised by different ministries, supporting social 

interaction at a neighborhood scale for creating e.g. local enterprises, better housing quality or green 

infrastructures - yet without forming a coherent framework (Seoul Institute, 2012). While each 

instrument pursues different objectives, they all draw on communities as a resource for solving selected 

social, economic or environmental problems. Also at the local level, “villages” became increasingly 

virulent in urban politics from 2009, addressing especially issues of transparency in the maintenance of 

apartment complexes (usually controlled by powerful housing corporations).  

This orientation of state policies towards urban “villages” mirrors developments already under way 

in civil society since the early 1990’s. By then, activists increasingly turned towards local community 

building as an effective response to pressing social and ecological problems, thus filling gaps in policy 

and institutions. The notion of “village making” was adopted by citizen-driven initiatives emerging in 

different Seoul districts, and first guidance for establishing “ecological villages” within cities was 

published [56,57].  

A particularly influential case of autonomous village community development is Sungmisan, a small 

neighborhood in northwest Seoul. In 1994, some 20 households created Korea’s first kindergarten 

cooperative here, next to an urban forest hill (Sungmisan). Since then this community has launched a 

wide range of initiatives: A consumer cooperative (2001), a community center (2003), an alternative 

school (2004), and over 20 social enterprises employing about 150 residents (from stores, restaurants 

and workshops to care services and a co-housing company). Today, Sungmisan village represents a 

social network of roughly 5.000 households. Its consumer cooperative has an annual turnover of €3.3 

Mio, and it receives 4-5000 visitors every year that come for information purposes [58,59]. 

Sungmisan village has crucially informed the design of current social innovation policies in Seoul in 

various ways: First, it is essentially driven by social needs as people strive to improve the quality of life 

for their children and themselves. This has however led to also embed ecological values in a range of 

place-based socio-economic activities (e.g. gardening, organic food, building retrofitting). Second, the 

community has always relied on learning-by-doing, constantly seeking new solutions in multiple 

domains of everyday life. Since this also included failures, the risks and potentials of an experimental 

approach for driving change could be acknowledged on the basis of a practical example. Third, policy 

learning was fostered by fierce conflicts with local government in 2004 and 2010 over redevelopment 

projects that threatened to destroy the adjacent green space of Sungmisan. This struggle decisively 

helped the wider recognition of “villages” as an important resource nurtured by local identities and social 

bonds.  

By 2010 “village community” development had thus become a central reference point both in public 

discourse and policy in Seoul, but despite obvious relations, both practices still remained largely 

separate. 
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3.1. From grassroots niches to social innovation governance 

Between 2011 and 2013, a new policy and governance framework for village communities has been 

developed and implemented in Seoul. Its stated primary objective is to “grow and diversify village 

communities for achieving autonomy and improving democracy” [60], targeting their maturity and self-

organization by 2017 [49]. This innovation relies on five conditions that will be briefly sketched in the 

following: Political leadership, organizational change, cooperation culture, regulatory frame, and new 

intermediaries. 

In October 2011, Park Won Soon was elected mayor - a political landslide for Seoul. Park has a strong 

record in institution-building for social justice at the national level, as well as close ties to international 

networks in this field. His political agenda is centered on empowerment and justice [61]. Yet, in line 

with citizen’s high expectations for policy change (ibid. p.33), he also launched major initiatives for 

energy efficiency, a social economy, a sharing economy, participatory budgeting and open government. 

Hence, the renewed policy concern for social practices at the neighborhood scale was crucially driven 

by political leadership and addresses a range of key policy objectives – including the urgent need to 

reduce the city’s rapidly growing welfare expenses. 

Within Seoul Metropolitan Government (SMG - the local authority responsible for the Seoul 

metropolitan area and its 25 autonomous districts) these shifts have been prepared and supported through 

the creation of the “Seoul Innovation Bureau” (SIB), installed shortly after the 2011 elections. Directly 

adjoined to the mayor’s office, this new unit was given the task to inspire and drive social and 

institutional innovations across departments, but also beyond the boundaries of the local authority. It’s 

staff of around 30 was recruited mainly from civil society and private sector organizations, while lead 

positions also include senior government officials. This organizational change has been instrumental to 

effectively mediate frictions between new ideas and established routines. It was also important to 

establish the new cross-departmental activity of village community development within the 

administration, as 55% of the total SIB budget are dedicated to this. 

These political and organizational shifts have accompanied the rise of a new cooperation culture, 

linking local government and civil society. Between 2011 and 2012 the SIB organized three major 

gatherings involving 50-80 grassroots activists from a variety of fields. A task force of activists was 

formed to elaborate the main terms and principles of a new policy oriented at “village communities”. In 

parallel, the SMG-owned research agency “Seoul Institute” conducted a status analysis regarding 

existing civil society initiatives in the city to identify potential anchorage points. [49]. 

In August 2013 a regulatory frame was adopted by the city council, making the new forms of 

interaction binding for all parties (“Building a village community in Seoul”). This ordinance defines a 

basic governance system including the creation of a new coordinating entity, the “Village Community 

Support Center” (VCSC). General decisions regarding budget allocation and policy adaptations are 

being taken by a steering committee composed of representatives from civil society, SMG (various 

departments) and the VCSC [60]. An implementation plan must be drawn up by the VCSC and Seoul 

Institute, and revised every 2 years. In terms of orientation, the first plan posits “happiness” as the 

overarching aim for village development and defines an approach for supporting citizen-driven 

initiatives aimed at practical solutions that fulfil social needs [49]. 
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Within this evolving governance system the VCSC plays a core role as an intermediary to bridge the 

existing gaps between civil society and local government in terms of trust, skills and language [49]. 

While being 100% funded by SMG, the VCSC is therefore fully independent in its operations and has 

been largely staffed with non-officials. Moreover, a co-founder and activist of the pioneering community 

Sungmisan Maeul was appointed as director. The VCSC manages the process of creating and 

establishing community initiatives, involving different experts, and coordinating with SMG 

departments. It collects proposals for new initiatives, supporting those that show the highest potentials 

in terms of “necessity, public benefit, feasibility, durability, creativity, participation, resources, 

partnership, expected results” [49]. In 2013, also district-level support entities have been created through 

a call for proposals, and this logic will extend further down to the boroughs in 2015. While differing in 

size and set-up (authority or civil-society-led, centers or networks, district or borough scale), these new 

entities increasingly take over support tasks from the central VCSC, which in turn may focus more on 

managing relations with SMG departments in the future (Fig.2). 

Figure 1. Governance structure for village community development in Seoul 2014 (Source: 

Author  

 

3.1. Evolution and patterns of outcomes 

Through the approach and governance set-up described above, Seoul has seen the emergence of a 

plethora of diverse new village community initiatives since 2012. Some patterns and trends can be 

observed in this process that are relevant for enabling sustainability transitions. These concern the social 

needs addressed, empowerment methods and conditions, socio-spatial change and learning.  

Initially, community initiatives were required to start from a given range of issues, mainly revolving 

around education, culture, cohesion and open place provision. Only for communities in apartment 

complexes there was no such specification. However, in 2013 new bottom-up categories were introduced 

(“open themes”, “community networks”), and budget allocations for these have grown considerably 

(Fig.3). Facilitated through these modifications, it appears that initiatives increasingly also articulate 

social needs related to economic and environmental sustainability concerns e.g. regarding energy and 

consumption patterns (renewables, local organic food and low-carbon products, sharing), employment 
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(social enterprises), green education, water usage or green infrastructures (gardening, farming) – 

sometimes also beyond the village scale. These initiatives start to engage with wider SES and STS 

transitions, but this is being recognized only recently. For instance, the city’s updated “sustainable 

energy action plan” of November 2014 now envisages coordination with energy-oriented village 

communities [62].  

For empowering and supporting initiatives, the VCSC has applied a conceptual stage model, focused 

on leading activists [49]. Trainings are designed to help them meet the changing requirements in each 

stage (e.g. from collective decision making and conflict management towards business planning and 

project evaluation), thus gradually enabling self-organization. While this model has proven its 

effectiveness, limitations appear to lie in wider context conditions that determine its accessibility. Active 

community engagement is significantly constrained by long working hours, minimum wages, high real 

estate prices and related household fluctuation, but also by the lack of open spaces for people to meet. 

Hence, especially younger generations and full-time employed men are hardly involved, while the 

majority of community leaders are women above 40. Simultaneously, novel types of conflicts have 

emerged between social innovators and “conservative” residents, and between new “professional” 

networks and pre-existing “laymen” initiatives. Context conditions and empowerment methods have 

thus also fostered distinct kinds of social divides within and between neighborhoods that raise questions 

of leadership, representation and impact. 

At the scale of the metropolitan area, these implications overlay with existing differences between 

districts regarding their socio-economic profile (income, education) and institutional thickness 

(availability of CSO’s, cooperation culture). Initiatives thus largely differ from place to place not only 

in terms of their activity profile (social needs addressed), but also regarding their capacity to sustain 

activities and potentially engage in wider change. 

These issues become particularly important with a view to the lack of a systemic monitoring and 

evaluation approach. While the performance of individual initiatives has been regularly evaluated by the 

SIB, the methods and purpose of this continues to be disputed between communities and the SIB, leading 

to demands for more “self-evaluation”, wider exchange and knowledge transfers. 

Figure 2. Spatial distribution and budget evolution of new village community initiatives in 

Seoul Metropolitan Area 2012-2014 (Data: VCSC 2014)  
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4. Towards place-based sustainability transitions in Seoul? 

As the previous sections have illustrated, the case of village communities and social innovation 

governance in Seoul shows a significant potential in terms of enabling transformative change for 

sustainability, but also reflects critical deficits in this regard. Referring to the four criteria adopted above, 

this section synthesizes the key strengths and weaknesses. In so doing it responds to the explorative 

questions formulated, and points towards future issues in research and policy. 

4.1. Visions and social needs 

The innovations analyzed are not primarily driven by global environmental change and/or its 

economic implications for a competitive metropolis. Rather, the focus has so far been on livability at the 

scale of the neighborhood and a range of widely recognized social sustainability issues: education, care, 

safety, cohesion, identity and autonomy. These issues are strongly conditioned by the particular urban 

structures, designs and development dynamics in Seoul, which undermine citizens’ sense of place and 

stable community relations. An open and inclusive policy vision has thus been formulated that posits 

“happiness” and place-making as key values. This has allowed to obtain wider stakeholder support and 

establish a shared discourse on “village communities”, embracing both the diversity of existing 

grassroots initiatives and the various national “village community” policies - regardless of their rather 

different objectives. 

To connect this broad vision with concrete social needs, important adjustments have been undertaken 

in the course of implementation. Policy has quickly moved from guiding community initiatives towards 

particular means and ends to open calls for proposals, requiring citizens to articulate their own needs. 

This bottom-up move has countered criticisms reading social innovation policies as a mere neoliberal 

attempt to shift responsibilities to communities and individuals. At the same time, it has considerably 

widened the transformative scope of initiatives and raised the corresponding expectations of 

stakeholders. Communities in fact increasingly address environmental change and local economies. 

Since their innovations provide important input for the transformation of key urban STS and SES (e.g. 

infrastructures, housing, mobility, green space), it becomes critical if other policies and practices will 

also enable community feedback (not only support) and follow up on this emerging potential. 

4.2. Governance and social relations 

A highly differentiated governance system for social innovations has been shaped in Seoul and is still 

in evolution. Through the initial creation of new intermediaries, this system targeted mainly two types 

of innovation barriers: Within local government, the SIB was designed to accommodate newcomers and 

create pressures for change, while also moderating between these and established interests and routines 

in the administration. This has crucially enabled wider ownership and the adoption of new practices. In 

turn, the VCSC and the district-level support initiatives were devised to build mutual trust between civil 

society stakeholders and authorities. Organizational independence and strategic staffing choices (border-

crossers) have turned out to be key success factors in both cases. In addition, leadership by the mayor, 

continuous involvement of civil society, and an agreed overall decision making structure have been 

equally decisive for implementation.  
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These shifts in government/civil-society relations are directly linked to changes in social relations at 

community level as well. SMG demands, but also facilitates, the formation of new social networks and 

co-operations, as well as the creation of open places located within the neighborhood to physically enable 

the targeted interactions (e.g. community center, book café, youth club, etc.). To overcome the manifold 

barriers encountered in practice, the focus has been on key individuals that can provide the necessary 

leadership, motivation and endurance. While this has successfully helped to form a large number of 

place-based initiatives around shared concerns, it has equally furthered the articulation of novel conflict 

lines within communities that will require particular attention (‘innovators’ vs. ‘conservators’, and ‘old’ 

vs. ‘new’ initiatives). Moreover, regarding the growing need to link between community initiatives 

across the metropolitan area, and with stakeholders operating at other scales (e.g. business, industry, 

ministries), progress has been rather limited so far. 

4.3. Empowerment and self-organization 

Empowerment of civil society has been a central axis of the activities developed. This presupposed 

securing organizational stability and resource availability (financial-, human-, knowledge-) through 

regulation. Based on this, targeted support has been offered through seed funding, expertise and training. 

Also more general conditions for community autonomy have been strengthened, including skills for 

communication and collective decision-making, or the freedom of expression through art, cultural 

activity and media. However, key context constraints for wider citizen involvement have played out that 

would require parallel action in a number of domains with a longer time horizon (e.g. fixing rates for 

social housing). 

Despite these limitations, the methods used have effectively multiplied the diversity and redundancy 

of solutions available by nurturing the ability of citizens and grassroots initiatives to realize innovative 

place-based practices. At the same time, they have enhanced the exploration and creation of new 

meanings, identities and values that can support alternative pathways - from environmental concerns to 

manifestations of difference in design and aesthetics in everyday life. This variety now raises questions 

of strategy with a view to purposefully manage successful niches, help their self-organization also for 

upscaling solutions, and reduce the dependence on public subsidy. 

4.4. Experimentation and learning 

The approach pursued clearly represents a place-based and unique governance experiment. Learning-

by-doing and adaptation have thus been principles incorporated from the outset and at all levels: 

Individuals, communities, CSO’s, SMG departments and the new intermediaries have been challenged 

to trial innovative solutions and acquire the knowledge and skills required for implementation, but also 

to learn from their experiences and broaden the scope and impacts of their activities. Several changes in 

the organizational set-up of the SIB and VCSC, the shift towards open calls for proposals, and the 

creation of various types of support entities at district- and borough-scale all reflect social and 

institutional learning, in particular regarding the type of community support required.  

However, the lack of a systemic evaluation and learning approach at the scale of the metropolitan 

area results to be particularly problematic. Current efforts are still mainly focused on justifying public 

expenditures on a project-by-project basis, and on promoting good practice through informational 
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formats (lectures), but fail to explore larger patterns in the social innovations created. Recognizing these 

would however be crucial to inform strategic responses in pursuit of synergies for driving systemic 

change. 

5. Conclusions 

This paper has explored the emergence of village communities and social innovation governance in 

Seoul with a view to identify potentials and limits for enabling urban sustainability transitions. To do so, 

an analytical framework has been deducted from pertinent strands of urban-, transition- and resilience 

studies that focuses on four key criteria: 1) Visions and social needs; 2) Governance and social relations; 

3) Empowerment and self-organization; and 4) Experimentation and learning. In conclusion, the 

empirical findings point towards the following general implications and hypotheses for transition-

oriented urban policy, planning and research:  

1) New forms of ‘up-down governance’ in cities are likely to materialize especially with a focus on 

social innovation - but this requires politicizing social needs. The changes observed in Seoul are 

essentially driven by massive deficits in terms of livability, not by the city’s pressured political 

ecology. This has provided the necessary political leverage and leadership, but also the orientation 

of policy at social needs and innovation at the scale of the neighborhood. It is also on this basis that 

the tactical governance shifts described could be introduced, connecting grassroots with policy and 

thereby gradually lowering important institutional and cultural barriers to transitions in a context of 

authoritative steering. 

2) The focus on ‘villages’ i.e. place-based practices, social relations, local knowledge and 

experimentation results to be an effective but also necessary approach for creating diversity and 

redundancy, and for confronting multi-regime transformations in cities. Without a given emphasis 

on any particular system perspective (e.g. green infrastructures, energy, food), it is the instantiation 

of multiple networks and flows in particular urban settings that connects between various systems 

of provision. Hence, the resulting variety of deeply embedded and innovative solutions forms a 

highly valuable resource for driving urban transitions. However, attention must be paid to the 

existence or emergence of barriers to involvement and more general conflict lines between different 

social groups. 

3) The suggested conditions for enabling transformative change in cities have been confirmed to be 

key in the case of Seoul - but they are hardly reflected in all domains of urban development, and not 

all of them are met. In this regard, Seoul appears to stand at a tipping point: Despite the broad vision, 

cross-department constitution and diverse outcomes the approach developed still appears to be 

confined to the realm of ‘social policy’. It is here that the existing deficits in terms of institutional 

learning may become critical, and more substantive power conflicts could emerge. In order to enable 

impacts beyond the neighborhood, there is a need to understand both the integrated and embedded 

constitution of social innovations, as well as their role and position related to multiple system 

configurations. This may inform closer ties between ‘villages’ and all sectoral policies to develop 

new institutional responses. It may equally result in the rescaling of ‘villages’ from neighborhood 

initiatives to vital parts of metropolitan strategies, thus adding a new dimension of empowerment.  
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Therefore, in order to drive place-based sustainability transitions, cities need to actively exploit the 

potentials of emergent forms of conjoint social and governance innovations, decisively leaving the 

established comfort zones of domain-specific policies, strategic actor networking and conventional 

forms of ‘community participation’. In turn, where the discussed conditions are not well supported, cities 

are likely to further stabilize prevailing system structures, thus helping to sustain current trends of 

unsustainability. 
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