
1

Complementary Currencies for Sustainability
Harnessing grassroots innovations

A new research project at the University of East Anglia, funded by the UK’s Leverhulme Trust.

This two year research project aims to investigate 
community-based innovation for sustainability, 
with a specific focus on complementary curren-
cies. This is a neglected area of  research and pol-
icy, and the subject of  a newly-emerging research 
agenda around the concept of  ‘grassroots innova-
tions’. The research will gather empirical data on 
complementary currencies to test the applicability 
of  existing theory of  niche sustainable innovations 
in this new setting, and develop new theory where 
necessary. 
 The project is underpinned by the recogni-
tion that much social innovation for sustainable 
development takes place in civil society, outside of  
the institutions that are normally associated with 
the term ‘innovation’. In conceptualizing com-
plementary currencies as ‘green niches’ we are 
seeking to understand the contexts within which 
such innovation takes place, and how it might be 
translated to more ‘mainstream’ contexts.

	   We aim to inform policymakers about how 
they can support and harness the creative energies  

and innovative potential of  grassroots communi-
ties, to help meet sustainable development policy 
goals.
 These ideas will be applied through the first 
international study of  ‘complementary curren-
cies’, a wealth of  local community-led exchange 
systems that exist alongside mainstream money. 
They arise for a variety of  reasons, in different 
forms and contexts, worldwide: the German Regio 
regional money aims to boost local economic de-
velopment; in the UK and US, Time Banks 
strengthen social networks and community cohe-
sion by promoting reciprocal volunteering; a new 
wave of  ‘Transition Currencies’ is launching local 
money to promote local resilience, and the Dutch 
NU-Spaarpas incentivises sustainable consump-
tion patterns through a green ‘loyalty card’. 
	 However, despite their intrinsic benefits and 
potential, complementary currencies have re-
mained small and marginal. Little is known about 
the processes and contexts necessary for main-
streaming them. 

New research will 
investigate how 
community-led 
financial innovations  
can be supported to 
grow and spread
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For more information
please contact:
Gill Seyfang
CSERGE 
School of  Environmental Sciences
University of  East Anglia
Norwich NR4 7TJ

Tel: 01603 592956
Email: g.seyfang@uea.ac.uk

Research objectives 
For the first time, complementary cur-
rencies will be investigated as specifi-
cally innovative activities, in order to:

1. Examine the diversity and charac-
teristics of  ‘complementary curren-
cies’ in contemporary practice. 

2. Conceptualise these ‘grassroots 
innovations’ as ‘niches’ where new 
social infrastructure may be tested, 
and investigate the range of  contex-
tual factors which contribute to the 
emergence, success or failure of  
these innovations, and their diffu-
sion into wider society

3. Relate these findings to wider de-
bates on sustainable innovations 
and transition management, sus-
tainable development and the social 
economy.

We will map out the range of  comple-
mentary currencies in existence; assess 
how they have tried to grow and diffuse; 
and identify the factors which have 
helped or hindered this process com-
plementary currency diffusion. We will 
then investigate how this experience 
relates to theories of  sustainable innova-
tion and green niches, to highlight what 
is distinctive about grassroots innova-
tions, and how innovation theory can 
adapt to better explain community-led 
initiatives. We will recommend policy 
changes to nurture and grow grassroots 
innovations for sustainability.

Methodology
First, a scoping review of  existing com-
plementary currencies research and 
practitioner literature will produce a 
new dataset cataloguing the breadth 
and diversity of  global complementary 

currencies, drawing on the applicant’s 
extensive international contacts. 
	 Second, approximately 12 exem-
plar currencies will be selected from the 
dataset, and further qualitative research 
with these exemplars will investigate 
their innovation-diffusion strategies 
(how they approach replication, scaling 
up, and translating ideas to mainstream 
settings). It will assess success, barriers, 
and factors which best support wide-
spread diffusion, such as linking with 
local institutions, or using familiar tech-
nologies. A model of  currency diffusion 
will be developed, linking contextual 
factors with innovative-ness.
	 Third, theoretical work will review 
the literature on diffusing niche socio-
technical innovations and identify what 
is new about grassroots innovations, and 

the implications for theory, policy and 
practice.
	 Contributions will be made to de-
bates on complementary currency re-
search, innovation/transition manage-
ment, and sustainable consumption . 
The research will deliver timely evi-
dence for policymakers to help them 
harness the potential of  grassroots inno-
vations, and policy recommendations 
will be suggested, forming the basis of  a 
framework with action points for inter-
national, national, regional and local 
action.

“Despite their intrinsic benefits and potential, 
complementary currencies have remained small and 
marginal. Little is known about the processes and 
contexts necessary for mainstreaming them”

www.grassrootsinnovations.org
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