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Constructing grassroots innovations for sustainability
New research in the field

This briefing presents a new set of  research 
papers on grassroots innovations for sustainability, 
which are published in a special themed section of 
the journal Global Environmental Change*. This is a 
longer version of  our editorial of  that section, and 
we hope it will bring the papers to the attention of 
a wider audience. In addition, we discuss how we 
conceived our research agenda around grassroots 
innovations, and how we developed it further at a 
3-day workshop held in May 2012 at SPRU, Uni-
versity of  Sussex.

The papers in this special section were se-
lected from those presented and debated at the 
workshop, which convened academics investigat-
ing grassroots innovation in Europe and North 
America. Fifteen full papers and six PhD posters 
were discussed at the workshop by thirty research-
ers from eleven countries. The six papers appear-
ing here were selected for journal peer review on 
the basis of  their empirical focus and engagement 
with theory.

However, the origins of  the workshop really 
go back to a visit to the Brighton Earthship. In this 
introduction to the special section, the Earthship, 
which participants visited as part of  the workshop,  
serves to illustrate analytical themes arising during 
the more conventional workshop discussions 
around the table at SPRU. Those themes are:

• Grassroots innovations as objects for en-
gagement

• Context-sensitivities and pressures to scale-
up in grassroots innovation

• Grassroots innovations that try to stretch 
and transform rather than fit and conform

• Project-based approaches to structural 
challenges

• Recognising the value of  diverse knowl-
edge production in grassroots initiatives

• Theorising grassroots innovation
• Linkages between grassroots innovators

An Earthship is a 
radically low-impact, 
off-grid dwelling. This 
example, Brighton 
Earthship, which 
participants visited as 
part of the workshop, 
serves to illustrate 
analytical themes 
arising during the 
more conventional 
workshop discussions 
around the table.
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Adrian Smith and Gill  Seyfang introduce a new collection of academic papers on grassroots 
innovations, and discuss the origins and evolution of the concept.

grassroots INNOVATIONS

* If you don’t have access 
to this academic journal 
through a library, we 
encourage you to contact 
the authors directly using 
the email addresses 
provided, as they will be 
pleased to send you PDF 
copies directly. 
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Grassroots innovations as 
objects for engagement

In the early 2000s both of  us were analysing 
novel grassroots sustainability projects from either 
a new economics (Seyfang) or innovation (Smith) 
perspective. Organic food and eco-housing were 
case study sectors that our investigations had in 
common. As a result, both of  us attended a practi-
tioner conference organised by a group in Brigh-
ton associated with community food projects in 
the city, and who were building an Earthship on a 
project site. The conference was about Earthships.

An Earthship is a low energy, off-grid, earth-
sheltered dwelling whose principal structural ma-
terials are local mud and old car tyres (Smith 
2006; Seyfang 2009). Like similar eco-house struc-
tures, the Earthship had developed through many 
years of  experimentation. In this particular case, 
design and development centred around a group 
led by a charismatic and persuasive individual, 
Mike Reynolds, living and working in the desert of 
Taos, New Mexico. Inspired by Mike during an 
earlier visit to the UK in 2000, the Brighton group 
decided to build an Earthship. Developing the 
plans and contracting in Mike’s ‘crew’ to help 
were part of  the deal, which was supported finan-
cially by a grant under the Biffaward programme 
for investing landfill taxes in sustainable resource 
projects  
(www.lowcarbon.co.uk/earthship-brighton). The 
Brighton group took Mike’s return visit to help the 
project in 2003 as an opportunity to organise a 
conference on grassroots eco-building, which 
caught the eye of  both of  us.

On the second day of  the conference, whilst 
sitting outside the half-built Earthship just outside 
Brighton, we decided to organise a national con-
ference on grassroots innovation aimed at a mix of 
practitioners and academics. It seemed to us at the 

time that one of  the many cleavages within sus-
tainable development was a division between 
grassroots environmental action, which was 
deemed good on participation terms, and green 
innovation, which tended to be seen as centred on 
technologies in firms and deemed good for eco-
logical modernisation. There seemed to be an 
obvious and missing connection: grassroots action 
with communities could generate innovative solu-
tions for sustainability.

As we prepared the conference, held in Lon-
don in March 2005, we identified others already 
making similar connections. Some were based in 
the UK and came to our conference and spoke. 
Others were operating in other countries, such as 
David Hess in the US, Andrew Jamison in Den-
mark, or Anil Gupta in India (Jamison 2002; 
Gupta, Sinha et al. 2003; Hess 2005). Their ap-
proaches were different to ours. Our own thinking 
and analysis draws upon evolutionary and con-
structivist ideas in innovation studies to consider 
grassroots activity as constituting ‘niche spaces’ for 
experimenting with alternative sustainabilities. 
Drawing upon material and observations pre-
sented at the London conference, we published 
these ideas and set out our research agenda to 
better understand grassroots innovation for sus-
tainable development (Seyfang and Smith 2007).

Our agenda aimed to consider whether and 
how grassroots innovators network with one an-
other, the extent to which movements for grass-
roots innovation approaches exist and how they 
operate; whether and how innovations diffuse 
through processes of  replication, scaling-up, and 
translation into more mainstream settings; and 
whether or not these developments represent the 
emergence of  alternative pathways for sustainabil-
ity. It was also important to explore the dilemmas 
of  going to scale, the challenges of  moving from 
innovation to institutionalization, and the risks of  

Grassroots Innova-
tions Workshop, 
May 16-18, 2012
Fifteen full papers and 
six PhD posters were 
discussed at the 
workshop by thirty 
researchers from 
eleven countries
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capture and instrumentality when grassroots spaces try to 
engage with the more powerful political economies of  con-
ventional systems of  production and consumption. Diversity 
and innovation for sustainability might be served better by 
resisting pressures to mainstream, but how to address accusa-
tions of  marginality compared to mainstream reforms, and 
disputes over the evaluative frameworks applied to grassroots 
initiatives?

We have been incredibly fortunate to win funding to pur-
sue aspects of  this agenda across a variety of  projects. In 
some respects, we have been more fortunate than many grass-
roots groups. We address this by using these resources to con-
stantly engage with practitioners and bridge research and 
practice in ways as constructively critical as possible. So, for 
example, whilst convening the international workshop at 
SPRU, it also seemed fitting to organise into our event a 
‘walkshop’ over the South Downs to the Brighton Earthship 
(both University and Earthship are in the South Downs Na-
tional Park that surrounds Brighton). 

Misha Hewitt, one of  Brighton Earthship’s instigators, 
guided us around the Earthship, which serves as a community 
building for Stanmer Organics, and explained the story be-
hind the building and its uses, as well as answering our ques-
tions. In this respect, we were the latest amongst several thou-
sand visitors to the site, including Secretary of  State David 
Milliband, MP, and reporters from over 100 mainstream me-
dia outlets. In this respect, the Earthship has joined other 
grassroots innovation objects engaging publics in sustainabil-
ity (Marres 2012).

Enduring challenges in grassroots 
innovation

Yet grassroots innovations are much more than exhibi-
tion pieces for possible futures. Indeed, they can be mind-
boggling in their diversity, dynamism, purposes and conse-
quences. Such productive difference is what makes them so 
important for innovation (Smith 2007; Leach, Scoones et al. 
2010). What they share is a commitment on the part of  the 
practitioners involved towards openness and inclusion in the 
processes of  innovation, and the shared distribution of  the 
outputs of  the innovation. Grassroots innovations typically 
involve ‘networks of  activists and organisations generating 
novel bottom–up solutions for sustainable development; solu-
tions that respond to the local situation and the interests and 
values of  the communities involved’ (Seyfang and Smith 
2007): 585). The occasionally uneasy group dynamics 
amongst participants building the Earthship indicate it is not 
always easy to realise these commitments. Communities are 
messy things that can be divisive, hierarchical, and excluding, 
as well as exhibiting solidarity, equitableness, and inclusion.

Listening to Misha, it became apparent that the Earth-
ship embodies many features evident in other grassroots in-
novations discussed at the workshop and eventually collected 
in the papers here. A recent historical comparison of  grass-
roots innovation movements identifies three enduring and 
inter-related challenges for grassroots innovators (Smith, Fres-
soli et al. 2013). Grassroots innovations are always under 
pressure to:

• Attend to local specificities and contexts yet seek wide-
spread diffusion; 

• Be appropriate to existing situations that they fre-
quently wish to transform;

• Work with project-based approaches to problems 
whose root causes requires strategic structural changes 
in political, social and economic relations.

In learning to live with these challenges, grassroots inno-
vators generate a plurality of  forms of  knowledge. Some of  
that knowledge is instrumental, technical even, and addresses 
questions about how to do sustainability. Other forms of  
knowledge production derives from questions of  why sustain-
ability, and are more akin to what ethnographic research 
would uncover about meanings, identifications and how the 
innovative activity weaves in and out of  peoples’ lives. A third 
form of  knowledge production found across many grassroots 
innovation movements is more critical in character. In doing 
something out of  the ordinary, or out of  necessities unmet by 
market and state, grassroots responses reveal in very vivid 
forms the limitations for some sustainabilities of  current po-

Grassroots social innovations and 
food localisation: An investigation 
of the Local Food programme in 
England
James Kirwan, Brian Ilbery, Damian Maye, Joy Carey

This paper seeks to orientate research on local food net-
works more firmly towards ideas of grassroots and social 
niche innovations. Drawing on recent conceptual ideas 
from strategic niche management, this paper provides an 
exploratory analysis of attempts to spread grassroots 
social innovations through the Big Lottery Local Food 
programme run by the Royal Society of Wildlife Trusts in 
England. This £ 59.8 million programme aims to distrib-
ute grants to a variety of food-related projects and to 
make locally grown food more accessible and affordable 
to local communities. Insights into 29 funded projects, of 
varying length and scale of operation, are provided 
through over 150 telephone and personal interviews. 

While the Local Food programme is undoubtedly about 
bringing small, often neglected pieces of land into pro-
duction and increasing access to affordable food, results 
show that the programme is also very much seen as a 
vehicle for building community capacity through facilitat-
ing community cohesion, healthy eating, educational 
enhancement and integrating disadvantaged groups into 
mainstream society and economy. 

The paper concludes with some reflections on the extent 
to which the concept of grassroots social innovations, as 
a form of niche innovation, can help understand the abil-
ity of local food networks to develop the capacity of 
communities to respond to locally identified problems 
and to effect more widespread, sustainable change.
Kirwan, J., Ilbery, B., Maye, D. and Carey, J. (2013) ‘Grass-
roots social innovations and food localisation: An investiga-
tion of the Local Food programme in England’ Global Envi-
ronmental Change 23: 830-837 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2012.12.004

jkirwan@glos.ac.uk
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litical, economic and social structures. So, quite 
apart from the material objects produced by grass-
roots innovation, an incredibly valuable diversity 
of  knowledge and know how for innovation for 
sustainability is generated, even if  policies and 
markets only adapt and appropriate a part of  it, or 
more frequently overlook it entirely. 

Context-sensitivities and 
pressures to scale-up in 
grassroots innovation

Discussions during our Earthship visit suggest 
these broad features of  grassroots innovation were 
in play in this particular instance. Mike Reynolds 
and his team had, over many years of  experimen-
tation and learning-by-doing in the Taos desert, 
developed a standard approach to a particular 
form of  eco-house construction. Through net-
works of  collaborating self-builders, Earthship 
designers had fine-tuned and integrated principles 
of  passive solar heating, rainwater harvesting, on-
site power supply and wastewater treatment, and 
patterns and practices of  working together in 
building and dwelling in their constructions. 
Manuals, plans, and Mike’s crew were available to 
diffuse the design around the world, as they did in 
Brighton. 

However, the particularities of  the site in 
Brighton, including its climate, planning restric-
tions to non-residential use, and underdeveloped 
markets for component materials and technolo-
gies, required many adaptations and considerable 
learning in their replication of  the designs pro-
vided. Nevertheless, adapting the design to the site 
enabled the Brighton group to develop skills and 
know-how that they have used in subsequent pro-
jects. These include another Earthship (plans for 
an Earthshp housing estate in Brighton fell 
through), though it is striking how interest in repli-

cable and scalable solutions has prompted some 
participants to look to other eco-house forms, such 
as PassivHaus.

Grassroots innovations that 
try to stretch and transform 
rather than fit and conform

The Earthship design is radical not only in its 
use of  materials and off-grid form. It involves pat-
terns of  inhabitation and use quite different to 
those required by conventional buildings (cf. the 
requirements to contract in external services in 
conventional buildings, the required forms and 
performance inscribed by house-builders, etc). 
The scripts for living are quite different (Akrich 
1992). Moreover, Earthships are designed to be 
open to collaborative, self-build approaches quite 
unlike the conventional labour markets used by 
volume house-builders. On the tour of  the Brigh-
ton Earthship we heard how involvement in these 
processes was quite transformative for those in-
volved. 

Yet many of  these features presuppose a fit 
with transformed socio-technical systems that are 
either still emerging or entirely absent in the UK, 
such as markets for affordable micro-generation 
technologies, cultures of  inhabitation typical of  
green-minded occupants, or the development of  
labour-efficient processes for assembling the tyre-
and-mud structure that gives the building its 
thermal mass.  It was tricky for the Brighton 
builders to convince building regulators that the 
novel materials and form were safe, and negotiate 
the necessary permits to see the build through to 
completion. This slowed the process, increased 
costs, and demonstrated the poor fit between the 
Earthship and conventional building practices.
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Participants at the Grass-
roots Innovations for 
Sustainability workshop, 
May 2012, University of 
Sussex
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Project-based 
approaches to 
structural challenges

Some of  the impediments to the 
transformative potential of  the Earth-
ship design derive from deeper-rooted, 
structural relations of  economic and 
political power. With persistent persua-
sion and lobbying, institutions like build-
ing regulations can be revised to permit 
some novel grassroots construction 
techniques. The Earthship case illus-
trates how, with patient tenacity, prece-
dents can be won on a project-by-
project basis. 

Nonetheless, reforms that enable 
grassroots groups to access land for ex-
perimentation in the UK are much 
more difficult to envisage (Fairlie 1996). 
Structures of  land ownership can ex-
clude grassroots groups and be an im-
pediment not just in eco-building, but 
also for community energy projects, 
food projects, and other more autono-
mous path-building for sustainability 
too. Some grassroots innovations are 
forced to operate on the margins, such 
as the deserts around Taos, where these 
structural constraints are felt less keenly, 
and experimentation is possible with 
fewer resources. In the case of  the 
Brighton Earthship, the group was for-
tunate to have access to publicly-owned 
land (i.e. council property) dedicated to 
community food projects on the out-
skirts of  the city; this meant the building 
could be promoted as providing appro-
priately green office services for those 
projects, in accordance with council 
policies. It also meant the building could 

not be residential, even if  the original 
design was based on that premise. 

Grassroots innovation 
and recognising the 
value of diverse knowl-
edge production

Listening to Misha tell his Earth-
ship story, it became clear that the chal-
lenges manifesting in Brighton did gen-
erate considerable knowledge of  ethno-
graphic, instrumental and critical char-
acter. And yet, only a limited portion 
has been captured for wider engage-
ment and use. Instrumental knowledge 
about Earthship performance has been 

codified and disseminated through ac-
tivities such as monitoring the energy 
properties of  the building by Brighton 
University. Similarly, a book about 
Earthships in Europe produced by the 
Brighton group for the Building Re-
search Establishment reports the tech-
niques of  construction and operation of 
the building, with information about six 
cases (Hewitt and Telfer 2007). 

Knowledge that is more ethno-
graphic in character, regarding for ex-
ample the circumstances and aims of  
the groups involved, their dynamics, the 
meanings and significance of  the Earth-
ship in relation not just to conventional 
construction but also to social practices 

Listening to Mischa tell his 
Earthship story, it became 
clear that the challenges 
manifesting in Brighton 
did generate considerable 
knowledge. Even if no 
more Earthships have 
been built locally, the 
participants gained (as 
well as suffered) from the 
project.

Industrial fields and countervailing power: The 
transformation of distributed solar energy in 
the United States
David Hess

The case of distributed solar energy (e.g., rooftop photovoltaics) and the elec-
tricity system in the U.S. is used to develop the theory of long-term transitions 
in large sociotechnical systems. The study shows the advantages of analyzing 
sociotechnical transitions as taking place in technological fields in which ad-
vocates of different design approaches struggle for position. 

Over time, grassroots innovations that are connected with aspirations of local 
ownership tend to be displaced by better-funded models of financing sup-
ported by corporations in the financial and technology industries. The proc-
esses of blockage by the incumbents, countervailing industrial power, and 
incorporation and transformation (by incumbents) are developed in a field 
theory framework to advance the study of large technological systems in gen-
eral and sustainability transitions in particular.
Hess, D. (2013) ‘Industrial fields and countervailing power: The transformation of 
distributed solar energy in the United States’ Global Environmental Change 23: 
847-855  http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2013.01.002

david.j.hess@vanderbilt.edu
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of  dwelling, and whether and how the Earthship 
has inspired and informed similar approaches to 
sustainability in other groups, has not been cap-
tured. Some of  the critical knowledge generated, 
about the challenges of  voluntary work on this 
kind of  project, accessing land, and negotiating 
the consent of  various institutions, has similarly 
struggled to gain attention beyond academic study.

Even if  no more Earthships have been built 
locally, the participants gained (as well as suffered) 
from the project. Some, for example, are now eco-
housing professionals. Visitors come and learn 
from the case, as do academics attending nearby 
workshops on grassroots innovation. The commu-
nity food groups using the building have an asset 
and base for their activities. Capabilities at the 
community level have been enhanced – even if  it 
has proven demanding for the individuals in-
volved. Considerable value has been generated, 
even if  metrics of  evaluation and economic ac-
counting do not recognise, internalise or capture 
it. An enduring challenge remains the balancing of 
risks and benefits between those involved in these 
precarious projects on the margins, and the socie-
ties that benefit from the valuable diversity 
brought forth by these overlooked individuals and 
groups (Stirling 2009).

Introducing the new research 
papers

Research reported in two papers in this spe-
cial section identifies similar capacity-building 
benefits amidst challenging individual circum-

stances for the grassroots food projects that they 
study. The first study, by Kirwan and colleagues, 
analyses local food networks receiving Big Lottery 
funding in the UK . The £59.8 million pro-
gramme aimed to make local food more accessible 
and affordable to local communities. Their in-
depth, qualitative research finds the funded pro-
jects, volunteers and activists have met this overall 
programme aim. But the findings also reveal the 
significance of  these projects rests not so much in 
the quantities of  food produced and consumed 
(which is limited), so much as in the diverse 
knowledge and associated material, personal and 
cultural capacities built through those activities. 
This begs questions about the means and metrics 
of  evaluation.

The grassroots initiatives evaluated by Kirwan 
and colleagues were found to be important ‘social 
innovations’ that facilitate community cohesion, 
healthy eating, enhance education and integrate 
disadvantaged groups into mainstream society and 
economy. Instrumental knowledge about growing 
is a vehicle for learning in a more ethnographic 
vein about how to engage with others and develop 
fulfilling and rounded activities for all involved, as 
well as critical knowledge about where and how 
participants can work the system to one’s advan-
tage, even if  the concessions won remain rather 
limited.

In a similar vein, though taking a different 
approach to looking at how activists frame the 
food systems in which they are embedded, White 
and Stirling consider communal growers in East 
Sussex in the UK . A framework for thinking 

Sustaining trajectories towards Sustainability: Dynamics and diversity in 
UK communal growing activities
Rebecca White and Andrew Stirling

Civil society is a critical arena both for exploring Sustainability itself and for sustaining trajectories towards it through 
innovation, experimentation and debate. Innovations can be mould breaking and can challenge local institutions. Con-
currently, initiatives may be fragile due to the development of new working relationships, reliance on voluntary labour 
and goodwill, and dependence on grant funding. Here we examine different aspects of what it takes to sustain grass-
roots trajectories for ‘communal growing’, given the pressures that groups and intermediary organisations practicing and 
supporting this activity experience, and the consequential need to build qualities like ‘resilience’. Attending carefully to 
the definition of this otherwise slippery concept, a particular focus is given to how contrasting aspects of temporality 
and agency lead to divergent constructions of ‘resilience’ and strategies for sustaining growing. We draw on fieldwork 
that explores the practice and support of communal growing in East Sussex, England, and directly associated activities 
at a national level.

We find important interdependencies between communal growing projects and the intermediary organisations support-
ing them. Additionally there is huge diversity within and between both projects and the organisations that support them, 
including with respect to the ends to which growing is seen as a means. These ends link growing initiatives – both an-
tagonistically and synergistically – to food, education and health systems. This diversity can be seen positively as: a 
source of innovation; facilitating the open and bottom up nature of growing; and, enabling the securing of greater finan-
cial support for the endeavour. What is less clear is how this plays into framing and configuring communal growing spe-
cifically in relation to achieving a more Sustainable and localised food system. We discuss the conceptual and methodo-
logical implications of these empirically derived observations with regards future research on grassroots innovations.
White, R. and Stirling, A. (2013) Sustaining trajectories towards Sustainability: Dynamics and diversity in UK communal growing 
activities’ Global Environmental Change 23: 838-846, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2013.06.004

a.c.stirling@sussex.ac.uk 
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about the political dynamics is advanced that explains various 
strategies for ‘sustainability’ in the face of  fragility and suscep-
tibility to dependency on people, funds, and institutions be-
yond project activities. This includes approaches that cluster 
around influencing the wider context for communal growing, 
or adapting to those contexts. What becomes clear is how 
grassroots initiatives inter-relate with wider systems beyond 
food, including health and education. The diversity of  fram-
ings of  communal growing proliferates, as do the kinds of  
innovative ideas and contributions they have to make to these 
systems. Though, as with other cases, the power relations 
involved in trying to make grassroots contributions influential 
and transformative are difficult for communal growers alone 
to alter.

In a study of  different ownership models in the US for 
supplying electricity from daylight using rooftop solar photo-
voltaics, Hess analyses how the associated power relations 
disadvantage and frustrate grassroots approaches to urban 
energy . Hess conceives the innovation and diffusion of  solar 
electricity in cities as involving different socio-technical de-
signs whose various forms of  organization, ownership, and 
economic model for the technology compete within the broad 
photovoltaic technological field. Attempts to instigate grass-
roots socio-technical configurations in US cities are con-

trasted with corporate configurations. Interestingly, the firms 
promoting a market for the corporate roll out of  PV in US 
cities come from outside the incumbent electricity business. 
The former include ICT firms, and whose access to finance 
and political decision-making is decisive not only for out-
competing grassroots attempts at decentralized electricity, but 
also for providing a countervailing power to the incumbent, 
centralized electricity system based in the political economy 
of  fossil-fuels.

Hess’ analysis recognizes how economic and political 
power can elude grassroots approaches. Interestingly, how-
ever, this is no straightforward three-way competition be-
tween incumbent energy companies, a new class of  decentral-
ized electricity firms, and grassroots initiatives for community 
energy. Rather, important interdependencies are revealed in 
the ways grassroots experiments provide appropriable com-
ponents (e.g. organizational models, cf. ownership structures) 
for commercial socio-technical configurations, and how such 
appropriations motivate reactions for more inclusive commu-
nity responses (a good example is early grassroots initiatives 
for developing PV in Germany, and recent resurgence in citi-
zen power plant initiatives (Dewald and Truffer 2012; 
Schreuer 2012)).

The paper by Ornetzeder and Rohracher identifies a 
similar dynamic in the grassroots origins of  innovations that 
eventually became successful commercially for firms in solar 
water heating in Austria, wind turbines in Denmark, and car 
sharing in Switzerland . Their analysis looks at the local struc-
tural contexts and resources available early on in the grass-
roots innovation process. The way motivated social actors are 
able to draw on these conditions to enhance their compe-
tences and activities is identified as important, as are the 
learning processes and opportunities for influencing 
institution-building that, ultimately, build relationships with 
mainstream market actors. Some grassroots innovators in 
other settings might be envious of  the apparently propitious 
circumstances of  these cases. And yet, for some of  the pio-
neers involved, the directions taken in institutionalizing these 
innovations in commercial practice have been frustrating. 

Reactions and redirections amongst some grassroots ac-
tivists in the light of  appropriations keeps open the search for 
more transformative grassroots innovations. It reminds us that 
relations between grassroots innovation and institutionaliza-
tion is not a single loop or one way process. In recent years 
this has been particularly evident in the field of  sustainable 
energy, where growing interest in community-based forms of  
energy development have emerged at the same time (and 
often because of) the roll out of  larger-scale renewable energy 
by commercial investors working with state support. The pa-
per by Hargreaves and colleagues interrogates how this com-
munity (re-)turn has been helped in the UK by the activities 
of  intermediary organisations working between communities. 
Trying to assemble and transmit lessons, experience, and 
support between diverse projects that operate across quite 
different social, economic, and political contexts proves de-
manding. Some forms of  support travel better than others. 
Limited infrastructures and resources for these tasks inhibit 
more involved forms of  support, exacerbated by energy insti-
tutions developed around large-scale and centralized energy 
practices. 

Not all grassroots initiatives see themselves as a vanguard 
for wider changes – they are simply addressing issues (local or 

Of solar collectors, wind power, 
and car sharing: Comparing and 
understanding successful cases of 
grassroots innovations
Michael Ornetzeder and Harald Rohracher

Grassroots activities so far have not been sufficiently ap-
preciated as sources of innovation. Transition processes 
towards more sustainable socio-technical energy, transport 
or production systems, however, are hardly imaginable 
without a broader participation of engaged citizens. 

This paper presents and compares three cases of success-
ful grassroots innovations for sustainability. In particular we 
compare the development of wind technology in Denmark, 
the solar collector do-it-yourself movement in Austria, and 
the development of car sharing in Switzerland. The paper 
aims at a better understanding of the preconditions, pat-
terns of growth and change and factors of success of 
grassroots innovations for more sustainable socio-
technical regimes such as energy and transport. 

In the analysis we focus on dimensions such as the struc-
tural conditions and resources of origin, motivations of 
social actors involved, learning processes and outcomes, 
competences and activities of those actors, processes of 
institution-building, and the relationships to mainstream 
market actors. Based on the empirical background the 
paper discusses implications for the theorisation of grass-
roots innovations for greater sustainability and draws im-
plications for further research.
Ornetzeder, M. and Rohracher, H. (2013) ‘Of solar collectors, 
wind power, and car sharing: Comparing and understanding 
successful cases of grassroots innovations’ Global Environ-
mental Change 23: 856-867 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2012.12.007

michael.ornetzeder@oeaw.ac.at
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global) locally. But others do seek wider transfor-
mation, and lobbying for policy support and stra-
tegic platforms is often the measure taken.

Sustaining community-led initiatives can be 
difficult, and relies upon the social economy as 
much, if  not more, than the market economy. 
Complementary currencies are an interesting 
enabling grassroots innovation – trying to support 
activity where conventional market exchange is 
absent. These currencies are themselves a form of  
grassroots innovation. Seyfang and Longhurst 
explore how processes for social learning, network-
ing, and developing shared expectations can help 
explain the development and status of  comple-
mentary currencies internationally, and identify 
areas of  activity that might facilitate more effective 
diffusion . Whilst some practitioners see the cur-
rencies as an alternative to conventional financial 
approaches, others see complementary currencies 
as enabling and supporting activities, such as the 
voluntary effort involved in many grassroots activi-
ties, where finance sees little of  value. This value-
plurality is echoed in many grassroots innovations 
and complicates the field beyond the more narrow 
measures of  competitive success typically sought 
in commercial settings.

Theories of grassroots 
innovation

Looking across the diverse contexts and con-
tents of  the grassroots innovations analysed in 
these papers, it becomes clear that the spaces for 
grassroots innovation are clearly important. A 
number of  these papers, though not all, adopt a 
similar ‘niche-spaces’ conceptualization to grass-
roots innovation as we did in our earlier work. As 
with uses by others in this special section, Seyfang 
and Longhurst find this conceptualisation of  
grassroots innovation to be helpful, but only up to 
a point. Some of  the more managerial forms of  
niche-thinking developed for the promotion of  
sustainable technologies in markets are found, 
unsurprisingly, to be inappropriate amidst the 
messier pluralities and voluntary associations of  
social innovation in grassroots civil society. The 
learning processes, development of  expectations, 

Desperately seeking niches: 
Grassroots innovations and 
niche development in the 
community currency field
Gill Seyfang and Noel Longhurst

The sustainability transitions literature seeks to 
explain the conditions under which techno-
logical innovations can diffuse and disrupt 
existing socio-technical systems through the 
successful scaling up of experimental ‘niches’; 
but recent research on ‘grassroots innova-
tions’ argues that civil society is a promising 
but under-researched site of innovation for 
sustainability, albeit one with very different 
characteristics to the market-based innovation 
normally considered in the literature. We ad-
dress that research gap by examining niche 
development theories in a civil society context.  

To do this, we examine a growing grassroots 
innovation – the international field of commu-
nity currencies – which comprises a range of 
new socio-technical configurations of systems 
of exchange which have emerged from civil 
society over the last 30 years, intended to pro-
vide more environmentally and socially sus-
tainable forms of money and finance. We draw 
on new empirical research from an interna-
tional study of these initiatives comprising pri-
mary and secondary data and documentary 
sources, elite interviews and participant obser-
vation in the field. 

We describe the global diffusion of community 
currencies, and then conduct a niche analysis 
to evaluate the utility of niche theories for ex-
plaining the development of the community 
currency movement. We find that some niche-
building processes identified in the existing 
literature are relevant in a grassroots context: 
the importance of building networks, manag-
ing expectations and the significance of exter-
nal ‘landscape’ pressures, particularly at the 
level of national-type. 

However, our findings suggest that existing 
theories do not fully capture the complexity of 
this type of innovation: we find a diverse field 
addressing a range of societal systems 
(money, welfare, education, health, consumer-
ism), and showing increasing fragmentation (as 
opposed to consolidation and standardisa-
tion); furthermore, there is little evidence of 
formalised learning taking place but this has 
not hampered movement growth. We conclude 
that grassroots innovations develop and dif-
fuse in quite different ways to conventional 
innovations, and that niche theories require 
adaptation to the civil society context.
Seyfang, G. and Longhurst, N. (2013) ‘Desperately 
seeking niches: Grassroots innovations and 
niche development in the community currency 
field’ Global Environmental Change 23: 881-891, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2013.02.007
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and the networking identified as key in strategic niche man-
agement neither tell the whole story nor operate as direction-
ally as early niche models predict (Kemp, Schot et al. 1998; 
Schot and Geels 2008). 

The importance of  identities, community dynamics and 
power relations in grassroots innovation is underplayed by 
strategic niche management approaches. Hess suggests field 
theory from sociology can address some of  the power rela-
tional issues. Other approaches could also be used. A rela-
tively obvious body of  work to bring into play here are stud-
ies of  social movements, and how concerns for the framings, 
identities, mobilisations, and spaces they occupy and trans-
form can be applied to the development and diffusion of  
different grassroots innovations (Jamison 2003; Hess 2005; 
Smith 2005; Smith 2012). Alternatively, engagement in grass-
roots innovations, including the personal development, prac-
tices and material cultures that can emerge within inclusive 
processes and around shared objects, suggest other theoretical 
lines of  inquiry such as social practice theory (Hargreaves et 
al, 2013). Our claims about the value of  grassroots innova-
tion deriving from diverse knowledge production could be 
interrogated with concepts from the sociology of  knowledge. 

The extent to which grassroots innovation opens up the plu-
rality of  boundary objects in play in the politics of  (knowl-
edge about and for) sustainability could be a line of  inquiry 
to pursue here.

The more limited niche focus in this special section 
makes apparent this need for a more plural approach to theo-
rizing and analyzing grassroots innovation, even if  space in 
the journal, and cohesion in the workshop, did not permit 
their full exploration.

Looking and linking beyond the 
journal papers

There are other absences in this special section. One 
obvious area is the growing body of  work in grassroots inno-
vation in the Global South. Here, development necessities 
combine with (post-)development idealism to frame grass-
roots innovation activity in altogether different ways. The 
cultures, institutions, economies, politics and possibilities for 
grassroots innovation vary enormously. And yet, a look into 
the activities of  the Honey Bee Network and People’s Science 
Movement in India (Gupta, Sinha et al. 2003; Abrol 2005), 
for example, or movements for technologies for social inclu-
sion in Latin America (Dagnino 2009; Miranda, Lopez et al. 
2011), or grassroots innovation in South East Asia or Africa 
(Letty, Shezi et al. 2012), suggest similar challenges to some of 
those above, though playing out in very different circum-
stances. 

The empirical sectors covered in this special section are 
limited to grassroots innovation in housing, energy, food, ex-
change, and mobility. All are important, but so too is grass-
roots innovation in water and sanitation, health and disease, 
information and communication, citizen’s science, recycling 
and materiaals, natural resource management, biodiversity, 
public spaces, education, the arts, and many other sectors. 
Some of  these sectors were covered in papers at the work-
shop. Space constraints in this special section meant difficult 
decisions on what to leave out. What many contributions do 
indicate, however, is how classifications into neat sectors do 
not always work for grassroots activities. Food initiatives can 
engage as much, if  not more, with public health, education, 
or youth training, as they do with the consumption and pro-
duction of  food. Grassroots innovations are no respecters of  
boundaries. This can cause difficulties when engaging with 
institutions and their more bounded logics, for reasons of  
resources or support, which do tend to be focused in sectors.

The linkages across sectors and across spaces are there to 
be made. The emergence in recent years of  a global move-
ment for commons-based, peer-production, involving inter-
national networks of  community fabrication workshops, such 
as Hackerspaces, is a good example of  the new directions and 
possibilities for grassroots innovation made by such linking. 
Open experimentation with digital design and machine tools 
across these spaces using social media opens up manufactur-
ing to grassroots organisation in production and consump-
tion, local regeneration, education, creativity, social enter-
prise, and so on.  

Our task as academics interested in grassroots innovation 
is to remain alert to developments like these, to engage with 
them, and to better understand the linkages and the chal-
lenges faced by grassroots initiatives. And in so doing, engage 
grassroots innovators in explorations of  whether and how 
they might navigate a course for wider recognition and sup-

Grassroots innovations in commu-
nity energy: The role of intermedi-
aries in niche development
Tom Hargreaves, Sabine Hielscher, Gill Seyfang, Adrian Smith

Community energy projects are attracting increasing atten-
tion as potential sources of innovation to support sustain-
able energy transitions. Research into ‘grassroots innova-
tions’ like community energy often recognises the difficul-
ties they face in simply surviving let alone in growing or 
seeding wider change. Strategic niche management theory 
is potentially helpful here as it highlights the important roles 
played by ‘intermediary actors’ in consolidating, growing 
and diffusing novel innovations. 

This paper presents the first in-depth analysis of interme-
diary work in the UK community energy sector. New em-
pirical evidence was gathered through interviews with 15 
community energy intermediaries and a content analysis of 
113 intermediary-produced case studies about community 
energy projects. 

Analysis finds intermediaries adopting a variety of methods 
to try and diffuse generic lessons about context- specific 
projects, but that trying to coordinate support for local pro-
jects that exist amidst very different social and political 
circumstances is challenging. This is exacerbated by the 
challenges of building a coherent institutional infrastructure 
for a sector where aims and approaches diverge, and 
where underlying resources are uncertain and inconsistent. 
Applications of relatively simple, growth-oriented ap-
proaches like strategic niche management to grassroots 
innovations need to be reformulated to better recognise 
their diverse and conflicted realities on the ground.
Hargreaves, T., Hielscher, S., Seyfang, G. and Smith, A. (2013) 
‘Grassroots innovations in community energy: The role of in-
termediaries in niche development.’ Global Environmental 
Change 23: 868-880, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2013.02.008
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port in society. At the same time, as re-
searchers we sometimes enjoy privileged 
access to funders and policymakers. We 
can help both understand the space for 
mutually supporting the creative energy 
of  grassroots communities for sustain-
ability, as part of  moves towards more 
direct and democratic openings for 
grassroots initiatives into innovation 
politics and policy.
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