
Unleashing Grassroots Innovations
A Quest For Community Currency Growth

One of  the most enduring 
challenges faced by community-
based initiatives for sustainable 
development is how to grow and 
achieve greater influence.  Typi-
cally, such projects are found to 
be successful in achieving their 
objectives, but they have a lim-
ited scope and impact. Studies 
often conclude with an assertion 
that with greater policy and fi-
nancial support, these projects 
could scale up and achieve their 
full potential.

However, as UK policy dis-
course around community en-
gagement has evolved from tack-
ling social exclusion, to promot-
ing active citizenship, to building 
a big society, little has changed 
on the ground. Innovative, excit-
ing and potentially transforma-

tive initiatives for sustainability 
are still constrained within small 
enclaves and simply not reaching 
out to wider society as much as 
they could. While committed 
activists who hold strong green 
values might engage in these 
kinds of  activities, the rest of  
society aren’t coming on board.

Is there more to this story 
than a lack of  funding and pol-
icy support? Is there anything 
intrinsic to these kinds of  pro-
jects, which prevents them grow-
ing and going mainstream? 
What specific kids of  support is 
needed? We know what they do 
well and not so well, but we 
don’t know how to develop them 
from small-scale experiments to 
having wider societal impacts.

We investigate the factors 
which influence grassroots inno-
vation diffusion, and identify 
where interventions could best 
support such initiatives. 

The focus of  our study is 
community currencies for sus-
tainability. These are local ex-
change mechanisms designed to 
meet needs that conventional 
national currencies do not. They 
are intended to be a more sus-
tainable financial system, com-
plementing (not necessarily re-
placing) mainstream money. 
There are thousands of  such 
projects across the world, taking 
a variety of  forms and with vari-
ous objectives including building 
social capital, localising eco-
nomic relations, reducing waste, 
and import-substitution.

Community currencies 
for sustainability are 
local exchange 
mechanisms designed 
to meet social, eco-
nomic and environ-
mental needs that 
conventional national 
currencies seem to 
overlook.
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How can grassroots innovations grow, achieve their potential, and increase their influence? 
Gill Seyfang presents findings of a 3-year quest to learn about diffusing community currencies.

grassroots INNOVATIONS



What influences community 
currency growth?

We studied ‘niches’ of  community currency 
projects (see box overleaf) to see what kinds of  
activities were happening to encourage innova-
tion diffusion - like publications, websites, con-
ferences, networking, lobbying and so on. Over-
all, we found that there was a strong correlation 
between the amount of  niche-building activity 
occurring, and how successful the niche was at 
diffusing. In other words, if  a cluster of  projects 
exhibit more networking, robust expectations, 
and shared learning, then they are more likely to 
have spread their activities further. This confirms 
the predictions of  Strategic Niche Management 
(see box overleaf), in a civil society setting, for the 
first time.

Internal networking
Of  the various different aspects of  niche-

building activity, internal networking among a clus-
ter of  similar projects in a country (for sharing 
learning and support) was the biggest predictor 
of  diffusion success. This took the form of  hold-
ing conferences, having networks and newslet-
ters, an up-to-date website, offering training, 
handbooks, best-practice etc. The benefits of  
these kinds of  activity are clear - they ensure that 
new projects can be set up on the basis of  prior 
experience and knowledge, and without rein-
venting the wheel, and they are good at spread-
ing the word about their activities to inspire 
more people to set up projects. However, this was 
the only type of  niche-building activity that 
seemed to make a difference, overall.

Policy context
Another key factor which significantly 

helped diffusion was having a generally suppor-
tive policy context - both for facilitating the pro-

jects to operate legally, and also for funding the 
intermediary networks and so on, which in turn 
support local projects. National niches with a 
positive policy context showed a third more 
niche-building activity, and a third more diffu-
sion success.

The type of niche 
We found that the way a niche was organ-

ised (and by whom), really mattered in terms of  
how successful it was at developing and diffusing. 

Networks and projects that are activist-led 
tend to have much looser controls over who sets 
up new projects and how those projects are con-
figured - so replication can be quite rapid, with 
quite diverse initiatives, but there isn’t necessarily 
any eventual consolidation into a best-practice 
design, and fragile projects which fail can dam-
age the overall niche’s credibility. This approach 
suits more volunteer-led situations, and benefits 
from activist enthusiasm and freedom, but ulti-
mately might risk disappointing users if  projects 
aren’t so successful.

Alternatively, some niches were more firmly 
controlled by separate national networks and 
NGOs, who instigated new projects (or approved 
requests to set projects up), and ensured they had 
adequate resources and training to succeed. This 
top-down approach of  accrediting and approv-
ing projects protects the overall niche brand’s 
reputation (managing expectations). These dif-
fused much more slowly, but arguably, with 
greater degrees of  long-term success in terms of  
building a robust and consolidated niche.
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A cluster of 
community 

currency 
projects 

engaging in 
more 

networking, 
developing 

robust 
expectations, 

and shared 
learning, is 

more likely to 
grow and 

spread their 
activities 

Internal networking among 
a cluster of similar projects 
in a country was the 
biggest predictor of 
diffusion success. 



Analysing innovative niches - theory and conceptsAnalysing innovative niches - theory and conceptsAnalysing innovative niches - theory and concepts

A growing body of ‘sustainability 
transitions’ research seeks to under-
stand the dynamics and governance 
of system-wide transformations and 
social change for sustainability. From 
historical case studies, this work 
points to the transformative potential 
of experimental projects in ‘niche’ 
spaces, as sources of radical (rather 
than reformist) innovation. 

Theories of Strategic Niche Man-
agement (SNM) explain how radical 
innovations develop in protected 
‘niches’ (clusters of experimental 
projects, activists and networks). In 
niches, projects can develop away 
from the normal selection pressures 
of mainstream systems, offering sup-
portive networks to allow experimen-
tal new systems to take shape. These 
benefit from legal or financial con-
cessions to support their growth 
through the early stages of refining 
designs and improving performance. 
This could be through business incu-
bators, subsidised technologies, or 
ecovillages, for instance. 

Successful niches can build momen-
tum and market share to influence, 
and eventually, if the conditions are 
right, re-shape or replace mainstream 
systems. 

Under the right conditions (in wider 
socio-economic systems), successful 
niches facilitate the diffusion of inno-
vative ideas and practices in three 
possible ways: replication of similar 
projects, bringing about aggregative 
changes through many small initia-
tives; projects can grow in scale and 
attract more participants; and they 
can translate niche ideas into main-
stream settings. 

We use the example of community 
currencies (as a grassroots ‘niche’) 
to test the relevance of niche theories 
in civil society contexts. 

Grassroots Innovations emerge 
from civil society, and are collective 
experiments in creating new infra-
structures of provision which express 
strong sustainability values. They 
tend to be established as a response 
to – and solution to – perceived fail-
ings in mainstream, unsustainable 
systems. They involve social as well 
as technological innovations, and 
typically operate in the social econ-
omy.

Grassroots innovations emerge spon-
taneously from activist groups, and 
don’t usually benefit from ‘protection’ 
in the form of subsidies and other 
shielding from market and legislative 
pressures. But they do offer a rare 
space for people to express their 
deep green values and put them into 
practice, and this ideological protec-
tion is a vital element of what drives 
these initiatives.

Niche theories identify three key in-
terdependent processes for success-
ful niche-growth and emergence: 
managing expectations and shared 
visions; building social networks, and 
learning. 

1. Expectation management con-
cerns how niches present them-
selves to external audiences, and 
whether they live up to the prom-
ises they make about perform-
ance and effectiveness. To best 
support niche emergence, expec-
tations should be widely shared, 
specific, realistic and achievable; 
The niche should also develop 
coherent internal visions about 
its aims and objectives;

2. Networking activities should em-
brace many different stakehold-
ers, who draw resources from 
their organisations to support the 
niche’s emergence; internally, 
networking between projects is 
important for information-sharing 
and developing a sense of shared 
identity and community to sup-
port each other;

3. Learning should contribute not 
only to everyday knowledge and 
expertise, but also to ‘second-
order learning’ where people 
question the assumptions and 
constraints of mainstream sys-
tems altogether. 
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Grassroots Innovations 
emerge from civil society, 

and are collective 
experiments in creating 

new infrastructures of 
provision which express 

strong sustainability 
values.



What doesn’t influence diffusion?
Interestingly, shared visions and learning ap-

peared to be relatively unimportant, and unrelated 
to the degree of  diffusion experienced. This con-
tradicts the theory, and suggests that in some situa-
tions and contexts, diffusion can occur despite a lack of  
some niche-building activities. On the other hand, it 
does raise the interesting question of  how effective 
could these niches be at diffusing, if  they did per-
form the kinds of  niche-building activities which 
the theory suggests is essential? While current dif-
fusion may be a triumph of  activist energy and 
will over adverse conditions and resource con-
straints, the potential for a real step-change in 
diffusion rates, given suitable and adequate sup-
port for the right kinds of  organisations doing the 
right kinds of  activities, is very real.

Furthermore, and perhaps related to this 
point, we did not find evidence of  increasing stan-
dardisation and harmonisation of  design, over 
time. In fact, we saw ever-growing complexity and 
hybridisation within niches. While this contributes 
to more effective experimentation, it mitigates 
against the development of  the standardised and 
consolidated designs which are necessary for grow-
ing an innovation’s influence.

What influences the different 
types of diffusion?

So far we have discussed the major influences 
on diffusion over all three routes (replication, scal-
ing, and translation) but of  course, a niche need 
not pursue all three to be effective. Below, we con-
sider the major influences we found on each diffu-
sion route in turn. Some of  these relate to niche-
building activities, as the theory would predict, 
and some to the nature of  the innovations them-
selves, and some to other factors altogether.

Replication
This diffusion route was the most prevalent 

overall in our study. It was also strongly influenced 
by the amount of  niche-building activity under-
taken by the networks and intermediary organisa-
tions operating in the niche. This is unsurprising, 
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Building on our international scoping study, we 
selected a diverse set of twelve national cur-
rency niches to study in depth. These included 
niches from 3 continents, older and newer 
examples of a currency type in different coun-
tries, and the full range of types available.  

By examining a wide range of examples, we 
wanted to identify any common patterns or 
themes which seemed to be fairly common 
across the whole sector, as these are more 
likely to be general principles that could apply 
to other community currencies, and potentially 
Grassroots Innovation more generally.

For each of our national case study niches, we 
reviewed any published information we could 
find including research, project and network 
websites, and so on. We also interviewed a 
handful of experts in each case, specifically 
people who would have an overview of how 
the currency niche was developing in that 
country, and how the policy context was af-
fecting it. Commonly these people represented 
national currency networks whose role was to 
support and promote the growth of local pro-
jects, and lobby for support. Their role was 
therefore in ‘intermediary’ organisations work-
ing to construct and develop ‘niche activities’.

In each case, we sought to measure two 
things. The first was the extent and nature of 
‘niche activities’ being carried out to develop 
the sector and promote the growth of local 
projects. These included the existence of net-
works supporting local projects, conferences, 
newsletters, best practice guides, training, 
effective links with policymakers and funders, 
modern and up-to-date websites, and so on. 
We gave each currency niche a score for over-
all niche activities, and within this, separate 
scores were given for shared learning, internal 
networking (among projects), external net-
working (with other organisations), and devel-
oping robust shared visions.

The second thing we measured was the de-
gree of diffusion success the niche had dem-
onstrated. Diffusion can take three routes 
(scaling up, replication and translation).

The measures were grouped into three catego-
ries along each route: (broadly speaking) 
‘none, some and lots’. There was surprisingly 
little data available to accurately or very confi-
dently assign scores. There was no require-
ment for a niche to diffuse along all three 
routes, but we thought it would be helpful to 
distinguish between them.

Finally we examined other factors that might 
be pertinent in influencing community currency 
niche diffusion. We recorded how pro-active 
the networking organisations were at 
managing/controlling the creating of new pro-
jects; how enabling local cultures were at 
growing projects to scale, and how supportive 
or otherwise the policy context was.



Tthere is a real lack of systematic learning 
within community currency niches, and it 
remains to be seen how effectively these 
niches could spread and grow if this were 
properly addressed

as replication depends on niches disseminating information, 
inspiration, support and so on, to help new projects get set 
up. But other factors mattered too.

As mentioned above, if  the niche networks are led by 
local projects themselves (as opposed to separate NGOs and 
intermediary organisations), and the movement is activist-led,  
then replication is very much more successful because the 
movement is ‘freer’ to experiment and establish new projects 
wherever and however people wish.

Finally, the nature of  the currency type itself  is critically im-
portant in influencing diffusion by replication. Low-cost, low-
tech and easy-to-manage currency types spread most rapidly 
by replication, as the barriers to entry are low, and accessible 
to volunteer activist groups. In practice, this is seen most 
strongly with LETS (Local Exchange Trading Schemes) 
which are typically run by informal groups of  activist citizens 
on a voluntary basis. Historically we have seen how it is rela-
tively easy for someone to learn about LETS from a newspa-
per article or an inspirational speaker, and set one up locally 
without any need for infrastructural or financial support or 
approval. This accessibility fuels rapid replication, but with-
out pro-active niche support, may encounter inherent con-
straints on further development, mainstreaming or consolida-
tion.

In contrast, currency types requiring financial payment 
infrastructure such as card-payment systems, or funding to 
pay for project coordinators and so on, are more difficult to 
replicate due to resource constraints. However, when they do 

replicate, they may do so with greater chance of  success and 
widespread uptake (scaling and translation).

Scaling up
We found that generally, national niches of  currency 

projects exhibited one very large, flagship project, and many 
smaller ones. We did not find evidence of  widespread devel-
opment of  large projects. 

Factors influencing how successful projects are at scaling 
up (recruiting more users within a given project) did not seem 
to be related to niche-building activity at all. Instead, they 
appeared to be related to project-level conditions. Specifically, 
the resourcing structure and constraints of  a project was a 
major influence on its ability to develop locally and grow. 
Higher levels of  funding support led to larger local projects,

In addition, the cultural context of  currency projects was 
a big influence. For instance, in Germany the flagship re-
gional currency (Regiogeld) is based in a region with strong 
local pride; in the UK, local currencies such as the Bristol 
Pound have thrived in areas known for their alternative eco-
nomic cultures, while other regional currencies have not been 
so successful. One cannot ignore the influence of  charismatic 
local leaders either, in developing individual projects. While 
funding constraints can be addressed to grow local projects, 
the issue of  local context is trickier. It may be that receptive 
contexts and cultural predisposition to experimental mone-
tary innovations are critically important in growing these 
projects, and these cannot easily be replicated elsewhere.
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Translation
Currency niches which were ad-

dressing the broadest range of  societal 
systems, were the most successful at 
diffusing through translation into main-
stream settings. Niche-building activities 
were again, less relevant to successful 
diffusion through this route.

We found that service credit niches 
such as time banks, which theoretically 
aim to transform relations around the 
entire consumer society economic 
model, had strong relevance for a num-
ber of  systems: health, education, social 
care, citizenship, etc. This wide applica-
bility allowed it to be easily adapted and 
incorporated into a number of  existing 
systems, helping to solve several differ-
ent types of  regime problems. It is also 
noteworthy that these niches tended to 
actively seek mainstream adoption and 
devoted niche-level resources and activ-
ity to building partnerships with main-
stream institutions.

In contrast, the local currency 
niches we studied tended to address the 
monetary system in particular, but were 
not able to provide fully-functioning 
alternatives, hence they struggled to be 
incorporated into existing systems.

Recommendations
Community currency practitioners 

seeking to grow their movements must 
consider how they wish to diffuse - ei-
ther as rare, single projects growing 
large, or as replication to many small 
projects, or alternatively as a tool to be 
transformed as it is adopted into main-
stream institutions and settings. Each 

route demands different strategies for 
diffusion. 

Furthermore, it must be recog-
nised that some projects and activists 
do not wish to be mainstreamed and 
transformed into more publicly-
accessible versions; they highly value 
their autonomous stance and freedom 
to experiment, and this must be re-
spected - not all projects within a niche 
wish to grow.

For those that do, however, it is 
clear that overall there is a real lack of  
systematic learning within community 
currency niches, and it remains to be 
seen how effectively these niches could 
spread and grow if  they did attend to 
the niche-building activities suggested 
as necessary, in the theoretical litera-
ture.

Of  course, this requires new levels 
of  long-term funding - not necessarily 
for the projects themselves, but prefer-
entially for the intermediary networks 
and organisations which operate on 
their behalf, lobbying for policy support,  
distilling learning and sharing best prac-
tice, and supporting newly-emerging 
iterations of  the projects.

Typically, in activist-led movements, 
suggestions such as this are not well-
received, as they propose supporting a 
layer of  activity and proto-management 
separate from the on-the-ground activ-
ists who often struggle to run local pro-
jects. Nevertheless, it may be that with-
out such higher-level support and coor-
dinated niche-building activity, the local 
projects will never overcome their con-
straints and become the effective, influ-
ential movement so many aspire to.

www.grassrootsinnovations.org
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