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Abstract 
 
Six years ago in Scotland, the 2017 Transformations to Sustainability Conference drew forth 
a discussion about the need for transformative changes in knowledge systems in order to 
realize more normative and sustainable futures. Participants voiced a growing discontent 
about the way that knowledge systems influence sustainability practice by shaping which 
kinds of knowledge gain power, who are seen as the experts, and how change is pursued.   
 
Since then, calls for sustainability research to approach knowledge in ways that are more 
plural, contextual, decolonial, and deliberately co-produced have grown and gained 
momentum. However, discussing how the knowledge systems within academia might need to 
shift in structural ways to enable those changes remains under-explored. For example, how 
do mainstream processes in academia, like publishing in international peer-reviewed journals, 
interact with the issues of power we critique and the ideals we are pursuing? 
 
I’ve been thinking about these questions alongside my PhD into sustainability discourses and 
place-based approaches to transformation. In this short and speculative paper, I recap some 
common themes in the calls to action and explore where there might be opportunities for 
strategic intervention. The specific opportunity I focus on is how academic knowledge 
systems engage with contextual (‘place-based’) knowledge, and I raise the idea of explicitly 
regional transdisciplinary publications as a potential leverage point in knowledge systems and 
their influence on sustainability. I hope to promote reflexivity about the current system and 
discussion of this potential addition: what could it look like, what incentives could it support, 
how could it influence power, and what pathways might it unlock for sustainability 
practitioners, local communities, and the landscapes that we live in?  
 
Introduction 
 
There is increasing discontent with the ethics and outcomes of knowledge systems that 
dominate the transdisciplinary field of sustainability science. Six years ago, the 
Transformations Community outlined this, suggesting diverse, plural, and emergent forms of 
knowledge co-production are needed to realize just and pragmatic sustainability transitions 
and transformations that are contextually nuanced and ethically pursued (Fazey et al., 2020).  
Since then, narratives about these issues and diagnoses of potential ways forward have been 
continually gaining pace. Table 1 indicates a small sample of some of these critiques and 
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calls for action in relation to knowledge systems for sustainability as they’ve been framed in 
sustainability science.i 
 
Table 1. Sample of critiques and calls for transformations in knowledge systems for 
sustainability transformation, many of which are overlapping. This summary is limited and 
subjectively biased to the kinds of knowledge that the author has been drawn to, in line with 
the epistemic assumptions of this paper.  
 
 
Simplified narrative about 
the issue 

Some narratives and ideas that 
might address those issues 

Exemplar references 

 
Part of the challenge of 
sustainability is the power 
afforded to different kinds of 
knowledge; epistemic biases 
toward abstract, universal and 
reductionistic concepts elide 
the value of contextual 
knowledge, non-Western 
knowledge systems, and 
personal experience. This tends 
to favour a utilitarian approach 
to change, rather than a 
processual one. 
 

 
Use locally specific knowledge 
co-production processes that 
improve participation and 
recalibrate which power structures 
influence decision-making and 
change. 

Caniglia et al. (2021) 
Wyborn et al. (2020) 
Fazey et al. (2020) 

Strengthen knowledge networks 
between leaders/individuals, 
and/or networks of bioregional 
and place-based social-ecological 
research (PBSER). 

Berkes & Folke (1998) 
Meadows (2001) 
Loorbach et al. (2020) 
Carpenter et al. (2012) 
Norström et al (2017, 
2022) 

Policy and governance need to 
shift from a pattern of 
localizing global agendas to a 
‘scaling out’ of contextually 
nuanced and participatorily-
determined approaches to 
change.  

Adopt the axiology and process of 
an emancipatory and participatory 
‘pathways’ approach to 
sustainability transitions and 
transformations. 

Stirling (2015) 
Ely (2022) 
Scoones et al. (2020) 
Hanspach et al. (2020) 
Hakkarainen et al. 
(2022) 

Use knowledge frameworks and 
structures that inform policy from 
the bottom up. 
 

Pereira et al. (2020, 
2021) 
Bennett et al. (2021) 

Pursue two-way learning between 
cultures and organisations 
wherein the structure for 
engagement is set by First Nations 
organisations, not Western 
organisations. 
 

Strang (2008) 
Marrika et al. (2009) 

Sustainability researchers and 
practitioners need knowledge, 
skills, and reflexivity, not just 
an ability for rational 

 
Acknowledge researchers are both 
subjects and the objects of 
change, with processual and 
epistemological implications that 

Bradbury et al (2020)  
Wassenius et al. (2023) 
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argumentation or reductionist 
logic. 

necessitate new approaches to 
research. 
 
Researcher competencies and 
virtues can be built via processes 
like learning journeys, 
transformative learning, and 
methodologies that promote 
reflexivity and relational 
approaches to research. 

Wooltorton et al. (2020) 
Bawaka Country et al. 
(2015) 
Chan et al. (2018)  
West et al. (2018) 

Personal and socio-cultural norms 
and competencies can be 
developed to enhance decision-
making within complexity. 
 

Caniglia (2023) 
Kagan (2018, 2019) 

 
 
This paper will outline and elaborate on a potential intervention that I presented to the 
Transformations Conference in 2023. It builds upon the critiques and aspirations in Table 1 to 
suggest that researchers consider the merits of developing regionally scaled place-based 
publications as a deliberate and systemic intervention (akin to knowledge co-production 
infrastructure) that can support sustainability transitions and transformations that are locally 
nuanced and shaped through democratic and deliberative engagements.  
 
At this point, the reader may be wondering, ‘Why those references, and why not others?’ The 
context is that I offer this paper as an ‘opinion,’ and I hope to be consistent in the epistemic 
norms it calls for and the epistemological basis that it uses to make its arguments.  
 
As such, the references and arguments presented reflect my reading of the literature whilst 
also acknowledging that my personal experiences and practical knowledge shape and 
complement an engagement with concepts in academic discourse. A key admission here is 
that one reason I see academic publications as a potential leverage point in the system is not 
due to theory but because, as a practitioner who’s new to academia, I have found that 
weaving systemic change is more of an opportunistic dance than a formula. It has always 
served me well to pay attention to the incentives that drive individuals and organizations 
when seeking to navigate and introduce change.   
 
A Provocation: contemporary publication practices as a systemic enabler of the 
knowledge systems we critique 
 
Many of the thinkers and papers in Table 1 have voiced an awareness of the irony in making 
calls for contextual, decolonial, and practical knowledge via de-contextually peer-reviewed 
academic articles that are published in (academic) English and only accessible via paywalls. 
We are, obviously, creating an argument for transformations by using the very same 
tendencies and systems that we identify as requiring change.  
 
In writing this paper, I embody these contradictions. But I do so knowingly, as I’d like to 
share food for thought with the broad readership of this journal given the ‘moment’ that the 
Transformations Community, and sustainability science more broadly, appears to be 
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navigating. With these caveats and considerations as a preface, I suggest three ways the 
publication process influences the modern academic experience and knowledge systems for 
sustainability. They reflect the biases above but also many of the underlying arguments of 
ideas referenced in Table 1. The aim of surfacing these features is to justify why I believe the 
publications that we use can be a leverage point for systemic change. The reader and 
reviewers can decide if they ring true: 
 
1. Publishing is powerful. It feeds into individual and institutional incentives and helps 
identify ‘experts’ in society. Doing well through publication leads to greater influence on 
policy with practical consequences for people and places. 

 
2. Publication systems are biased in the kinds of knowledge they empower. From the 
process of international academic peer review through to the categorization of knowledge 
into universal disciplines and concepts, current norms in publishing reflect and are deeply 
suited to the worldview and knowledge system that designed it. Namely, it is suited to 
knowledge that is developed via processes of abstraction, reductionism, and de-
contextualisation toward translocatable and universal truths. This helps tip the scales to 
academics in the Global North, who are fluent in English, and the institutions there that hold 
disproportionate power about what gets researched, how, and for whose benefit, even when 
the focus is on challenges faced by communities and cultures in the Global South.ii 

 
3. To create the knowledge systems we say are needed to enable sustainable futures, we 
need transformative innovations, not just efforts of reform. The act of academic 
publishing appears to be a key practice that upholds incumbent knowledge systems in 
sustainability science and perpetuates power dynamics between experts and decision-makers, 
with implications for places and communities. In the field of sustainability science, we find 
ourselves calling for transformational changes in these arrangements, asking for new voices 
and knowledge systems to influence decisions, but in the act of doing so, we often re-create 
and re-empower the systems and cultures we seek to change. This not only carries irony, but 
it also risks transformative aspirations being channeled into patterns of systemic reform rather 
than system transformation.iii In my view, considering the formats, tools, and practices used 
in publication might uncover transformative innovations that can shift the way sustainability 
research interacts with society in deeper, more powerful ways.  
 
In summary, from the incentive cycles they create for individuals and institutions to the 
rationales and viewpoints they tend to bias, academic publications in sustainability science 
continue to influence which ideas have power. Patterns in publishing attract funding and 
attention, creating consequences for the distribution of social, financial, and material capital. 
This has implications on what is done, by whom, and toward what ends. In my view, there is 
an obvious need to ask if and how current practices in academia might better enact and 
empower the changes in knowledge systems that they are calling for. Beyond utilitarian ideas 
of actually achieving the goals we aspire to, there are also questions of ethical authority and 
process that should draw our attention to these concerns. If we’re to embody the kind of 
virtues that we say can help societies navigate change, it seems like a fair expectation that we 
first focus on ourselves. Perhaps the systems that we should use for transformational 
‘experiments’ are those that influence us most directly; transformations can be difficult, 
damaging, and destructive processes, not just a force for good.  
 
Can place-based publications be a leverage point for change? 
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To envisage an intervention that uses the publication process to (re)create systems that 
empower the types of knowledge that we call for, I encourage the reader to think about the 
region they’re in now – this could be defined by a range of larger-than-local concepts, like a 
greater city region, state or provincial boundaries, or a biophysical pattern in the landscape, 
like the concept of a bioregion (Berg & Dasmann, 1977; Wearne et al., 2023). 
 

 
Figure 1. A journal supporting knowledge specific to your region. 

 
Imagine a publication (Figure 1) that creates a vehicle to regularly disseminate, archive, 
cross-pollinate, and deepen research into that context. It might explicitly include research into 
practices and policies that can support sustainability transitions and transformations specific 
to that context, but it might also include broader information about the social-ecological 
history and contemporary dynamics of that locale as important considerations to inform a 
readership interested in discussions about its future. 
 
To preface this contribution, some risks worth considering include: 
 

i. How do we avoid the intervention we design from becoming a tool for co-optation, 
inadvertently disempowering and dismantling the features that generate alternative 
knowledge systems, like local cultures and languages? 

ii. How do we avoid this being performatively compelling but not powerful in terms of 
the knowledge that is created and how it is used? 

iii. How do we make it consistent with the ideas that inspired it?  
 
Figure 2 uses Gunderson & Holling’s (2002) seminal idea of the Adaptive Cycle to 
understand how systems change via complex, adaptive, and nested relationships. It builds on 
Wassénius et al.’s (2023) recent use of this heuristic to describe sustainability science as 

A JOURNAL OF [YOUR REGION] 
 

Research into its past, present, and 
pathways to the future. 
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entering a ‘reorganization’ phase after a long process of exploitation, conservation, and 
release (Box 1). The figure expands on this premise to speculate how regional publications 
might help support transformative directions by (i) enabling and accelerating the creation of 
plural, regionalized knowledge co-production systems for sustainability (Pathway A, Box 2) 
and (ii) positively contributing to reform of the incumbent existing global system (Pathway 
B, Box 3). The suggestion is that by viewing publication as a leverage point, sustainability 
scientists might strengthen place-based knowledge co-production systems (and collectively, a 
network) that systemically (re)empowers the changes that we’re calling for. 
 

 
 Figure 2. Speculative exploration of the reorganization and transformation phases of 

knowledge systems for sustainability using Gunderson & Holling’s (2002) Adaptive Cycle 
and extending work by Wassenius et al. (2023). 

 
A brief discussion to complement Figure 2 is below. 
 
How and why might regional publications start? 
 

- By (co)sponsoring a journal, university(s) in the region might demonstrate their 
commitment to the sustainability transitions within their social and ecological 
communities. By linking publication within that journal to the KPIs of individuals in 
their institutions, they might align incentives for the journal’s success and for their 
employees’ careers, supporting impacts ‘on the ground’ within the researcher and 
developing new knowledge for society.  

 
How might they be locally transformative? 
 

- A regular transdisciplinary journal open to everyone with an interest in that region 
might be of use and interest to various stakeholders, influencing the type of 
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knowledge drawn upon to govern in that area. Funding agencies and policymakers 
might find nuanced and specific information useful when shaping their plans and 
programs. Local residents and communities might find the journal a meaningful 
resource to deepen their knowledge of that place, sharpening their collective 
competencies and contributions to local democratic processes. Researchers who live 
and work in the area might identify new opportunities to collaborate, developing a 
place-based epistemology. A context-specific format might see those with disciplinary 
expertise productively challenged by those with contextual, practical, and place-
specific knowledge. Participation in the creation, selection, and discussion of the 
knowledge published in the journal might influence which/whose knowledge and 
voices gain authority and what happens there. 

 
How it might become systemically transformative 
 

- At a landscape level, a network of regional publications might help create the 
knowledge infrastructure to support visions of a ‘Patchwork Earth’ (Bennet et al., 
2022), making the world and its epistemological systems richer and more diverse. 
There are systemic arguments for the resilience that such diversity can offer in a 
future rife with disruption and dilemmas (e.g., Berkes et al., 2002). Having this 
diversity creates a body of knowledge that trans-place and comparative research can 
draw from – in effect, building on the work, lessons, and ideas that have been raised 
by Balvanera et al. (2017) and Norström et al. (2022), for example, from existing 
global networks of PBSER. 

- As a global collective that is concerned with topics of justice, seeing where regional 
journals do and don’t appear might provide some visibility into questions of ethics 
and attention: where is research concentrated, and where are the “research deserts” 
that might need more contributions in order to navigate their transition toward 
sustainable futures?  

- As a community of individual researchers, the experience of doing work in a different 
system, and one which demands new competencies, may lead to new and valuable 
opportunities for transdisciplinary, trans-place exchange.  

 
This idea, whilst outlined in a way both necessarily simplistic, speculative, and idealistic for a 
short article and a broad readership, is perhaps not that far from a variety of current practices 
– it just seeks to formalize the publication and dissemination of knowledge into a more 
deliberately considered knowledge (co-production) system. Within academia, research 
programs are routinely designed to consider impacts and outcomes in line with the host 
institution’s broader social and environmental goals outlined in purpose statements, 
sustainability plans, and public commitments. Projects, programs, and individual researchers 
often seek to create multi-stakeholder steering committees to help design and govern 
research, helping ensure an ethical and normative engagement between local stakeholders and 
the academic research process. The ‘outputs’ of a project and the knowledge it creates also 
often break past the act of academic publication, seeking ways for findings to be 
disseminated via more popularly read formats – like newspapers and social media. And there 
are, I’m sure, some journals out there that already have alignment in their design and function 
to the dynamics that I’ve suggested.iv 
 
Outside of academia, various precedents are also easy to find. Local and regional newspapers, 
despite often being in decline, routinely make locally specific research available to the local 
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public, considering various stakeholders and their knowledge systems in the process. Less 
obviously, in local governments across Australia, policymakers routinely create programs to 
build ecological and cultural literacy about a place on the one hand and rely on participatory 
and deliberative processes to engage in the planning process on the other. They also engage 
with academic research and experts as inputs into this process. Substantive local democracies 
are, at their best, perhaps expressions of knowledge co-production for sustainability 
transitions and transformations that draw in a broad variety of knowledge holders to inform 
actions and navigate dilemmas.  
 
In this context, the work academics and academic institutions might do to develop and use 
place-based publications might be considered a relatively humble and perhaps an easy next 
step that complements these efforts. The potential value, I suggest, lies not in dramatically 
new ideas but in deliberately (re)deploying the act of publishing to create systemic 
interventions that (re)empower place-based knowledge co-production processes, establishing 
alternative and balancing influences against universalizing, de-contextualizing incumbents.  
 
Conclusion  
 
I’ve shared a relatively simple idea in the hope of furthering discussion on what ought to be 
done or experimented with, in a practical sense, to draw on ideas in transformations literature 
and enact the changes that we’re calling for regarding knowledge systems for sustainability. 
It is a call to complement, not overhaul, current systems in academia, as I acknowledge the 
valuable role and contributions available from continuing processes of abstraction and trans-
place dialogue. While not the only pathway available to spread and disseminate 
transformative engagements with knowledge,v the focus of this paper is on academic 
publication practices in sustainability science, as this is a practice and a field that continues to 
play an important role in the politics and power dynamics that shape how we define and 
pursue sustainability in many parts of the world, and many sectors of society.  
 
If we don’t address the systemic issues that we’ve identified in the way we practice academia, 
the discussions we have as a Transformations Community seem to be at risk of becoming 
stuck in a state of contradiction, reinforcing the gravitational pull toward universal ideas and 
interventions. Members of the Transformations Community can help sustainability science by 
creating abstract theories and translocatable heuristics, but it should (also) be a community 
that fosters energy, resources, and tools that empower a lineage in sustainability that 
MacGillivray (2015) aptly identified as requiring a “relentless focus on context.”  
 
There is also a valid question about maintaining ethical authority and consistency between 
the changes that we call for and the changes we pursue and demonstrate. Demonstrating that 
we’re willing and able to transform issues we see in an incumbent academic system that 
restricts pathways to sustainability despite potential influences on our personal lives and 
careers seems, to me, a very valid point of focus for a community that is often positioned and 
(self)identified as expert advisors on how other sectors, places, and lives ought to be 
transformed. I hope this paper sparks some reflexivity and attention to this issue. 
 
In terms of the potential for regional publications as generalizable and translocatable 
interventions, there are necessary warnings and caveats to return to. This is not a call for a 
single type of change – each locale needs to decide when, if, and in what form regional 
publications might help – and then navigate the details, such as who to include, when, and 



 

9 
 

how. Formats, language, and processes need to be negotiated to work out how ‘deep’ a 
journal might go in its openness to different forms of knowledge. The pragmatic answer, I 
suggest, is not to avoid trying but to encourage ourselves as researchers to exercise our own 
agency within our institutions and to use the knowledge that we have about transformative 
theory and the places we reside in to try and weave systemic change.  
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Endnotes 
 

iIn these texts, and this paper, ‘knowledge systems’ describes the systems of agents, practices, and 
institutions that organize the production, transfer, and use of knowledge, in line with Tengö et al. 
(2014). 
 
iiThese biases have deep roots. Aristotle, for example, seemed characteristically prescient when 
suggesting Phronesis (practical wisdom, the ability to get things done) is unsuited to thinking via 
theory and codification because it is inherently contextual. Current discontent with academic 
knowledge systems to explore sustainability as a practical form of knowledge and how to achieve 
things like normative change in complex systems and nuanced contexts seem to be reconvening with 
this conclusion.  
 
iiiSystem transformation implies fundamental changes to what a system is and how that system 
functions, while reform is a less powerful type of change (e.g., Waddell et al., 2015). Research into 
the way new ideas and narratives enter sustainability has noted how some end up becoming captured 
(or co-opted) by incumbent systems, while others carry and drive fundamental re-arrangements 
(Simoens et al., 2022). 
 
ivThese are especially established at national scales, which is useful, but not synonymous with the 
benefits and participatory dynamics that are likely from regional scale publications. Social 
Innovations Journal is itself an example; its original conceptualisation was to be ‘the first regionally 
focused, volunteer driven online publication and knowledge lab dedicated to social innovators and 
entrepreneurs’; focused on Greater Philadelphia area, it recognised those voices were often 
overlooked and saw a need to provide a vehicle to capture and share this knowledge (SIJ, 2023; 
PHMC, 2023). 
 
vThere are, for example, promising activities in education about systems change that seek to include 
diverse types of knowledge and build agency amongst new voices and cohorts to drive change (e.g., 
Birney et al., 2018; OECD, 2017). 
 


