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Tiivistelma

Innovaatiovetoinen kaupunkikehittiminen on kasvattanut suosiotaan maailman-
laajuisesti. Tdhan on tunnistettu useita syitd: innovaatioiden ja keksint6jen synty-
mistd halutaan edistia ja samalla vauhdittaa talouskasvua seka lisdata kaupunkien
houkuttelevuutta investointikohteina. Lisdksi tavoitellaan miellyttdvaa ja hyvin-
vointia tukevaa kaupunkiymparistoa. Vaikka innovaatioiden hyédyt kaupungeille ja
alueille ovat kiistattomat, innovaatioihin perustuvaa kehittiamistd on tarkasteltu
myos kriittisesti. Tdma liittyy etenkin sen potentiaaliin kasvattaa urbaania eriarvoi-
suutta ja heikentda sosiaalista kestavyyttd. Nadin ollen tutkimuskirjallisuudessa on
tunnistettu tarve inklusiivisemmalle innovaatiovetoiselle kaupunkikehittamiselle.
Vaikka inklusiivisia innovaatioita itsessddn on tutkittu laajasti, inklusiivista innovaa-
tiopolitiikkaa kehittdmisstrategiana on tutkittu vahan.

Tama hallintotieteiden ja aluetieteen padaineen vaitdskirja kasittelee inklusiivista
innovaatiopolitiikkaa sosiaalisesti kestdavimpana kehittdmisstrategiana innovaa-
tiopohjaisessa kaupunkikehittdmisessa. Tutkimuksessa kaytetdan paikkaperustaista
ja laadullista tutkimusstrategiaa, jonka avulla pohditaan relationaalisen nakékulman
mahdollisuuksia edistda inklusiivisen innovaatiopolitiikan teoretisointia ja kiytan-
non jalkauttamista kaupungeissa. Ensimmaisessd osatutkimuksessa tarkasteltiin
inkluusiota tiede-, teknologia- ja innovaatiopolitiikan tavoitteena dokumenttianalyy-
sin avulla. Tarkastelussa oli kaksi viitekehysta: Euroopan unionin (EU) tiede- ja inno-
vaatio-ohjelmissa kaytetty vastuullinen tutkimus ja innovointi (Responsible
Research and Innovation, RRI) sekd Yhdysvalloissa kiytetty Broader Impacts
Criterion (BIC). Toisessa osatutkimuksessa tarkasteltiin 1ahididen sosiaalisesti kesta-
vad kehittidmistd ja kolmannessa inklusiivisia strategioita innovaatiokortteleille.
Kaikkien tapaustutkimusten aineisto kerattiin padasiassa puolistrukturoiduilla tutki-
mushaastatteluilla.

Tulokset osoittavat, ettd kaupunkien inklusiivinen innovaatiopolitiikka tulisi ymmar-
taa seka sen tilallisen luonteen etta relationaalisuuden kautta. Narraatiot ja diskurs-
sit, politiikat, toimijat ja instituutiot seka tilallisuus muodostavat lomittuvia relatio-
naalisia kohtaamoja, joissa inkluusio ilmenee ja joiden kautta sitd voidaan tulkita.
Tutkimus korostaa inkluusion relationaalisen ymmarryksen tiarkeyttd, silla
inkluusion eri ulottuvuudet, kuten tilallinen, sosiaalinen ja taloudellinen, nivoutuvat
yhteen innovaatioalueilla. Tarkoituksenmukaiset politiikkatoimet edellyttavat muun
muassa kontekstiherkkyytta ja monialaista yhteistyota.

Asiasanat: inklusiivinen innovaatiopolitiikka, kaupunkikehittdminen, sosiaalinen
kestavyys, relationaalisuus.
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Abstract

Innovation-based urban development has gained increasing popularity in cities and
urban areas worldwide. This is due to a multitude of reasons: promoting the
emergence of innovations and inventions in the region, supporting economic
development and investment attraction and creating attractive urban spaces for
innovators and residents alike. While innovation undoubtedly brings benefits to
cities, critical remarks have also been made regarding innovation-based development
due to its potential to increase urban inequalities and other social challenges.
Consequently, the need for more inclusive innovation-based urban development has
been recognized in the research literature. Although inclusive innovation itself has
been studied extensively, the potential of inclusive innovation policy as a
development strategy remains underexplored.

This thesis in regional studies and administrative sciences examines inclusive
innovation policy as a socially sustainable strategy for innovation-based urban
development. It adopts a place-based, qualitative research approach to explore how
relationality can contribute to both the theory and practice of inclusive innovation
policy in cities. Sub-study one investigated the role of inclusion as an objective in
science, technology and innovation (STI) policy through document analysis in the
contexts of Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) in the European Union and
the Broader Impacts Criterion (BIC) in the United States. Sub-studies two and three
focused on socially sustainable neighborhood development and inclusive strategies
for innovation districts in Finland and Australia, with data for the four case studies
collected primarily through semi-structured interviews.

Key results show that inclusive innovation policy in cities should be understood
through both its spatial nature and its relationality to support stronger theorization
and more effective operationalization. Narratives and discourses, policies, actors and
institutions as well as spatiality together form a relational system in which inclusion
manifests and through which it can be interpreted. The study emphasizes the
importance of theorizing and understanding inclusion in urban innovation areas as
relational, where multiple dimensions of inclusion, such as spatial, social and
economic, are intertwined and where appropriate policy responses require context
sensitivity and cross-sectoral collaboration.

Keywords: inclusive innovation policy, urban development, social sustainability,
relationality.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Setting the scene

Like many other countries, Finland will face multiple societal challenges in the future
attributable to climate change, an aging population, and economic uncertainty. These
multifaceted challenges cannot be addressed effectively with outdated or siloed
policy approaches, highlighting the need for an effective innovation policy that can
unify diverse approaches to deliver effective societal solutions (Foray, Mowery &
Nelson, 2012; Schot & Steinmueller, 2018). Moreover, recent developments,
including the rise of disinformation, social and political polarization, populism,
exclusionary policies, and the politicization of public services, have undermined the
functioning of democracy (Irizarry et al., 2025). As a result, social justice is also at
risk: “democratic backsliding is not just a governance issue—it’s an existential threat
to social justice” (Irizarry et al., 2025, pp. 312, emphasis in original). In this turbulent
environment, inclusive institutional practices and policies have become central to
maintaining an equitable and just society. At the point of writing in 2025, the
increasingly volatile geopolitical, environmental, and economic landscape
underscores the need to prioritize social sustainability and resilience in both research
and policy agendas.

Situated within regional studies, this doctoral thesis adopts a qualitative research
design to examine inclusive innovation policies in cities, applying relational
perspectives to advance both theoretical conceptualization and practical
understanding of the issue. Cities can be focal points for innovation policy, as they
provide a stage for both opportunities and environmental and societal challenges
(Connor et al.,, 2025), bridging national-level policy processes to operationalization
on the ground. Cities themselves have also increasingly turned toward innovation,
especially in matters of economic development. The aspirations for flourishing
innovation ecosystems, technology parks, innovation districts, and business clusters
have increasingly been focused on cities globally, often supported by regional or
national governments to attract businesses, entrepreneurs, talented students, and a
skilled workforce to the area. To do so, urban areas embrace visions of creative cities,
smart cities, and knowledge-based development in their urban planning strategies.
The global superstar and innovation hub, Silicon Valley, serves as a point of
inspiration for many in their efforts to create thriving technology hubs. Urban
planners and policymakers increasingly find themselves seeking to enhance the
competitiveness and attractiveness of their cities to achieve that. While economic
development and innovation are undeniably important to cities, and many of these
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projects have also been beneficial, they are not without risks. Silicon Valley is in the
vicinity of San Francisco, which today suffers from urban inequality caused by a lack
of affordable housing, leading to the displacement of lower-income residents
(Gyourko, Mayer & Sinai, 2013; Boschma et al., 2025). Urban innovation strategies
have also been criticized in research, especially from an urban social sustainability
perspective, with arguments that innovation-based urban development exacerbates
urban inequality, resulting from gentrification and socio-spatial and economic
polarization (Lee & Rodriguez-Pose, 2013; Zandiatashbar & Kayanan, 2020; Boschma
et al, 2025). In addition to intra-urban inequality, polarization between regions has
also been on the rise (Storper, 2021). This is central because cities have an
interdependent relationship with rural and other regions, which are often the
production sites of critical urban resources. In addition, cities often function as
regional centers.

This dark side of innovation in the urban and geographical context has been
investigated (Kemeny, Petralia & Storper, 2022; Boschma et al., 2025). At least two
strands of literature identify why innovation could cause spatial inequality (Boschma
etal.,, 2025): increased cost of living and labor market polarization (Lee & Rodriguez-
Pose, 2013; Kemeny & Osman, 2018), which also contribute to income inequality and
socio-spatial polarization (Zandiatashbar & Kayanan, 2020). Spatial inequality
related to innovation has been documented at regional levels (Pinheiro et al., 2022)
and is especially pronounced in larger cities (Breau, Kogler, & Bolton, 2014; Baum-
Snow, Freedman, & Pavan, 2018). There is also evidence that modern, larger cities
generally act as divisive forces (Connor et al, 2025). It is no wonder, then, that
innovation-based development is often associated with gentrification, where
investments made in urban areas change the value of properties and impose
economic distress on people in weaker socioeconomic positions. The original cultural
and perceived social value of the area may also be diminished in the process.

More knowledge will be required to operationalize innovation more equitably in
urban settings. The topic of this thesis is inclusion owing to the term'’s ability to
encompass multiple aspects “related to social equity, equality of opportunity and
democratic participation. Accordingly, it presupposes a multi-dimensional theory of
justice” that covers the multiplicity of issues necessary for more just outcomes
(Papaioannou, 2014, pp. 188). Recent research has advanced theory on the inclusive
city from a spatial planning issue into a multidimensional concept, encompassing
social, economic, spatial, political, and environmental dimensions (Liang et al.,, 2022;
Zhao et al,, 2025). Therefore, in the context of this thesis, inclusion should not be
understood merely as the act of including entities, such as people, organizations, or
regions, into groups of other entities arranged in different ways, but as an integral
part of social sustainability.
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Some of the best-known approaches to societal inclusion are inclusive development
and inclusive growth. Inclusive development has a long history of emphasizing social
and environmental aspects within economic and other forms of development. It is
often associated with efforts in low-income countries and marginalized communities
yet also highlights the need to rethink development models globally (Papaioannou,
2014; Gupta & Vegelin, 2016). Inclusive growth, on the other hand, refers to economic
growth extending its benefits to the poorest sectors of society and creating
opportunities accessible to a notable part of the population (Gupta & Vegelin, 2016).

Gupta, Cornelissen, and Ros-Tonen (2015) provide a comprehensive synthesis of
arguments for inclusion from the perspective of inclusive development, outlining five
different perspectives found in the literature. The first relates to normative
perspectives on inclusion. These connect to moral values and aim to reduce
indignities and empower vulnerable people, such as the poor (Gupta, Cornelissen &
Ros-Tonen, 2015; Sachs, 2004). The second argument addresses the legal
perspective. Legality involves “institutionalizing certain social norms and promoting
minimum acceptable conditions for all humans in society” (Gupta, Cornelissen & Ros-
Tonen, 2015, pp. 37) and includes the human rights perspective, with the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) as a key document shaping global human rights.
This is further reinforced by national legislation, for example, in Finland through the
Constitution of Finland (731/1999) and the Non-discrimination Act (1325/2014).

The grounds for the third argument can be found in economics. Gupta, Cornelissen,
and Ros-Tonen (2015) and Pouw and McGregor ( 2014) suggest the aim could be to
enhance growth potential by optimizing production and consumption processes and
improving the subjective, material, and relational well-being of the population.
Economic aspects are connected to the well-being perspective because people in
vulnerable socio-economic positions are at increased risk of other types of exclusion,
such as in health and education (Planes-Satorra & Paunov, 2017). As a part of
economic production, the role of users has attracted a substantial body of research in
technological and commercial innovation (von Hippel, 2005), but also in innovative
activity specialized in countering societal challenges, such as social innovation
(Ziegler, 2017). In today’s increasingly competitive environment, individuals and
society both lose if there are barriers to participation in economic and innovation
processes. Gupta and Vegelin (2016) also reference a public health perspective,
where access to healthcare may help to prevent the spread of disease. While
maintaining a fair and just society, improved well-being through healthcare also
reduces costs connected to public social and healthcare and should therefore be
proactive and inclusive rather than reactive.
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The fourth dimension introduces the security perspective. Inclusion plays a crucial
role in enhancing security and societal resilience by reducing social conflict over
livelihoods and resources, both domestically and internationally (Gupta, Cornelissen,
& Ros-Tonen, 2015). Social exclusion and marginalization, combined with insufficient
livelihood provisions, have also been recognized as potential threats to internal
security in Finland (Eskola, 2018; Security Committee, 2025). Finally, Gupta,
Cornelissen, and Ros-Tonen (2015) discuss the political dimension of inclusion,
including democracy and participation. Liang and others (2022, pp. 74) describe
political inclusion as “a rational and non-discriminatory citizen-state relationship
based on civil and political rights,” which connects to “democratic institutions, human
rights, political participation, and national identity”, and also embodies freedom and
justice.

Prior research has also examined inclusion from the spatial and regional perspective.
The European Union’s (EU) cohesion policy has consistently addressed regional
disparities and promoted economic development, aims that have attracted extensive
scholarly attention (Farole, Rodriguez-Pose & Storper, 2011). Furthermore, the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has identified
territorial inclusion as a critical element of inclusive innovation policy (Planes-
Satorra & Paunov, 2017). Such policies focus on those regions exhibiting the lowest
levels of innovative activity and seek to reduce disparities between leading and
lagging regions. An element of territorially inclusive innovation policy involves
enhancing the innovative capacities of individuals and enterprises within
socioeconomically disadvantaged neighborhoods in urban contexts (Planes-Satorra
& Paunov, 2017).

From an urban policy standpoint, research on inclusion may entail analyzing the
equitable allocation of utilities, including housing, clean water, and other essential
resources, alongside evaluating the abilities and capacities of residents to utilize
these services effectively (Biswas, 2019). According to Liang et al. (2022, pp. 60),
inclusion within the framework of the inclusive city is “multidimensional and
comprised of spatial, social, environmental, economic, and political dimensions in
which the characteristics of participation, equity, accessibility, and sustainability are
sometimes interwoven.” Urban studies have extensively examined the challenges
confronting inclusive cities, including segregation, gentrification, and various forms
of polarization, while engaging with theoretical perspectives such as the right to the
city and the just city (Gerometta, Haussermann, & Longo, 2005; Harvey, 2003;
Fainstein, 2013; Florida, 2017). Considering inclusive innovation policies, urban
innovation policies have focused on, for instance, supporting entrepreneurs form
underrepresented groups (Bramwell, 2021; Lee, 2023).
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1.1.1 Inclusive innovation policy: definitions and tensions

In the context of innovation-based urban development, prior research has identified
tensions and trade-offs between economic goals related to innovation and the pursuit
of inclusive development (Zandiatashbar & Kayanan, 2020; Morales et al., 2025).
These tensions underscore the imperative for additional scholarly investigation. To
achieve this, it is necessary to define several key concepts. Innovation can be
concisely defined as the development of novel entities, including products, processes,
services, operational or organizational models, or any novelty that yields benefits
through practical implementation or environmental impact (Hautamaki, 2011).
Given its broad definition, it has been examined through a variety of approaches. On
one hand, innovation has been acknowledged as essential for fostering economic
growth and employment (Szopik-Depczyniska et al.,, 2018) by introducing novel
products and services to markets and facilitating the establishment and operation of
new firms and start-ups. Research on innovation economies, as exemplified by a
subset of the extensive literature, addresses topics including research and
development (R&D) aimed at entrepreneurial incentives associated with process and
product innovation in the context of market competition and profitability (Cellini &
Lambertini, 2008); patents (Cellini & Lambertini, 2008); innovation and knowledge
management strategies to enhance firm competitiveness (e.g., Hidalgo & Albors,
2008); and innovation frameworks such as open innovation, which entails leveraging
external sources and collaborative efforts for innovation, as opposed to relying
exclusively on internal R&D activities (Chesbrough, 2003). This concept of innovation
is commonly identified as the traditional or “mainstream” perspective, frequently
linked to technological advancement and the generation of new products and services
for consumer use (Heeks, Foster, & Nugroho, 2014).

However, within the innovation literature, a distinct strand of research has developed
in response to critiques of the conventional concept of innovation, particularly
concerning its linkage to increasing income inequalities and other manifestations of
injustice (Heeks, Foster & Nugroho, 2014). Consequently, researchers have
investigated alternative models of innovation designed to overcome the limitations
inherent in conventional approaches (Heeks, Foster, & Nugroho, 2014; Chataway,
Hanlin, & Kaplinsky, 2014). Noteworthy types of innovation within this category
include grassroots innovation, social innovation, and inclusive innovation. Grassroots
innovation is frequently characterized as “networks of activists and organizations
generating novel bottom-up solutions for sustainable development; solutions that
respond to the local situation and the interests and values of the communities
involved,”, highlighting the function of innovation in developing sustainable solutions
to societal challenges that are attuned to local needs and contexts (Seyfang & Smith,
2007, pp. 585). Such innovations often emerge from economically disadvantaged
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communities (Heeks, Foster, & Nugroho, 2014). Likewise, social innovation
concentrates on the development of novel solutions to urgent social challenges.
Instead of responding to consumer demand, it aims to accomplish broader societal
objectives (Mulgan et al., 2007).

Inclusion and innovation are notably interconnected within the scholarly literature
on inclusive innovation, wherein researchers have analyzed multiple levels (Heeks,
Foster, & Nugroho, 2014) and dimensions (Schillo & Robinson, 2017) of inclusion,
alongside conceptualizations of inclusive innovation (Mortazavi et al., 2021).
According to Heeks, Foster, and Nugroho (2014, pp. 177-178; see also Heeks et al,,
2013), the inclusivity of innovation may be evaluated through the examination of
various tiers of inclusive innovation:

“Level 1/Intention: an innovation is inclusive if the intention of that innovation is
to address the needs or wants or problems of the excluded group ... Level
2/Consumption: an innovation is inclusive if it is adopted and used by the
excluded group ... Level 3/Impact: an innovation is inclusive if it has a positive
impact on the livelihoods of the excluded group ... Level 4/Process: an innovation
is inclusive if the excluded group is involved in the development of the
innovation ... Level 5/Structure: an innovation is inclusive if it is created within a
structure that is itself inclusive... Level 6/Post-Structure: an innovation is
inclusive if it is created within a frame of knowledge and discourse that is itself
inclusive.”

When implementing this framework, it is essential to consider which groups have
been historically excluded from innovation activities and processes, such as youth,
women, marginalized communities, and individuals with disabilities (Heeks, Foster,
& Nugroho, 2014).

Innovation policy encompasses the full range of activities undertaken by public
organizations, and occasionally other entities, to promote innovation, with policy
instruments functioning as mechanisms for implementation (Borras & Edquist,
2013). Innovation policy has historically played a central role in the economic growth
strategies of numerous countries, undergoing significant evolution and
transformation over time. For instance, in Finland, an emphasis on technological
advancement and investment in higher education since the 1960s has facilitated
notable successes, exemplified by the case of Nokia (Alaja & Lemola, 2023). Previous
positive outcomes have inspired an enthusiasm in cities, countries, and regions to
promote innovation through diverse policy measures that persists to this day
(although it may also be contended that this has become a requisite for survival in the
global economic competition). However, as previously examined, innovation is not
without risks. Concerns have been articulated regarding uneven regional
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development, the disproportionate allocation of costs and benefits linked to broad
technological paradigm shifts, and the escalating fragmentation of production stages
within global value chains (Boschma et al., 2025); these phenomena may exacerbate
various forms of inequality, encompassing territorial and economic disparities, both
intra- and inter-nationally (Lee & Rodriguez-Pose, 2013; Storper, 2021; Bair et al,,
2021; Boschma et al,, 2025).

It is thus noteworthy that, notwithstanding the potential unintended adverse
consequences, innovation policies have placed little emphasis on inclusive growth
and social inclusion (Lee, 2023; Planes-Satorra & Paunov, 2017). The underlying
cause of this phenomenon may partially arise from the tensions and trade-offs
between social and environmental sustainability and economic development (Gupta
& Vegelin, 2016; Morales et al,, 2025). The resources of municipal governments are
constrained, and implementing and advancing more inclusive processes frequently
necessitates additional time, financial investment, and specialized expertise. Another
potential explanation is the confidence in the trickle-down effect, defined as the belief
that economic incentives targeting affluent segments of society will ultimately yield
benefits for other sectors, a proposition that has been extensively debated in the
literature (e.g., Akinci, 2018; Lee, 2023). Third, policies are frequently formulated in
isolation, while inclusion has been incorporated into the agendas of various other
policy domains, including urban policy, education, social policy, and tax policy, which
consequently have addressed issues of innovation to a limited extent (Planes-Satorra
& Paunov, 2017; Lee, 2023). Reconciling competing demands and integrating policies
may present challenges for policymakers and public administrators (Brorstrom &
Willems, 2021).

The limited focus on social inclusion is particularly significant given that mission-
oriented and transformative innovation policy has gathered substantial interest in
recent years within both academic research and practical applications, with the
objective of achieving large-scale societal transformations (Mazzucato, 2018; Schot &
Steinmueller, 2018). Although these emerging innovation policy strategies
underscore the desirability of broader societal engagement, further scholarly and
policy attention would be required to guarantee the inclusivity of these initiatives. As
innovation policy increasingly encompasses broader societal objectives, it
simultaneously extends into multiple domains of everyday life, the implications of
which remain largely uncertain.

Some major research policy organizations and their programs, such as the EU’s
Horizon 2020 (2014-2020) and the US-based NSF’s Broader Impacts Criterion (BIC),
have addressed inclusion and reducing barriers to participation quite directly. Yet,
doubts remain about whether these measures are achieving their intended impact



8 Acta Wasaensia

due to for example implementation and measurement challenges (Woodson &
Boutilier, 2022; Tabarés et al., 2022; Kalliomaki et al.,, 2024). Planes-Satorra and
Paunov (2017) also point out in their OECD working paper that, despite extensive
work in other policy sectors, more inclusive growth has not been achieved in past
decades. The World Inequality Report from 2022 points out that while inequalities
have been reduced at the global level, inequalities within most countries have been
increasing (Chancel et al,, 2022). Therefore, the concept of ‘inclusive innovation
policy’ is central to this thesis. Planes-Satorra and Paunov (2017, pp. 6, emphasis
original) have defined it as follows: “[...] inclusive innovation policies - policies that
aim to remove barriers to the participation of individuals, social groups, firms, sectors
and regions underrepresented in innovation activities”, highlighting the equal
distribution of both benefits and opportunities in participation in innovation.

Although often used interchangeably, in this thesis, I differentiate between ‘inclusive
innovation policy’ and ‘policies for inclusive innovation’ so that the latter is included
in the former. Inclusive innovation policy can refer to policies that support
innovations that are more inclusive in terms of their processes, outcomes, or broader
impacts, but it can also refer to innovation policy itself being more inclusive, for
example, in its territorial scope or in the societal goals it defines. The approach,
therefore, aligns with the definition of Stanley, Glennie, and Gabriel (2018, pp. 8):

“Inclusive innovation policies are directed towards ensuring that the benefits and
the risks of innovation are more equally shared. These policies will actively
consider whose needs are met by innovation and how excluded social groups
could be better served, focus on initiatives that promote broad participation in
innovation, and take a democratic and participatory approach to priority-setting
and the governance of innovation.”

Therefore, within their inclusive innovation policy framework, Stanley, Glennie, and
Gabriel (2018) identify four distinct dimensions of inclusiveness: objectives,
directionality, governance, and the generation of opportunities in innovation policy.
The objectives referenced relate to the prioritization of innovation policy, and if the
objectives also advance equity and sustainability, for example, or if there is an
exclusive focus on technological advancement and economic growth. The
directionality of innovation policy has recently attracted attention, especially in the
context of mission-oriented innovation policies. In terms of inclusive innovation
policy, that means paying attention to whose needs and interests innovation policies
are serving and the degree to which the policy advances solutions to societal
challenges (Stanley, Glennie & Gabriel, 2018). Participation in this context
corresponds to the OECD’s definition, encompassing the entities involved in
innovation, whether individuals and social groups, sectors, or regions (Planes-
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Satorra & Paunov, 2017). Governance considerations address not only the potential
beneficiaries of innovation but also the management of outcomes with respect to
associated costs and risks (Stanley, Glennie, & Gabriel, 2018). Additionally, the
governance dimension concerns the determination of objectives and priorities in
innovation policy, as well as the expansion of participation in such activities (Stanley,
Glennie & Gabriel, 2018).

Furthermore, as noted by the OECD (2015), numerous dimensions of inclusive
innovation activities encompass public services, including education, transportation,
and healthcare, necessitating inter-institutional collaboration, for instance, among
agencies accountable for innovation, education, infrastructure, and health. The
significance of cross-sectoral collaboration in fostering innovation has been
acknowledged within the frameworks of the triple- and quadruple-helix theories
(Etzkowitz, 2003; Carayannis & Campbell, 2012). These foundations may be
reoriented to address broader societal challenges, as will be examined in detail in
Sub-study III of this thesis. The OECD posited in 2015 that, in the implementation of
national policy guidelines at the local level, it is imperative to facilitate opportunities
for local bottom-up initiatives to promote effective regional engagement and
inclusive innovation activities.

Drawing upon the conceptualizations proposed by Stanley, Glennie, and Gabriel
(2018) as well as the OECD (2015; Planes-Satorra & Paunov, 2017), this study adopts
a subnational perspective on inclusive innovation policy, with a particular focus on
urban contexts, as evidenced in the works of Bramwell (2021), Lee (2023), and
Parsons et al. (2024). The rationale for the study of urban environments is
multifaceted. The global population is undergoing rapid urbanization, and in 2025, a
greater proportion of the overall population resides in cities than in rural areas or
towns, and this trend of urban population growth is projected to persist (United
Nations, 2025). Accordingly, the opportunities and challenges encountered by cities
are progressively representative of those confronting humanity as a whole.
Notwithstanding that, the literature on transformative innovation policy has not
adequately addressed the spatial dimension and the associated challenges and
opportunities that urban environments present for (inclusive) innovation policy
(Uyarra et al, 2025). Moreover, a considerable body of literature addresses
innovation as a driver of economic growth and the concept of inclusive innovation;
however, limited research has examined inclusive innovation policies as policy
frameworks within the context of urban development (Lee, 2023; Bramwell, 2021;
Parsons et al., 2024). Therefore, inclusive innovation policy will be analyzed within
an urban context, specifically at the neighborhood level, with the underlying rationale
to be further elucidated in subsequent chapters. The key theoretical concepts of
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inclusive innovation policy for cities from chapters 1.1. and 1.2. have been outlined in
Table 1.

Table 1. The central concepts found in academic and policy literature on
inclusive innovation policy in cities.

Concept Definition

Multidimensional, encompassing theory of justice, which
includes but is not limited to social, territorial, or spatial and
economic inclusion (Papaioannou, 2014; Planes-Satorra &
Paunov, 2017; Zhao et al., 2025).

Inclusion

A city characterized by equitable opportunities and resource
allocation. Considers social, spatial, and economic inclusion
Inclusive city alongside environmental sustainability, as well as issues
related to participation, equity, and political inclusion
(Armendaris et al., 2015; Liang et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2025).

Innovation is characterized by inclusivity concerning
Inclusive innovation processes, products, impacts, foundational frameworks, or
other dimensions (Heeks et al., 2014).

Policies are intended to facilitate equitable access to the
resources and benefits of innovation across social, economic,
and spatial dimensions. These policies underscore the
equitable distribution and dissemination of innovation and its
concomitant risks, alongside the participatory governance of
innovation processes (OECD, 2015; Planes-Satorra & Paunov,
2017; Stanley, Glennie & Gabriel, 2018).

Inclusive innovation
policy

1.2 Research gap and questions

Cities have increasingly employed strategies to support inclusive innovation, either
as part of economic development (inclusive growth) or as independent policies (Lee,
2023). However, as Lee points out, inclusive innovation as a policy agenda has not
received much scholarly attention, especially at the urban level. Multiple policy
domains converge within cities, including the urban, economic, and innovation forms
(Kalliomaki, Oinas & Salo, 2024). In urban areas, the multifaceted manifestations of
exclusion are especially prominent: challenges related to spatial, social, and economic
exclusion are intertwined, leading to complex exclusion traps attributable to, for
instance, segregation, uneven development, and scarcity of economic opportunities
(Armendaris et al., 2015). This situation calls for a holistic understanding of inclusion
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both within and across these domains. To address this need, this doctoral thesis,
situated within regional studies, adopts a place-based research strategy to examine
how relational perspectives can advance both the theoretical conceptualization and
practical implementation of inclusive innovation policies in cities. The analysis
foregrounds the interconnected character of inclusion across spatial, economic,
social, and related domains.

In this thesis, relationality is understood as the dynamic, intra-active becoming of
phenomena, such as inclusion, emerging through entanglement in
spacetimemattering, a concept introduced by Barad (2007). It is connected to
understanding space as relational, but instead of seeing the city constitutive of
relations, it rather emerges through them. The relationship between space and
relationality will be further elaborated in chapter three.

Prior literature on inclusive cities (Armendaris et al., 2015; Liang et al., 2022; Zhao et
al,, 2025) has recognized the multidimensional and intertwined nature of inclusion,
yet scholars still underestimate its potential for theorizing inclusive innovation policy
in cities. A focus on cities presents researchers with expanded opportunities to
experiment and address contextual sensitivity in inclusive innovation policy,
compared to that which most current scientific literature captures (Lee, 2023;
Bramwell, 2021; Parsons et al., 2024), further highlighting the need for additional
research. As innovation-based urban development has rapidly increased during the
last decades and rising inequalities have accompanied it, exploring how the extensive
knowledge on inclusion in urban studies could inform innovation policies for more
just outcomes is worth doing, because “Increasing socio-technical, socio-economic,
and socio-spatial polarization underscores inclusion as a critically important
dimension of innovation” (Bramwell, 2021, pp. 242). In sum, the literature on
inclusive cities as well as inclusive innovation policy in cities contains research gaps,
and scholars need to apply more scientific scrutiny to advance these theories (Zhao
etal, 2025; Lee, 2020; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al,, 2024).

Therefore, the research questions are:

1. How does a relational conceptualization of inclusion advance both the
theoretical understanding and practical design of inclusive innovation
policies in urban contexts?

2. How does a neighborhood-level analytical lens enhance the
conceptualization and operationalization of inclusive innovation policies in
urban contexts?
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These questions will be explored through three distinct sub-studies. The first study
(Kallioméki et al, 2024) explores the meaning of inclusion as an STI (science,
technology, innovation) policy objective. Through the lens of policy divergence, we
examine how “inclusion” has acquired divergent meanings ranging from inclusive co-
production involving a wide variety of actors to the targeted inclusion of
marginalized populations. The second study (Niskavaara et al., 2025) explores the
questions of communality and social sustainability in two neighborhoods in the
vicinity of Vaasa, Finland. The cases derived from the “Place-based innovations while
developing residential areas — A double case study of the Olympic quarter and
Ristinummi in the City of Vaasa” project, Suburban Innovation, in short. Utilizing
actor-network theory and intersectional analysis, it is investigated how communality
is narrated through resident and authority perspectives in the case neighborhoods.
Three narration gestalts, representations of communality, are identified: inclusion,
recollection, and segregation. The implications of these gestalts are then considered.
The third study (Kalliokoski, submitted) explores innovation districts as policy
nexuses and theorizes inclusion as relational for improved inclusion and social
sustainability within innovation districts.

This thesis is structured as follows. In Chapter 2, the theoretical foundations of this
thesis will be established by exploring how inclusive innovation policy has previously
been studied in urban contexts. The ontological and epistemological underpinnings
will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3 concerning methodology. Among others, the
work of Karen Barad (2007) on material-discursive practices will be reviewed along
with a discussion on the relational nature of space. In addition, the data, and methods
of each sub-study will be presented with a description of research ethics. Chapter 4
summarizes the sub-studies, and Chapter 5 presents the results of this thesis. I
demonstrate how narratives and discourses, policies, actors, and institutions, as well
as spatiality, form a relational system for the manifestation and interpretation of
inclusion in cities. Finally, Chapter 6 entails the conclusions and explores some future
directions for research on inclusion and innovation-based urban development.
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2 INCLUSIVE INNOVATION POLICY IN CITIES

2.1 Place-based approach

Before exploring urban social sustainability and inclusive innovation policy as a
governance framework in cities, it is useful to explain two historical phenomena for
urban innovation: neoliberal development and the creative city. The approach that
involves shaping urban policies and planning according to economic principles and
market interests, which the literature describes as neoliberal urban development.
According to Oxford Dictionary of English (2025, MOT), the word neoliberal can be
defined as “relating to or denoting a modified form of liberalism tending to favor free-
market capitalism.” Due to the dominance of technological and business-oriented
mainstream innovation (Heeks, Foster, & Nugroho, 2014), innovation-based
development in cities is often associated with neoliberal development.

The rise of neoliberal development can be traced back to the 1970s and 1980s as a
response to the global recession and debt crisis of the time, and its impact on multiple
geographical scales of nations and regions has been widely studied in geopolitical
economy (Brenner & Theodore, 2002). Brenner and Theodore (2002, pp. 351)
emphasize that urban restructuring projects in the framework of neoliberalism need
to be understood in their multilevel contextual embeddedness framed by regulations,
policies, institutions, and political struggles, highlighting the path-dependent nature
of economic and urban development shaped by local actors. Scholars, including
Brenner and Theodore (2002) and Smith (2008), asserted that uneven development
in social and geographical terms is inherent in neoliberal restructuring and cycles of
creative destruction. However, the authors of that “neoliberalization thesis” were
criticized because the theory was deemed to be limited in terms of its definitional and
descriptive limits and fuzziness, analytical restrictions, and the limitations of the
often-adopted normative stance (see Pinson & Morel Journel, 2016). As discussed in
the introduction, the literature on inclusive innovation has partly emerged to address
the shortcomings of economically and technologically dominated framings of
innovation that are associated with rising inequalities (Heeks, Foster, & Nugroho,
2014).

Another important idea connected to innovation and inclusion in cities is the concept
of creative cities and the creative class. This idea is explained in Richard Florida's
book, The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It’s Transforming Work, Leisure,
Community, and Everyday Life, first published in 2002 (Peck, 2005). In his highly
influential book, Florida argues that cities can foster growth through technology by
leveraging creative industries and creative individuals, where a city’s tolerance and
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the presence of sexual minorities and other diverse groups contribute to this
development (Florida, 2005). In turn highly debated in academic literature from
multitude of perspectives (e.g. Peck, 2005; Wilson & Keil, 2008; Florida, 2014), it can
be argued that this approach often does not derive from the place of social justice or
inclusion despite Florida’s claims for concerns on urban inequality (Florida, 2014):
the motivation for such activities is often economic and may overlook aspects
required of meaningful inclusivity and social sustainability (Alsayel, de Jong &
Fransen, 2022; Zhao etal., 2025). As Alsayel and others (2022, pp. 1) putit, “creativity
always prevails over inclusion, whereby economic interests come first, and only
aspects of inclusion that add to or are at least not in conflict with creativity tend to be
honoured.” This is central as recent studies have expanded the evidence on the
relationship between urbanization and growing inequalities, for example in the
context of changing skill-demand brought by technological paradigm shifts (Baum-
Snow, Freedman & Pavan, 2018; Nijman & Wei, 2020) and urbanization benefiting
those with already higher wages the most, despite higher average wages in cities
(Shutters et al,, 2022) and bigger cities being more unequal in general (Connor et al,,
2025).

To create more inclusive cities using innovation policy, it is important to consider
each city’s unique spatial characteristics. This is due to several reasons. For one,
innovation-based development is often a place-based strategy that is connected to
concepts such as placemaking and place quality (Esmaeilpoorarabi et al., 2018;
Pancholj, Yigitcanlar & Guaralda, 2019; Morales et al., 2025). For example, innovation
districts are a new form of urban geography and land-use strategy designed to boost
economic development by leveraging spatial agglomerations while simultaneously
promoting mixed-use development to create a more livable urban environment (Katz
& Wagner, 2014; Yigitcanlar, Adu-McVie & Erol, 2020). Fastenrath and others (2023)
stated that the innovation district concept is influenced by literature on regional
innovation systems (RIS) and creative class and urban innovation (Florida, 2005).
The place-based nature of innovation-based development needs to be considered
when analyzing urban innovation areas for inclusion (Morales et al., 2025). Secondly,
neighborhoods are a useful unit of analysis when analyzing spatial inequalities and
other urban phenomena, such as segregation, gentrification, and socio-spatial
polarization (e.g., Bernelius & Vaattovaara, 2016; Bailey, Van Gent & Musterd, 2017;
Niskavaara et al., 2025; Leino, Wallin & Laine, 2024). In addition, neighborhoods and
districts can be used to study inclusive aspects of urban development, such as
community participation and engagement and urban social sustainability
(Esmaeilpoorarabi et al., 2020a; Esmaeilpoorarabi et al., 2020b; Morales et al., 2025;
Shirazi & Keivani, 2019).
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Although existing research addresses this topic, the neighborhood or district level
remains insufficiently examined regarding the ways in which innovation policy can
foster more inclusive outcomes (Morales et al,, 2025). Nevertheless, the spatial
dimensions of innovation have been extensively examined within disciplines such as
economic geography, the formulation of inclusive outcomes through urban
innovation policies remain comparatively underexplored (Bramwell, 2021; Lee,
2023; Parsons et al., 2024; Morales et al,, 2025). It is essential to acknowledge that
distinct local contexts possess inherent potential for inclusion, while concurrently
being interconnected with broader systems that perpetuate urban inequalities. The
place-based approach has recently garnered increased attention in policy discourses,
notably within the EU (Schwaag Serger, Soete, & Stierna, 2023) and the OECD (2025).
It has also been examined within policy research (e.g., Tilley et al., 2023; Uyarra et al,,
2025). Place-based perspectives facilitate a comprehensive understanding of a
location and its distinctive characteristics, thereby enhancing the formulation of
policies and development plans. Consequently, they constitute an effective approach
for inclusive innovation policy within urban contexts.

2.2 Social sustainability as a basis for inclusive cities

Recent literature on inclusive cities can be connected to that on urban social
sustainability (Davidson, 2010; Dempsey et al., 2011; Shirazi & Keivani, 2017).
Although social sustainability is a relatively new framing, “Questions about the
sustainability of urban communities are as old as the city itself” (Davidson, 2010, pp.
873). The different dimensions of sustainable development, economic,
environmental, and social, have increasingly been on the agenda of cities for the past
decades since their announcement in the 1980s (Davidson, 2010; Rikala, Wallin &
Sjoblom, 2023). However, the dimension of social sustainability is frequently the
most neglected and is typically regarded as the most challenging to define and assess,
both in scholarly research and policy making (Davidson, 2010; Shirazi & Keivani,
2017; Rikala, Wallin & Sjoblom, 2023). According to Rikala, Wallin, and Sjéblom
(2023), the literature identifies two distinct approaches to social sustainability: (1)
empirical measurement employing societally relevant indicators, such as levels of
well-being, and (2) an interpretative approach that does not depend on a universally
accepted theoretical framework, but instead utilizes methods such as policy analysis
to interpret context-specific manifestations and operationalizations of social
sustainability, taking into account the unique normative assumptions and policy
priorities underlying them.

A meta-analysis undertaken by Shirazi and Keivani (2017, pp. 1537) identifies
several fundamental principles of urban social sustainability as delineated in prior
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scholarship: “equity; democracy, participation, and civic society; social inclusion and
mix; social networking and interaction; livelihood and sense of place; safety and
security; human well-being; and quality of life”. Their findings indicate that equity
emerged as the most frequently cited principle across the reviewed studies. Equity
encompasses factors including quality of life, equality of opportunity (notably in
education, employment, and health), accessibility of services, gender equity, social
justice, environmental equity, and, importantly for the temporal dimension of
sustainability transitions, intergenerational equity (Shirazi & Keivani, 2017). In a
subsequent investigation, Shirazi and Keivani (2019) examined social sustainability
specifically within the context of neighborhoods and developed a triadic framework
comprising indicators to conceptualize and assess socially sustainable
neighborhoods. The concept of “neighboring” includes soft infrastructure (e.g.,
participation, safety, social interaction), hard infrastructure (e.g., land use, urban
pattern, density, building typology), and neighbors (population profile and social
composition) (see Shirazi & Keivani, 2019).

The differentiation between physical and non-physical factors in urban social
sustainability was previously examined by Dempsey et al. (2011). That literature
review identified 20 non-physical factors (such as social justice, participation, social
capital, education, and sense of community) and eight physical factors (such as
urbanity, public realm, housing, accessibility, and walkability) that contribute to
urban social sustainability (see Dempsey et al.,, 2011). The interplay of physical and
non-physical factors for social sustainability calls for a more integrative, relational,
and place-based approach that is able to account for its multidimensional and cross-
disciplinary nature (Ahman, 2013; Dempsey et al., 2011; Shirazi & Keivani, 2017). In
addition, the very idea of sustainable development includes consideration of all three
dimensions—economic, environmental, and social—in parallel (Davidson, 2010).
Recent studies seem to have adopted this more multidimensional approach through
the developing literature on inclusive cities (Armendaris et al.,, 2015; Liang et al,,
2022; Zhao, De Jong, & Edelenbos, 2023; Zhao et al,, 2025; Zhang, Luo, & Dai, 2025).

The often-cited definition of inclusive cities provided by the Asian Development Bank
(2017, pp. 4) is: “An inclusive city creates a safe, livable environment with affordable
and equitable access to urban services, social services, and livelihood opportunities
for all the city residents and other city users to promote optimal development of its
human capital and ensure the respect of human dignity and equality”. In research, the
definition and dimensions of an inclusive city have been thoroughly examined by
Liang and others (2022). By conceptualizing the inclusive city through a bibliometric
analysis and a qualitative literature review, this study has important theoretical and
practical implications. They were able to identify five different dimensions for

inclusive cities: social inclusion, economic inclusion, political inclusion,
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environmental inclusion, and spatial inclusion. Social inclusion entails things such as
equality of opportunity and sustainable migration, participation and citizenship, legal
perspectives and human rights, quality of living conditions, and participation in social
activities. Economic inclusion is connected to principles of inclusive growth and
encompasses reducing material inequity and enhancing employment opportunities,
especially for disadvantaged groups that are vulnerable owing to rapid urbanization
and technological development.

Political inclusion, as briefly addressed in the opening section of this thesis, concerns
the citizen-state relationship and is therefore connected to civil and political rights
and, especially in the Western context, “[a] citizen’s sense of belonging and identity
and their empowerment” (Liang et al., 2022, pp. 74). It is crucial for issues such as
democracy and political participation. Interestingly, for this thesis, Liang and
colleagues (2022, pp. 74) also included the matter of sustainable innovation in the
dimension of political inclusion, stating it to be a tool for the “process of governing or
overseeing state operations”, that “provides convenience for effective
communication between local governments and citizens, and creates a way for
citizens to make their claims.”. Environmental inclusion is closely connected to
environmental sustainability and, in this context, refers to handling matters such as
natural resources and environmental conditions in a manner that gives future urban
generations the chance to benefit from them as well. Finally, spatial inclusion, which
“enables everyone to have equal access to public housing, transportation, and public
infrastructure”, is connected to spatial justice and land use (Liang et al., 2022, pp. 75).
These dimensions partially overlap and illustrate the multidimensionality and
interconnectedness of inclusion in the urban context (Liang et al.,, 2022).

This detailed classification has given rise to further research, such as a study by Zhao,
de Jong, and Edelenbos (2023), in which they utilized these dimensions to investigate
inclusive city ranking systems and their foundations. In a recent study, Zhao et al.
(2025, pp. 1) examined “the practical realities of implementing inclusive city policies”
using a comparative case study of three European cities: Antwerp (Belgium),
Rotterdam (Netherlands), and Gothenburg (Sweden). Building on the model
developed by Liang and others (2022) and employing actor-centered
institutionalism, they identified six interdependent key factors for the success of
inclusive city policies: (1) high-quality policy design, (2) integrated approaches, (3)
cross-sector and interdepartmental collaboration, (4) citizen and community
engagement, (5) resource allocation, and (6) political will and commitment (Zhao et
al,, 2025, pp. 7-9). These findings strongly resonate with my own from Sub-study II],
where | use inclusive city theories to inform the relational conceptualization of
inclusive innovation districts. In addition, inclusive cities have recently been explored
from the viewpoint of socio-spatial inclusion at the neighborhood level, further
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highlighting inclusive cities as a topical theme for both research and policy (Zhang,
Luo, & Dai, 2025).

The multidimensional and intertwined nature of inclusion is well recognized in the
urban social sustainability and inclusive cities research domain. Lessons derived
from that research should inform both the theoretical work and the implementation
of inclusive innovation policies in cities.

2.3 Cities as actors and contexts in inclusive
innovation policy

Some previous research examined the potential of innovation-based urban
development policies to deliver more inclusive outcomes, or at least to ensure that
interventions do not increase inequality. For example, Morisson and Bevilacqua
(2019) investigated strategies designed to alleviate gentrification when deploying
innovation district strategies. Community leaders in Chattanooga, Tennessee, USA,
aimed to deliver a more inclusive place-based knowledge economy in the local
innovation district by adopting strategies to (a) advance digital equity and
opportunities in entrepreneurship for underrepresented groups, (b) develop an
inclusive and welcoming downtown area, and (c) invest in and build affordable
housing. Notably, many of the endeavors included in these strategies are made
possible by public-private partnerships, with a variety of stakeholders involved in
implementing them, such as non-profit organizations, private sector sponsors, and
the City of Chattanooga (see Morisson & Bevilacqua, 2019). Morisson and Bevilacqua
(2019) suggested that gentrification in innovation districts could be alleviated by
implementing such strategies, also encouraging knowledge spillovers and other
benefits for the broader urban community. In another recent paper, Morales et al.
(2025, pp. 750) suggest three key points for more inclusive outcomes in innovation
district policy design and implementation: “First, identifiable, locally accountable and
collaborative leadership. Second, intentional and collaborative community
engagement and placemaking. Third, a wider vision for strategic alignment and
territorial equity.” An increasingly integrative approach to innovation district design
is gaining traction, aiming to better account for inclusive and equitable outcomes as
well as a broader distribution of benefits (Kalliomaki, Oinas, & Salo, 2024; Morales et
al.,, 2025).

However, as the evidence in the literature is scarce, I next examine three relevant
previous studies focusing specifically on inclusive innovation policy in cities:
(Bramwell, 2021, Lee, 2023; and Parsons et al, 2024). Bramwell’s Inclusive
Innovation And The “Ordinary” City: Incidental Or Integral? investigated inclusive
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innovation programs in two mid-sized cities, Saint-Etienne (France) and Greensboro
(USA). The research examined their starting points and foundations and potential
explanations for differences in their outcomes (Bramwell, 2021). The study also
examines two inclusive innovation endeavors in those cities, the Design Tech
Academy in Saint-Etienne and the Triad Navigator Project in Greensboro. Inclusive
innovation is framed through “urban planning literatures on workforce development
and entrepreneurial ecosystems”, and the projects encompass the role of minorities
and women in business (MWB) (Bramwell, 2021, pp. 245).

Inclusion in innovation activities is described as integral for Saint-Etienne and
incidental for Greensboro, with the former having more success than the latter. One
of the most important decisive factors is “explicit linkage to a commonly accepted
urban development agenda that is supported politically by local government”
(Bramwell, 2021, pp. 243). In Saint-Etienne, the program had bureaucratic and
Mayor’s office’s support and it was more securely funded from the national level,
whereas such support and guaranteed funding were lacking in Greensboro. Crucially
for this study, power relations and institutional capacity also emerge as central
dynamics for inclusive innovation policy success (Bramwell, 2021). Meaningful
results demand both public and private sector commitment, institutional changes, as
well as institutional capacity, which is deemed as important as the multilevel
operational environment of cities. National policy steering made it possible to also
utilize resources for the cause “on the ground” in Saint-Etienne.

Lee (2023) authored Inclusive Innovation In Cities: From Buzzword To Policy, which
examined the potential of inclusive innovation to serve as a policy framework for
local governments. The research covered how cities have operationalized inclusive
innovation and how innovation policy is implemented by urban policymakers to
ensure it benefits disadvantaged societal groups. The focus has mainly been on
technological innovations. Lee presents three cities as examples of where an inclusive
innovation policy was implemented: London, UK, and Pittsburgh and Washington DC.
in the USA. After detailing the case studies and literature review, Lee (2023)
presented a strategy to help cities adopt inclusive innovation policies based on three
tenets: strategy, participation, and outcomes.

Additionally, Lee (2023) identified three principal challenges to implementation: the
ambiguity and plasticity of the concept, neophilia and techno-solutionism, and the
limited powers of local governments. In the strategic phase of policymaking, Lee
stated that it involves “strategic decisions about which places, sectors, products or
processes are the focus” (Lee, 2023, pp. 9). This involves choosing to foster inclusive
innovation, support sectors and regions with lower current innovation levels, and
encourage public service innovations. Regarding participation, Lee delineates three
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principal dimensions: engagement in innovation processes and support for
entrepreneurship; involvement in the workforce facilitated by innovation; and
participation in education, particularly in STEM disciplines (science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics), as well as the competencies required in those areas.
In the context of dissemination, the significance of supplementary policies aimed at
alleviating poverty (given that technological development policy alone does not
provide a comprehensive solution) and the imperative for innovation policy to
support more disadvantaged regions are emphasized.

In a study by Parsons and others (2024), Advancing inclusive innovation policy in the
UK’s second-tier city-regions, they examined three urban city-regions in the UK:
Cardiff, Manchester, and Glasgow. They were interested in the leadership and
policymaking of inclusive innovation policy, focusing mainly on how it manifests, who
contributes to the processes, and who is left out. They cover the cases in detail and,
while highlighting that each case has its own sectoral and spatial configurations, they
present several notions of how local actors approach inclusive innovation policy. For
one, investment in emerging networks focused on inclusion is seen as important, in
addition to further investments in already recognized clusters, as it carries the
principles of innovation across different sectors.

Secondly, a concern was identified regarding how to address development tensions
within the city-region in an inclusive way. The three cases are said to “exemplify the
need for tailored policy mixes in meeting the heterogeneous needs of the respective
city-regions” (Parsons et al., 2024, pp. 331). They also recognize that their cases
support the nascent literature on narratives shaping innovation policies. Further, the
need for both physical and capacity-building infrastructure investments, distributed
inclusively, is deemed important. Lastly, they raise the issue of insufficient data on
inclusive innovation policy as an obstacle to policy learning and evaluation.
Importantly, they also recognize the role of vertical governance in delivering
innovation policy outcomes. Empowerment and resources are called for city-regions:
“For inclusive innovation to flourish, it will need to be granted the status and some of
the resources that are allocated to conventional technology-led innovation activity.”

(pp- 333).

All three studies proposed that the multilevel setting of urban governance constrains
the possibilities for cities to advance inclusive innovation (Bramwell, 2021; Lee,
2023; Parsons et al, 2024). While cities have the power to steer their own
development priorities, national policy guidance also plays a significant role.
Bramwell (2021, pp. 255) suggests that American cities differ from European ones in
that there is a stronger expectation that they will “operate in an “entrepreneurial”
macro-institutional context” which leaves them more responsibility on self-financing
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and creates more competition for investments. According to Lee (2023), the crux of
the problem with local city governments not having enough power is that inclusive
innovation policies must fit within the current capacities and functions of cities, and
can therefore only address some, but not all, of the structural factors causing
inequality. Parsons and others’ (2024, pp. 333) findings indicate that “that city-
regions are constantly required to negotiate and coordinate relationships in a vertical
sense when managing the governance of emergent innovation policy with national,
regional and local government”. For inclusive innovation policy to succeed in city-
regions, they call for more resources and capacity support from the national level.

However, as also highlighted by recent literature (e.g., Uyarra et al.,, 2025), these
constraints also present opportunities for inclusive innovation policy. As the Saint-
Etienne case demonstrated, the Inclusive Career Pathways program was successful
due to multilevel funding and support, and its anchoring to the local context through
a university. In contrast, Greensboro’s outcome was shaped more by resource and
power asymmetries, as well as local network and actor configurations, due to a lack
of multilevel policy support. However, for multilevel policy steering to achieve its
intended outcomes, local institutional capacity is also crucial, including participant
configuration and the local development agenda. Additionally, power plays a key role
in determining which policy priorities are put forward (Bramwell, 2021; Parsons et
al,, 2024). Similarly, in the study by Morisson and Bevilacqua (2019), intentional and
proactive planning to mitigate negative externalities was crucial; place-based leaders
required equity and inclusion to be core elements of development and established
corresponding strategies through public-private partnerships and collaboration with
other stakeholders.

The aforementioned research elicited three main points: (1) cities should recognize
inclusive innovation policies strategically and in practice, and maintain inclusive
narratives during such endeavors. (2) The multilevel governance arrangements of
cities currently constrain how applicable inclusive innovation policies are, and (3) If
a policy is to be effective and inclusive, cross-sectoral, networked collaboration will
be required to deliver policy mixes attuned to the socio-spatial and temporal context
of each city. That collaboration will also be shaped by institutional capabilities,
networks, and other arrangements (Bramwell, 2021; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al.,, 2024).
Table 2 below summarizes the results of the studies and offers key takeaways for
policy. The results of this synthesis align with previous notions on inclusive
innovation policy in both research and policy literature, especially on the matters of
policy mixes, cross-sectoral collaboration, participation and dissemination, and the
role of strategic financing (Carayannis & Campbell, 2012; Heeks, Foster, & Nugroho,
2014; OECD, 2015; Planes-Satorra & Paunov, 2017; Stanley, Glennie & Gabriel, 2018;
Morisson & Bevilacqua, 2019). The results of the literature review and relevant
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theoretical concepts from inclusive city and inclusive innovation policy literature are
presented in Figure 1.
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Key themes and findings for inclusive innovation policy in cities from the examined studies (Bramwell, 2021; Lee, 2023; Parsons et

al, 2024).

Key findings, common themes bolded

Key implications for inclusive innovation policy in cities

Bramwell, A. 2021

Saint-Etienne,
France, and
Greensboro, North
Carolina, USA

The role of intermediary organizations is central, as they act as network coordinators and
link upper-level funding to local needs. However, their influence is limited when it comes
to shaping development agendas. In contrast, private-sector participation in inclusive
innovation programs is weak or even opportunistic, yet private actors are often in a
privileged position to shape urban development. An “explicit linkage to a commonly
accepted urban development agenda” with local political support is described as the
decisive factor shaping policy choices that support inclusive innovation in a city (p. 243).
The multilevel setting of the operational environment in cities is as influential as the local
institutional capacity.

Power relations in who gets to set the urban and economic
development priorities and agendas matter. While neither
case was framed as a flawless success story, the Design Tech
Academy in Saint-Etienne was seen as more impactful due to
receiving operational public funding and policy steering from
the national level and strong support from local key actors,
such as the mayor’s office.

Lee, N. 2023

London, UK;
Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, USA;
Washington, D.C.,
USA

Three risks for inclusive innovation policies in cities are identified: fuzziness and
malleability of the concept, neophilia and technological solutionism, as well as a lack of
local powers. Lee also states that “Inclusive innovation policy has more potential if
embedded in a wider strategy of addressing disadvantage. Perhaps the most important
part of the inclusive innovation agenda is that it reframes innovation to put attention on
the purpose and rationale behind innovation.” (pp. 10-11)

A three-step framework is proposed to help cities analyze
and engage in inclusive innovation policy: 1. Strategy: the
inclusivity of choices made, 2. Participation: paying attention
to who is taking part in innovation processes (in
entrepreneurship, workforce, and education) 3. Outcomes:
support inclusive innovation dissemination (e.g., in more
disadvantaged areas) and address poverty with additional
policies, as technology development alone cannot do it.

Parsons et al., 2024

City-regions of
Cardiff,
Manchester, and
Glasgow, UK

The work outlines five points on how city-regions approach inclusive innovation policy
challenges: 1. Development and support of emergent networks and collaboration that
enable more sectorally cross-cutting innovation policy 2. The need for managing horizontal
intra-regional development tensions in an inclusive way, and also the need for policy
mixes to attend to the unique needs of each region 3. Narratives and positive storytelling
have a growing role in shaping policy 4. More inclusive infrastructure investments (both
physical and capacity-building, e.g., in education) to prevent exclusion of peripheries 5. The
need for data to support the establishment and evaluation of inclusive innovation policy.
The role of multilevel governance is also highlighted.

To support the socio-spatial inclusivity of innovation, long-
term engagement of key agents in establishing behavioral
change and inclusive networks is needed. City-regions also
need empowerment in terms of finance and resources, data
to establish and evaluate inclusive innovation policies, and
flexible top-down policy support to attune to local conditions.
Fostering a culture for inclusive innovation is also central.
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Figure 1.  Synthesis of relevant literature on inclusive cities and inclusive innovation policy.




Acta Wasaensia 25

3 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Philosophy of science

3.1.1 On space

Regional studies, as a social science discipline, is closely connected to geography,
which makes it necessary to discuss the nature of space before moving on to the
broader philosophical foundations of this thesis. In geography, the last century has
provided a stage for multifaceted philosophical and ontological discussions on the
nature of space, spacetime, and the various ways of knowing and interpreting reality
that different schools of thought advocate. For example, one of the most distinct
debates has been whether space is absolute, relative, or relational. Recently,
discussions about more-than-relational space have continued this deliberation
(Jones, 2022). Framing space as relational is essential for effectively understanding
and operationalizing multidimensional inclusion in urban environments. Below is a
summary of the debate and the different schools of thought.

The notion of space as absolute suggests that “space is a condition in which space
exists independently of any objects(s) or relations: space is a discrete and
autonomous container” (Jones, 2009, pp. 489). This approach is associated with a
positivistic scientific understanding of reality, and methods and systems such as
cartography, the Global Positioning System (GPS), and Geographic Information
Systems (GIS) have traditionally been based on this perspective, although modern GIS
research employs more varied approaches. It assumes an “analytical fixity” and the
independent existence of space as a backdrop for matter, where distances and
positions can be determined using coordinates that are independent of any matter
within that space (Jones, 2009, pp. 489; Harvey, 2009). This reflects the traditional,
or Newtonian, view of space as an unchanging “container that marks place but is itself
unmarked” (Barad, 2007, pp. 437). This view was especially dominant during the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

As the twentieth century progressed, new perspectives were established. One such
perspective, which can be seen as opposing the absolute view of space yet remains
largely positivistic in nature, is the concept of space as relative, where “space can be
defined only in relation to the object(s) and/or processes being considered in space
and time” (Jones 2009, pp. 490). It has its roots in Einstein’s theories of relativity and
conceptions of spacetime, in which the three dimensions of space are combined with
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the dimension of time to form a four-dimensional continuum. This continuum does
not have an independent, container-like existence apart from its “contents” (Einstein,
1954). This means that the distance, direction, and position of an object can only be
defined in relation to other objects. For example, in a void, directions such as up,
down, left, or right cannot be determined, as there would be no point of reference to
make such distinctions possible. Central to this view is also Einstein’s theory of time
as relative, where time is experienced differently depending on the observer’s
motion. In this framework, the notion of space can change depending on context and
perspective (Harvey, 2009).

The humanistic method and geography in the 1970s were followed by a ‘cultural turn’
in the field of geography during the 1980s and 1990s, which laid the foundations for
later views on relationality. In the 1990s, a turn toward poststructuralism and social
constructivism became apparent in human geography, and a movement began to
replace the “systems of coordinates (Einstein, etc), with ‘activities’ for ‘framing’
space” (Jones, 2009, pp. 492, citing Latour, 1988). The relational turn of geography
has had a fundamental influence on the field since then (Yeung, 2005). This
perspective adopts a more dynamic and open-ended approach, in which space is
formulated through the interactions and interconnectedness of entities (Latour,
2005; Jones, 2009). It can be interpreted as socio-spatial, since social relations and
lived experiences play a crucial role in the production of space (Yeung, 2005).

In this view, space as relational refers to the idea that the interconnectedness of
objects creates space, where entities collectively give meaning to places and spaces.
For example, in actor-network theory (ANT), the aim is to move beyond the assumed
human-nature dualism and highlight how networks of actors, both human and non-
human, co-constitute space within networks of meaning (Latour, 2005). Additionally,
Jones (2009) has advocated for the concept of phase space, which emphasizes the
importance of context and historical processes in relational geography. While
relational geography is usually said to be the product of Western philosophy and
science, Indigenous cultures around the world have conceptualized space as
relational for much longer (Gould, Martinez, & Hoelting, 2023). In this sense, space as
relational can also be interpreted as the intertwined and interdependent nature of
objects, actors, and processes in spacetime, rejecting the human-nature dualism
altogether and acknowledging the relationality of collective reality (Tynan, 2021;
Gould, Martinez, & Hoelting, 2023).

While relational geography remains highly influential today, it has also attracted
some criticism. For instance, relational theory in geography is applied in various
ways, including superficial and abstract manners, without clearly articulating or
discussing why relationality matters beyond merely describing the current state of
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networked relations, raising questions about its practical impact and methodological
traceability (Yeung 2005; Sunley, 2008). Partly born from this criticism is the more-
than-relational geography, which still builds on the relationality of space but seeks to
move “beyond relations to consider the nature and kind of entities that make and are
made through relationships within assemblages” (Allen, 2012, pp. 190; Jones, 2022).
This perspective allows for a more varied understanding of space and spatiality,
integrating previously dominant notions of territoriality and materiality, as well as
temporality, with a relational mode of thinking. For example, Malpas (2012, pp. 240)
argues that “A more critically engaged geography, I would argue, must also be a
geography that is more attentive to the underlying character of space as it stands in
relation to place and time—that is more attentive to the phenomena of boundedness,
openness, and emergence.” In a sense, this perspective reconnects the concept of
place with that of space, aiming to avoid the pitfalls of overly vague applications of
relationality (Malpas, 2012).

One outcome is that some perspectives go further by reworking the very notions of
space and time. One such approach is Karen Barad’s (2007) concepts of intra-action,
spacetimemattering, and agential realism. For Barad, space is not something that
matters simply inhabits, and spatiality is defined as much in exclusions as in
boundaries: “The boundaries that are enacted are not abstract delineations but
specific material demarcations not in space but of space. Spatiality is intra-actively
produced. It is an ongoing process of the material (re)configuring of boundaries—an
iterative (re)structuring of spatial relations.” However, Barad’s work is not merely an
isolated example of alternative views on spatiality; rather, this framework plays a
foundational role in the philosophy of science that underpins this thesis. Accordingly,
fully comprehending this perspective requires a thorough exploration of Karen
Barad’s epistemological and ontological framework, known as agential realism.

3.1.2 Relational ontology

Karen Barad identifies as a realist, though not in the conventional sense typically
associated with realism in the philosophy of science. The ontological presupposition
that traditional realists often claim is the independent existence of the world and
reality apart from human perception and observation. But for Barad, “Realism [...] is
not about representations of an independent reality but about the real consequences,
interventions, creative possibilities, and responsibilities of intra-acting within as part
of the world.” (Barad, 2007, pp. 37). The title of her influential book Meeting the
Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning,
hints at a central proposition of agential realism—that meaning and matter are
inseparable.
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Several key concepts must be clarified before unpacking the entanglement of matter
and meaning. To understand the underlying ontology of agential realism, it is crucial
to distinguish intra-action from interaction. According to Barad (2007, pp. 33), intra-
action “signifies the mutual constitution of entangled agencies” (emphasis in original).
Agency, in this framework, is not a property possessed by entities, especially not
exclusively by humans, but is instead an enactment, a matter of intra-acting, of the
ongoing reconfiguration of the world (Barad, 2007). This contrasts with interaction,
which assumes two or more distinct entities making contact with one another.
Throughout her work, Barad rejects individuality and argues that distinct agencies
do not precede their relations but rather dynamically emerge through intra-action.
Importantly, these agencies are distinct only in relational, not absolute, terms (Barad,
2007). The rejection of individuality in Barad’s view stems from the rejection of
representationalism; the idea that, for example, scientific experiments and theories
mirror the objective reality that humans can observe from a distance. Instead, the
entanglement of agencies means that scientists are not detached observers but are
part of the world they study and are also part of the phenomenon studied and
phenomena produced (Barad, 2007). This ontological stance leads to a rejection of
many established dualisms, such as nature/culture and matter/discourse, to which I
will return later.

As Jaksland (2024, pp. 366) puts it, “agential realism is a type of radical relational
holism whereby objects emerge from the whole”. Barad refers to these emergent
objects as phenomena, which constitute the primary units of reality in agential
realism. In essence, all distinctions (such as objects) arise from intra-active
entanglements relative to the whole, where phenomena represent the ontological
inseparability of the “parts” that constitute them (Barad, 2007; Jaksland, 2024).
Therefore, phenomena are “ontologically primitive relations” that do not presuppose
the prior existence of relata (Barad, 2007, pp. 139). Intra-actions thus produce
different phenomena, including their apparent separation, which Barad describes as
an agential cut (Jaksland, 2024; Barad, 2007). The distinctiveness produced by an
agential cut is not a social construct or merely an imagined concept—it is materially
enacted in the becoming of phenomena, “a resolution within the phenomenon of the
inherent ontological (and semantic) indeterminacy” (Barad, 2007, pp. 140, emphasis
in original).

Unlike traditional realism, which posits distinct entities with pre-existing,
determinate properties that then enter into relations, agential realism holds that
entities and reality emerge through entangled, relational intra-actions. The concept
of spacetimemattering is therefore distinct from traditional views on relationality
because it establishes how, through the entangled processes of becoming, space, time,
and matter together take shape and produce phenomena as a dynamic becoming of
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reality. Therefore, for example, in a city, the material objects that constitute the urban
form are not merely a backdrop for events; rather, the subject/object distinction
dissolves, and buildings are as agential in the becoming of the city as its inhabitants.

Dewsbury (2000) held that the relations we enter into define us through the limits
brought by entanglement; yet, in any given moment, there are always multiple
choices to make. In the same vein, Barad asserts that intra-activeness introduces
“constraints” for indeterminacies (in the possible (re)configurations): the future is
open to multiple, different, constantly reconfiguring possibilities, yet not everything
can happen in each moment (Barad, 2007). In geography, similar discussions have
taken place regarding the concept of path dependency—the idea that future decisions
and changes are shaped and reinforced by how a system was originally established
and set into motion. This perspective is more linear and static than the relational and
dynamic understandings of reality sometimes employed by other streams of
geographers, but the implications for cities are clear in their boundedness to the
current state of affairs. According to Barad (2007, pp. 235), the world is constituted
through the dynamic intra-activity of enfolding and differential mattering and its
“ongoing reconfiguration of both the real and possible”. Not only is this essential for
the becoming of cities, but for this reason, ethics and accountability are central to
agential realism: since scientists are part of the intra-active becoming of reality, they
bear responsibility for how they intra-act with the world (Barad, 2007). This also has
consequences for epistemology; according to Barad, knowing and being cannot be
separated (Barad, 2007). Because researchers and scientists are part of the world’s
differential and material becoming, “We don’t obtain knowledge by standing outside
the world; we know because we are of the world” (Barad, 2007, pp. 185, emphasis in
original).

Even this glance at agential realism indicates that it intersects familiar debates about
the social and material construction of reality. As Barad (2007, pp. 225) explains,
“Agential realism takes into account the fact that the forces at work in the
materialization of bodies are not only social, and the bodies produced are not all
human.” Although the ontology of agential realism is indeed relational, Barad shares
certain characteristics with naturalized metaphysics (Jaksland, 2024). Some have
questioned Barad’s suggestion that conclusions from quantum physics can be applied
to other disciplines, or that quantum-level processes can meaningfully inform our
understanding of meso- and macro-level processes, implying a type of scientism in
Barad’s work (Faye & Jaksland, 2021; Jaksland, 2021; Everth & Gurney, 2022). It is
important to emphasize that [ engage with agential realism from the perspective of
the philosophy of science and ontology, rather than applying any specific findings
from quantum physics research in this thesis. Moreover, Barad’s agential realism can
also be situated within the broader stream of new materialism, as matter and
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materialization play a central role in its relational ontology—matter itself being a
dynamic entanglement of relations (Barad, 2007). In addition to Niels Bohr, Barad
often draws on the work of Donna Haraway and Michel Focault, including material-
discursive practices.

3.1.3 Material-discursive practices

In Barad’s view, materiality is neither distinct nor static; rather, it is an intra-active
process of materialization that, over time, becomes stabilized and produces what we
come to understand as ‘matter’ and its boundaries (Barad, 2007; Orlikowski & Scott,
2015). However, materiality cannot be ontologically separated from discourse—they
are entangled and, in an agential realist reading, lack an independent existence
(Barad, 2007). One way to understand this is through an example provided by
Orlikowski and Scott (2015, pp. 699, emphasis added): “whether spoken speech,
written email, official records, or online blog, the discourse does not pre-exist its
specific material production as speech, email, record, or blog post in particular times
and places.” Thus, material-discursive practices are not about discourse and
materiality as separate entities that influence or sustain one another; rather, they
must be understood as the very process of materialization and how discourse becomes
materially enacted in reality through practice (Barad, 2007; Orlikowski & Scott, 2015;
Introna, 2011). Nevertheless, Barad asserted that there is more to material-
discursive practices than this, and they should not be understood as limited to human
language. As material-discursive practices are indeed practices, and reality is
constitutive of intra-acting phenomena, Barad turns to performativity instead of
representationalism. This should not be confused with “performing” in the theatrical
sense, like an actor or singer on stage; rather, performativity refers to the ongoing,
dynamic, and relational becoming and reconfiguring of reality through processes and
practices: “It is performative therefore to think/act on real existence in opposition to
the possibility of existence being pronounced by a priori ideas” (Dewsbury, 2000, pp.
493; Barad, 2003).

The materialization of discourse draws on the work of Donna Haraway on material-
semiotic entities (Holloway, 2004; Barad, 2007). Holloway (2004) summarizes this
meaning that entities are not inherently natural or cultural (or linguistic), but both:
they have a material presence that enables agency and are simultaneously
established within a cultural system as a semiotic entity. According to Dewsbury
(2000, pp. 477), it is proposed that both our speech and acts “propose and create
connections which configure the ‘object’ allowed to materialise in discourse”. In a
similar vein, Barad has decentralized the human and claims that matter is also
agential in its iterative materialization and in the ongoing (re)configuration of reality
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(Barad, 2007). This brings attention to the role of non-human entities, objects, and
structures (phenomena) being agential in shaping reality (e.g., Latour, 2005). As
Barad (2003, pp. 828) puts it:

“A crucial part of the performative account that I have proposed is a rethinking
of the notions of discursive practices and material phenomena and the
relationship between them. On an agential realist account, discursive practices
are not human-based activities but rather specific material (re)configurings of
the world through which local determinations of boundaries, properties, and
meanings are differentially enacted.”

Orlikowski and Scott (2015, pp. 700) state that “This material-discursive approach
thus allows us to ask how specific materializations make a difference in the
enactment of reality in practice.” This is crucial for inclusive innovation policies,
specifically in cities. By sticking to the traditional view of innovation as inherently
technological and economic, and by imposing this framing onto cities, certain realities
are produced in ways that may sideline many residents. This raises critical questions:
What is a city, and for whom and for what purposes is it being developed? Who holds
the power to determine the direction taken?

Many notions considered in this chapter have connections to the field of geography,
especially human geography and non-representational theory (NRT), developed by
Nigel Thrift, as well as to the relational and more-than-relational understanding of
space and temporality that were briefly introduced earlier. As its name suggests, NRT
also rejects representationalist notions and leans toward a performative account of
reality and performative embodied knowledge, where encounters and events are
complex, emergent, and relational (Cadman, 2009; Williams, 2020), which can be
referred to as a relational materialist perspective (Warf, 2004). Both Barad and
Dewsbury also reference the work of Gilles Deleuze (Dewsbury, 2000; Barad, 2007),
who is known for his non-representational geophilosophy (Doel & Clarke, 2004). In
his appreciation of the event, he embraced seriality rather than hierarchy, and
becoming rather than being, where “space itself is alive” (Doel & Clarke, 2004, pp.
105-106, emphasis in original). In the context of more-than-relational geography,
Jones (2022) draws on the notion of ‘plastic space’ to examine how relational regions
are elastic and dynamic, while containing the past in their current form. Temporality
is also highlighted as crucial by Jones; like Barad, he presents a nonlinear
understanding of time, where “the presentis not a pointin a predetermined sequence
of spaces and times stretching inexorably from past to future, but is instead the point
at which the already defined object encounters the possibility of change”, highlighting
the dynamic nature of plasticity in the material becoming of entities (Jones, 2022, pp.
54).
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In conclusion, from an ontological perspective, this thesis aligns with a relational
conception of reality as dynamically emerging and materializing (Dewsbury, 2000;
Jones, 2009, 2022; Latour, 2005; Barad, 2003, 2007; Orlikowski & Scott, 2015),
encompassing the notion of relational space. Although the sub-studies utilize a
relational conception of space, the overall findings of this thesis incorporate
perspectives from the more-than-relational geography, addressing the historicity
and contextual factors involved in materialization. Furthermore, this work engages
with the framework of material-discursive practices, underscoring that discourse is
not solely linguistic but is intrinsic to the material formation of the world, through
which agencies also emerge. Inclusion (or, conversely, exclusion) is examined as a
dynamic process generated through relational phenomena encompassing spatiality,
urban form, policy frameworks, organizational structures, and other factors. This
study seeks to elucidate the implications of these dynamics for the conceptualization
and implementation of inclusive innovation policy in urban contexts.

3.2 Data and methods

This thesis utilizes a qualitative research methodology, integrating multiple
theoretical frameworks and data sources throughout its constituent sub-studies. The
data and case studies are situated in Finland, the USA, Australia, and the member
states of the European Union (EU). The inclusivity of innovation policy at the
municipal level constitutes an emerging research domain; consequently, no singular
comprehensive theoretical framework has been universally applied across all
constituent studies. Alternatively, frameworks such as actor-network theory (ANT)
and relational theory were employed to offer insights from multiple perspectives and
were assessed as the most appropriate for analyzing the issues under investigation.

In Sub-study I, we analyzed the framing of inclusion as an objective within science,
technology, and innovation (STI) policies by examining its utilization in both STI
research and policy discourse. The study had a dual objective: first, to examine the
manifestation of inclusion within STI research literature; and second, to elucidate the
divergent interpretations of inclusion that emerged from the literature in the
empirical section of the paper. We examined two prominent frameworks:
Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) within the European Union and the
Broader Impacts Criterion (BIC) in the United States. These frameworks were chosen
owing to their substantial influence on STI policies and research, as well as their
differentiated methodologies for advancing inclusivity. BIC emphasizes the
dissemination and societal relevance of research, whereas RRI aims to fundamentally
transform the underlying principles of research and innovation to ensure greater
responsibility and equity. In the theoretical section, we employed the frameworks of
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policy divergence and policy decoupling. The empirical analysis relies on 20 principal
policy documents and publications pertaining to RRI and BIC. The documents were
analyzed employing theory-driven content analysis and document analysis
methodologies.

In the second sub-study, we examined the mechanisms through which communality
both arose and was constrained within selected neighborhoods in Vaasa, Finland. The
research questions posed were:

1) How do the interviewees’ understandings of communality affect their
perceptions of and ideas about the neighbourhoods studied and their
development?

2) How are different understandings of a desirable urban community linked
with institutionalized power structures produced by socio-economic
differences, privilege and disadvantage, and public authorities?

As these questions suggest, thematic interviews were one of the chosen data
collection methods, complemented by Community Urban Planning Labs (CUPL)—a
form of focus group interview conducted in digital settings as a part of the Suburban
Innovation project. In total, 25 thematic interviews and seven CUPL sessions were
conducted with 44 informants between 2020 and 2021. The informant group
included 19 authorities (urban planners, local government officials, and specialists)
and 33 residents. Efforts were made to ensure diverse participation among residents,
encompassing a range of ethnic backgrounds, ages, and socio-economic
circumstances. The case study design used here is descriptive, as the goal was to
understand the selected cases in their context and provide a detailed description of
them, guided by the developed theoretical framework (Yin, 2003). Both data sets
were analyzed using actor-network theory (ANT) and intersectional perspectives
within a content analysis framework.

The third sub-study investigated innovation districts and their potential to adopt
more inclusive operational practices and generate broader societal value within their
urban contexts. The research questions were:

1. How can inclusive innovation districts be conceptualized from a relational
perspective?

2. In which ways do the relational dimensions of inclusive innovation districts
appear in the data?

The cases examined were Turku Science Park (TSP) in Turku, Finland, and Melbourne
Innovation Districts (MID) in Melbourne, Australia. I conducted 15 semi-structured
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interviews with informants from both countries during 2023-2024, using both in-
person and remote methods. Relational theory was employed to explore how
inclusion can be advanced in innovation areas that often produce new forms of
exclusion and polarization. In adopting this approach, I emphasized the need to
understand inclusion as a holistic and interconnected process within innovation
districts. The interview data were coded using a theory-driven inductive approach,
whereby dimensions of inclusion identified in the literature review served as an
analytical lens to uncover deeper insights into inclusion and the dynamics between
different manifestations of inclusion and processes of exclusion. The double case
study presented here is exploratory in nature, as the topic currently has a very limited
theoretical foundation in established literature. Nevertheless, the design adhered to
the principles of a descriptive case study, with the analysis guided by the theoretical
framework outlined in the literature review (Yin, 2003). This approach enabled a
focused examination of the phenomenon and maintained relevance in the broader
innovation district literature despite the scarcity of existing evidence (Yin, 2003). A
summary of the data and methods used in each sub-study, in relation to their
respective research objectives, is presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Data and methods utilized in the sub-studies of this thesis in
relation to the research objective in each.

Sub-study | 1 1]
To scrutinize the . . The conceptualization
. . . . To investigate how . . _—
manifestation of inclusion . of innovation districts
. o communality is .
as an STl policy objective in from a relational
— . understood and .
Objective research literature and perspective and
. therefore supported or | . . .
demonstrate the resulting . . investigating relational
decoupling in polic restricted in the case dimensions of
pling 1 poficy neighborhoods . .
language inclusion
25 thematic interviews
20 key policy documents and seven CUPL .
yp . y . . 15 semi-structured
Data and publications on RRl and | sessions with 33 . .
. thematic interviews
BIC residents and 11
authorities
Theory-driven qualitative Content analysis with .
. . . Theory-driven
Methods content analysis, document | intersectional . .
. . inductive approach
analysis perspectives
. . . Actor-network theory .
. Policy divergence, polic . Relational theory,
Theoretical ¥ . g .p ¥ (ANT), theories on . . . y
decoupling, inclusive . innovation districts,
background | . . community and . . .
innovation . inclusive cities
communality
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3.3 Contributions in co-authored articles

Sub-studies I and II were co-authored within a research team connected to distinct
externally funded research projects. Sub-study I was conducted within the Business
Finland-funded project MISS - Practicing Mission-Oriented Innovation Policy.
Following the Contributor Roles Taxonomy (CRediT) (Hosseini etal, 2026), my
central contribution to this article lies in methodology and empirical analysis. In
addition, I contributed to research conceptualization and design, the management
and collection of research materials, writing the body text, editing the article during
peer review and other stages, confirmation and analysis of findings, and the
visualization of frameworks and results. I also had a minor role in funding acquisition.

Sub-study II was conducted within the project Place-Based Innovations While
Developing Residential Areas - A Double Case Study of the Olympic Quarter and
Ristinummi in the City of Vaasa. The project was funded through the Ministry of the
Environment’s Suburban Development Programme in Finland. My role as a project
researcher involved contributing to research design as well as designing and carrying
out data collection. Prior to the project, I also had a minor role in the acquisition of
research funding. For the article, [ was primarily involved in writing the body text and
editing the manuscript during peer review and other stages, as well as in the
verification and analysis of findings.

I designed and carried out sub-study III independently under the guidance of my
supervisors.

3.4 Ethics

As previously indicated, ethics and accountability constitute fundamental
components of agential realism, given that researchers and scientists are
simultaneously integral to the phenomena under investigation and agential in the
production of reality (Barad, 2007). The ethical framework of this thesis is founded
upon several fundamental principles. Initially, throughout all phases of research
design, execution, and data management, the internal regulations of the University of
Vaasa were adhered to. The University is dedicated to compliance with the Finnish
Code of Conduct for Research Integrity, established by the Finnish National Board on
Research Integrity TENK (TENK, 2023), and consequently, all procedures have been
grounded in ethical research practices. Furthermore, as a member state of the
European Union, Finland adheres to the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).
Accordingly, for Sub-studies II and III, scientific research data file privacy notices
were formulated and disseminated to participants prior to their involvement.
Participation in both studies was contingent upon obtaining informed consent.
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The question of ethics was particularly important in Sub-study II, as part of the
investigation into communality involved examining the social sustainability of the
case neighborhoods. Special attention was given to including individuals in more
vulnerable societal positions, so that they could share their perspectives and
experiences. This was essential to ensure that diverse voices were heard in defining
communality, rather than only those in positions of power. It also required us, as
researchers, to be especially mindful of our own roles as part of the group of
authorities. This means that we had a particular responsibility to ensure that data
collection and interpretation were conducted in ways that respected participants’
rights and dignity. In Sub-study III, the informants were experts and professionals in
their respective fields.

3.5 Limitations

Some limitations of this study should be acknowledged. Firstly, all the primary data
in this thesis are qualitative and were obtained mostly through interviews. Overall,
the study would have benefited from more diverse data sources, especially
considering the deep exploration of citizen perspectives in Sub-study III, which
remains an area for future research. While the case studies in Sub-studies II and III
provide insights that can inform investigations of other cases, they are descriptive in
nature, which limits the generalizability of some findings due to contextual factors.
Additionally, all sub-studies are situated in Western, high-income countries, which
should be taken into account when interpreting the results of this thesis. These issues
will be briefly elaborated on in Sub-study I.
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4 SUMMARIES OF SUB-STUDIES

4.1 Sub-study I: Inclusion as a science, technology,
and innovation policy objective in high-income
countries: the decoupling dilemma

In this study, the focus was on contemporary science, technology, and innovation
(STI) policies. Our interest was to examine how inclusion is framed and therefore
applied in STI research and policy publications. The starting point of the study was
that inclusion has gained multifaceted meanings in the broad STI literature, not the
least a dual meaning that is present in its dictionary form, inclusion meaning either
1. “the action or state of including or of being included within a group or structure, or
a person or thing that is included within a whole” or 2. “the practice or policy of
providing equal access to opportunities and resources for people who might
otherwise be excluded or marginalized, such as those who have physical or mental
disabilities and members of other minority groups.” (Oxford Dictionary of English,
accessed through MOT, 2024). Our concern was that this has both theoretical and
practical implications for STI research and policy that were not captured properly in
the current literature.

We studied two well-known frameworks within the STI policy domain: Responsible
Research and Innovation (RRI) employed in the Horizon research programs of the
EU, and Broader Impacts Criterion (BIC) that is used to evaluate the societal benefits
of research in the National Science Foundation’s (NSF) research projects in the United
States. We utilized decoupling as policy divergence (Graafland & Smid, 2019) as our
theoretical lens in the literature review and hypothesized that “the broader meanings
of inclusion are partially decoupling from a common understanding of inclusion
linked to disadvantaged groups.” (Kalliomiki et al., 2024, pp. 799). We framed this
issue as “decoupling dilemma,” which highlights the broadening scope of the meaning
of inclusion as an STI policy objective; it is increasingly parting with its original
meaning associated with the inclusion of marginalized populations to also mean the
inclusion of any actors in STI processes, such as co-creation and co-production. In
addition, inclusion is increasingly utilized to serve STI impact agendas.

In addition to the lens of decoupling, we employed the concepts of agency and goal
setting to further investigate the meaning of inclusion as an objective; whether the
recipients of innovation policy activities were considered active or passive, and if the
goal of inclusion was employed more as a means or as an end goal of the process. The
decoupling was noticeable in our data, and in addition, attention to agency and goal
setting let us make important remarks about inclusive policies; although the nature
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of active-passive and means-ends dimensions is in practice quite fluid, making the
distinction is useful for analyzing the impacts of policies.

4.2 Sub-study II: Reconsidering neighbourhood
communality through the lens of intersectionality:
resident and authority perspectives

The article explores the experiences and understanding of communality in two
suburban neighborhoods located in Vaasa, Finland. The research was conducted
within the Suburban Innovation research project. The project was a part of the
suburban development program that ran between 2020 and 2022, which allocated
funding across Finland to develop suburban areas and enhance their social
sustainability (Ministry of the Environment, 2025). The overarching goal of Suburban
Innovation was to understand the processes of urban change happening in Vaasa,
which is the regional capital of Ostrobothnia on the west coast of Finland (Suburban
Innovation, 2023a). One focus was on the different perspectives of regional actors
when it comes to suburban development, and the governance structures that guide
decision-making in said development (Suburban Innovation, 2023b). The project
collaborated with the City of Vaasa and other relevant organizations in the area, such
as the Student Housing Foundation in Vaasa (VOAS).

Vaasa is a city of around 70,000 residents, and the surrounding region with
neighboring municipalities comprises more than 100,000 residents. The case
neighborhoods, Ristinummi and Olympia Quarter, were chosen due to indicators that
these areas are at an economic and reputational disadvantage compared to other
neighborhoods in Vaasa. They also have higher demographic diversity, with a large
number of students, immigrants, and low-income residents inhabiting the areas. As
one of the goals of the project was also to generate information to develop more
socially, economically, and environmentally sustainable cities, these neighborhoods
were chosen as the targets of the investigations in order to aid their development in
the future.

We investigated the phenomenon of communality, defined as the sense of connection
and belonging among residents in an emotional, relational, and functional way
(Niskavaara et al, 2025). Communality can be conceptualized as a material-
discursive phenomenon or as a material-semiotic entity that arises through
individuals and their varied identities, urban infrastructure, and the neighborhood
reputation, which is discursively and narratively constructed through social
interactions and media representations. However, the results demonstrate that this
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does not imply that the character of a community is uniform or universal; rather,
residents engage with and experience it differently depending on a variety of factors.

Utilizing intersectional perspectives and ANT made it possible to identify three
narration gestalts from the data that illustrate different perspectives of communality
in the neighborhoods: inclusion, recollection, and segregation. Inclusion in this
context refers to organized or informal social activities and gatherings that support
community spirit, for example the annual Ristinummi Day or communal summer
festivities. It was noted how sense of communality was connected with functional
outdoor infrastructure and active organization, making it vulnerable to decline if the
equipment becomes damaged or active individuals in local organizations no longer
arrange events. That scenario leads to notions that communality is collapsing.
However, ethnic minority respondents emphasized other things that are essential for
inclusion, such as a reliable social network of communication and information
sharing.

The second identified narration gestalt was recollection. As the name suggests, this
was strongly connected to nostalgia and reminiscing about communities that once
existed in these areas. The notion of collapsing communality is connected to this
reminiscing, particularly among the original residents of Ristinummi in the 1970s,
leading to romanticized and idealized descriptions of the past and expressions of
grievance about the present. The third narration gestalt we identified was
segregation. This was characterized by experiences of exclusion and division among
residents with lower socio-economic status and ethnic minorities. In this category,
the different perspectives on how to enhance communality were especially clear: “It
is notable that while the non-resident respondents (i.e. city officials and local
politicians) proposed breaking up the non-white communities as a means to create a
heterogeneous population structure, residents with migratory backgrounds more
frequently suggested including white, Finnish-speaking people in the already existing
neighbourhood as a solution.” (Niskavaara et al., 2025, pp. 148, emphasis in original).

Therefore, we revealed a divide in perceived communality between authorities and
resident groups, which was constituted by racism and cultural essentialism, and also
embodied heteronormativity and ableism. Through this discursive construction,
these neighborhoods are “othered and stigmatized as deprived, which may lead to
denouncement of the persons inhabiting the place as well” (Niskavaara et al., 2025,
pp. 149; Vietinghoff, 2021). This is due to the idealization of the community as
homogeneous—white and Finnish-speaking, working-class, and characterized by an
active lifestyle, such as sports. Residents who don’t fit this description, such as
marginalized ethnic groups, students, renters, and those living in social housing, were
seen as disrupting community cohesion. Therefore, structural inequalities greatly
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limit opportunities to participate in communal life and may also lead to less just
urban policies.

4.3 Sub-study III: Inclusion in Innovation Districts: A
Relational Perspective

The final sub-study of this thesis aimed to incorporate learnings from the literature
on inclusive cities into that on innovation districts to investigate how these districts
could become more inclusive and socially sustainable (Liang et al., 2022; Zhao et al,,
2025; Morales et al., 2025). It is a recognized issue in the literature on innovation
districts that these new land-use types, designed to advance innovation, may
reinforce issues such as gentrification and social and economic polarization (Heaphy
& Wiig, 2020; Kayanan, 2022; Kayanan, Drucker, & Renski, 2022; Maalsen, Wolifson,
& Dowling, 2023). Consequently, the link between inclusion and innovation districts
has rarely been established, except in very recent studies (Morales et al., 2025).
Previous studies have approached the societal goals of innovation districts from the
viewpoint of policy responses aimed at alleviating gentrification (Morisson &
Bevilacqua, 2019); social integration (Pancholi, Yigitcanlar, & Guaralda, 2019);
citizen engagement and social innovation (Esmaeilpoorarabi et al., 2020a, 2020b;
Fernandez & Bentley, 2022); and mixed-use development (Gao & Lim, 2023).

However, previous literature on inclusive cities (also outlined in Chapter 2 of this
thesis) demonstrates that cross-sectoral collaboration, an integrative approach, and
stakeholder and community engagement are key to designing and implementing
more inclusive urban policies and development. This existing body of knowledge
should not be left on the sidelines when developing innovation districts. This is
especially true because innovation districts often already exhibit a collaborative
structure between sectors and organizations that can be utilized to achieve more
inclusive outcomes. This would, however, require sufficient intent, resources, and the
prioritization of inclusion in urban innovation policy agendas (Bramwell, 2021; Lee,
2023; Parsons et al,, 2024; Zhao et al., 2025).

Utilizing the findings from the literature review (Liang et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2025)
and relational theory (Murdoch, 2005; Yeung, 2005) facilitated the construction of a
conceptual framework that illustrates the interconnectedness of different
dimensions of inclusion that should be accounted for in the development of
innovation districts. By specifically employing the viewpoint of innovation and
drawing on the interview data, I add to the previously recognized dimensions of
inclusive cities (social, economic, spatial, environmental, political) by distinguishing
health and well-being, capacity-building, inclusion in innovation, digital inclusion,
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inclusion in networks, and engagement of actors as distinct categories. Like in
previous studies, the categories in this study also somewhat overlap and both support
and restrict one another. More inclusive innovation districts could be developed by
accounting for the intertwined and relational nature of these dimensions. For
example, as place-based approaches to innovation-driven development, innovation
districts could utilize their specialized cross-sectoral structures to address not only
access to jobs but also the structural inequalities that hinder employment for
disadvantaged groups (see also Zhao et al., 2025). However, crucial challenges
remain: first, the inherently exclusive nature of the neoliberal innovation economy
makes it difficult to reframe the meaning of innovation districts (Heaphy & Wiig,
2020; Esmaeilpoorarabi et al.,, 2020a, 2020b; Kayanan, 2022; Kayanan, Drucker, &
Renski, 2022; Maalsen, Wolifson, & Dowling, 2023). Secondly, the implementation of
innovation district strategies without sufficiently considering the local context and
social sustainability may perpetuate the exclusive nature of innovation districts
(Bramwell, 2021; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al., 2024; Morales et al., 2025).



42 Acta Wasaensia

5 RESULTS

5.1 Results from the sub-studies

The three sub-studies, individually and collectively, provide pertinent insights for the
formulation of more inclusive innovation policies in cities. The first sub-study
expressly concentrated on policies, with a particular emphasis on STI policies. A
primary conclusion was that future research and policymaking ought to address the
increasing ambiguity associated with inclusion. As previously indicated, “If inclusion
is increasingly appearing everywhere in STI policy rhetoric, it might end up nowhere
in practice,” may lead to ambiguous policies and superficial initiatives that
insufficiently empower individuals occupying marginalized social positions
(Arnstein, 1969; Kalliomaki et al., 2024, pp. 804). Nevertheless, the differentiation
between the two forms of decoupling is not characterized as intrinsically detrimental.
Co-creation and co-production are, instead, regarded as fundamental for fostering
more engaging policymaking processes and can be deliberately structured to enhance
inclusivity (Perikangas & Tuurnas, 2023). Ideally, both “strands” could be cultivated
and progressed in a more harmonious manner concurrently.

The key outcomes of Sub-study II stem from observations related to the governance
of socioeconomically disadvantaged neighborhoods. According to the OECD (Planes-
Satorra & Paunov, 2017), a central principle of inclusive innovation policy is to ensure
that development does not deepen disparities between different areas and regions
and that less developed areas also receive support. This means that not developing
certain areas in favor of others is also an active choice, not merely passive inaction.
Although Ristinummi has received increased attention in recent years, this appears
to coincide with strategic efforts to attract battery manufacturing companies to a
newly established industrial area. In 2023, the local newspaper Ilkka-Pohjalainen
reported that “The arrival of the battery factory in Vaasa may finally resolve the area’s
[Ristinummi’s] bad reputation” (translated from Finnish), and how millions of euros
are being invested to “clean up” the reputation of Ristinummi, which is located near
the battery manufacturing area (Lahti, 2023). While this is just one news article and
does not reflect official statements from local public authorities, it illustrates the
narratives that have been used about Ristinummi over the past decades. The
attention Ristinummi is now receiving may ultimately benefit its existing residents
and perhaps serve as a positive example of how innovation-driven development can
support broader urban populations. However, situations like this raise important
questions about the rationales behind such developments and connect to a broader
global phenomenon: the relationship between multinational companies and urban
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planning, in which cities play an essential role in steering a common urban future that
is productive, just, and sustainable (Hiittenhain & Kiibler, 2021).

In Sub-study IlI, [ argued for a more holistic and relational consideration of inclusion
within the framework of urban innovation districts. By analyzing previous literature
and interview data, ten dimensions of inclusion were identified: spatial inclusion,
social inclusion, inclusion in innovation, inclusion in well-being, economic inclusion,
digital inclusion, engagement of actors, inclusion in networks, environment and
sustainability, and capacity-building. Each category also has distinctive policies and
actions, but one of the main arguments is to pay attention to the relationship between
different dimensions when designing inclusive innovation policies in innovation
districts. The second argument was that “this study should encourage a re-evaluation
of the purpose of IDs to include their utilization as testbeds or living labs to promote
inclusion through a wide variety of experiments that specifically build upon their
integrative approach and a relational understanding of inclusion.” (Kalliokoski,
submitted). This stems from the notion that cross-sectoral collaboration is often
already present in innovation districts, and such arrangements could also contribute
to more inclusive outcomes—for example, as part of the actors’ sustainability
strategies. However, this would require sufficient resources and a clear intent to
coordinate these efforts among district stakeholders (Morisson & Bevilacqua, 2019;
Morales et al., 2025; Zhao et al., 2025).

Collectively, these studies yield critical insights pertinent to the overarching findings
of this thesis, as delineated in Table 4. The results indicate three primary themes: 1)
discursive practices and narratives, 2) the multifaceted and relational meanings of
inclusion, and 3) the significance of addressing the local context encompassing social,
spatial, and temporal configurations for inclusion. Furthermore, the role of the public
sector in monitoring and steering developments was prominently demonstrated in
the studies.

Table 4. Synthesis of key results from sub-studies.

Sub studies Key takeaways

Currently, inclusion may refer to the involvement of any party
or the specific inclusion and empowerment of marginalized

| & Il: Narratives groups, manifesting as policy decoupling. Limited narratives on
and policy communality and inclusion may cause divisive effects. This is
language, relevant because language, narratives, and discourses shape

discursive practices | the way cities and neighborhoods are developed, how
communities emerge and are treated, and how policies and
guidelines are designed and applied.
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Sub studies Key takeaways

Inclusion can be analyzed by recognizing its multiple forms of
manifestation and employment—as a means, as an end, and by

| & lll: The scrutinizing the agency of participants (who may be active or

multifaceted and passive parties, and in what ways). Further, inclusion in urban

relational meaning | settings needs to be recognized as a relational concept,

of inclusion considering the multiple factors and their interactions that
contribute to inclusive or exclusive structures, both spatial and
non-spatial.

Studying four different cases at the neighborhood level
revealed the importance of context when implementing
innovation and development policies. Add-on policies may omit
Il & lll: The role of | important aspects of the local community and/or reinforce
spatial, social, and | harmful stereotypes and stigmas if not properly addressed.
temporal context, Local institutions, especially public governance, have an
institutional impact | essential role in overseeing the overall development of the city
and how external investments and private developments made
in the name of innovation impact residents in terms of social
sustainability and inclusion, in addition to economic gain.

5.1.1 Narratives and policy language, discursive practices

As noted in Chapter Three, discourses are part of the material becoming of the world.
The role of narratives and discourses is an emerging area of research in inclusive
innovation policy and its spatial applications (Parsons et al., 2024) but is already well
recognized in other disciplines, such as urban sociology. In Sub-study II, we explored
the process of ‘othering,” in which communality is constructed and restricted through
material-discursive practices. Narration and discourse build stories that are part of
the material becoming of the world and are therefore agential in changing it.
Strategies and policies are important avenues of storytelling that also communicate
the priorities and purposes of urban and innovation policy to residents and local
actors. By othering places, people, sectors, and jobs in discourse, it becomes difficult
to establish a common understanding and a joint vision of inclusive principles,
especially regarding matters of innovation.

If it is to succeed, inclusive innovation policy must be prioritized at a strategic level,
that is, by senior management involved in city governance (Bramwell, 2021; Parsons
et al., 2024). Critical studies on innovation discourse (innovation speak), have also
found that the market-oriented framing of innovation impacts policy and practice by
cementing the exclusion of marginalized communities and reinforcing existing unjust
power dynamics (Jimenez, Pansera, & Abdelnour, 2025). Adding to this is the
‘decoupling dilemma’ discussed in Sub-study I, where the meaning of inclusion is
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increasingly diverging from its original intent of empowering marginalized
communities.

Therefore, the manner in which innovation policy engages with individuals, regions,
occupations, sectors, the environment, or other relevant elements within discourse
and narration becomes pivotal for the development of inclusive innovation policy in
urban contexts. A shared vision and mutual understanding facilitate the replication,
learning, maintenance, and advancement of inclusive processes and outcomes
(Bramwell, 2021; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al., 2024). In the study conducted by Parsons
etal. (2024, pp. 332), it was asserted that “coherent and perhaps ambitious narrative”
could be employed to facilitate and sustain the advancement of inclusive innovation
policy. Bramwell (2021, pp. 256) observed that the network involved in the
implementation of InnovateGSO played a significant role in expanding the discourse
beyond economic development and “[..] successfully articulating a vision for

»

inclusive innovation [...]”. Nonetheless, extant scholarly literature has also
recognized that branding a city as inclusive encompasses inherent challenges and
tensions, as municipalities may exaggerate inclusivity for branding and marketing
objectives or utilize it to pursue aims unrelated to social sustainability (Alsayel, de
Jong, & Fransen, 2022; Zhao, Edelenbos, & de Jong, 2025). Zhao, Edelenbos, and de
Jong (2025) found the branding of a city as inclusive is shaped by motivations
including altruism and entrepreneurialism, alongside the city’s objective level of
inclusiveness. From an urban governance and management perspective, these
notions are crucial for informing more inclusive innovation policies in cities,
particularly given the previous dominance of technological and business innovation

in driving urban development (Lee, 2023).

5.1.2 The multifaceted and relational meaning of inclusion

In Sub-study III, I argued for the reconceptualization of the purpose of innovation
districts in order to build on their integrative planning approach to advance inclusive
innovation outcomes. The argument is derived from two notions: the fuzziness and
multifaceted meaning of inclusion in the literature (e.g., Lee, 2023) and the argument
that because “IDs operate at the interface of urban, economic and innovation policies,
trying to understand inclusion within a single domain such as economic, political,
social, or spatial aspects might lead to potentially unsatisfactory results” (Kalliokoski,
submitted; Armendaris et al, 2015; Lee, 2023). A relational and intertwined
approach to inclusion may aid in designing the policy mixes that have been advocated
for in inclusive innovation policy in cities (Planes-Satorra & Paunov, 2017; Bramwell,
2021; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al., 2024). This is needed because, as Lee (2023, pp. 8)
put it, “Inequality and underrepresentation are the result of complex, interlinked



46 Acta Wasaensia

phenomena, not simply exclusion from the tech economy. A strategy that addresses
one part of this - inclusion in the tech economy - is perhaps treating the symptom of
these problems rather than the causes.” Another example of a complex urban
development challenge for inclusion is the emerging literature on green
gentrification, or eco-gentrification; terms that reflect how green investments in
cities can exacerbate social exclusion (e.g., Anguelovski et al.,, 2022; Leino, Wallin, &
Laine, 2024).

With regard to the role of cities within the wider framework of innovation policy
formulation and implementation, it can be argued that cities ought to be regarded as
an essential component thereof, given that the cross-sectoral collaborative structures
requisite for such transformative policy mixes are manifest in urban contexts:
housing, infrastructure, social policy, the third sector, among others (Lee, 2023;
Todtling, Trippl & Desch, 2021; Uyarra et al., 2025). The spatial and temporal urban
context, inherently, emerges as a critical element within this line of discourse.
However, citing Clarke (2004, pp. 30), Bramwell observes that managing multi-actor
environments composed of autonomous and complex organizations with “shared
purposes but no shared authority” represents a challenging endeavor. This points
towards a certain degree of institutionalization to be necessary for more inclusive
policies, embedding them within “broader supportive institutional infrastructures”,
thereby reinforcing the strategic significance of inclusion in innovation (Bramwell,
2021, pp. 247; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al, 2024; Morales et al., 2025). Moreover,
Bramwell asserts that in multistakeholder contexts implementing policy mixes,
intermediary organizations—that is, entities that connect individuals with the
organizations providing requisite services—play a pivotal role (Bramwell, 2021).
According to Bramwell, these entities may include non-profit organizations, local
government bodies, educational institutions, as well as various business and
entrepreneurship support organizations and associations.

5.1.3 The role of spatial, social, and temporal context for inclusion

Urban research has been covering issues related to spatial injustices and inequities
for along time. From the standpoint of urban governance and management, this work
is essential for guiding more inclusive innovation policies within cities, especially
considering the prior predominance of technological and business innovation in
shaping urban development (Lee, 2023). For example, segregation is a well-known
issue, where social, economic, and spatial disadvantages concentrate in a single area.
Segregation is an exemplifying challenge of an intertwined, complex process of
exclusion. The reasons why segregation occurs are multiple: the dynamics and
change of labor markets and the global economy (e.g., Smith, 2008), issues in the
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urban form resulting from inadequate urban planning and policy, deprivation and
neglect of buildings and environment, stigmatization of certain urban areas and the
discrimination of their residents, as well as failures in other policy sectors, such as
housing and social policies (Andersson, Brama & Holmqvist, 2010; Ruonavaara,
Rasinkangas & Rosengren, 2025). While segregation is a phenomenon occurring in
cities globally, how it manifests and influences local conditions are context-specific,
and are also subject to administrative and political steering from the national level
(Ruonavaara, Rasinkangas & Rosengren, 2025). Despite working with segregation for
decades, a study by Musterd and others (2016) found that segregation had increased
in European cities and that contextual and temporal factors need to be better
accounted for in analyzing segregation.

What current innovation policy has largely failed to address, and what partly links it
to deeper urban inequalities, is the spatiotemporal context of cities (Cappellano,
Molica, & Makkonen, 2024; Uyarra et al., 2025). This issue is particularly pronounced
at the national and supranational levels; however, innovation policies implemented
by cities themselves also succumb to the pitfalls of one-dimensional technological
solutionism despite their inclusive objectives (Lee, 2023). Each city possesses distinct
histories, customs, cultures, and infrastructures that have evolved over time into
their present forms (Parsons et al., 2024). As discussed in Chapter 3 regarding the
plasticity of space and the present moment as the juncture at which “a defined object
encounters the possibility of change”, the future of cities is limited by existing
conditions, yet the pathways for progress remain subject to debate (Jones, 2022, pp.
54). Similarly, Barad (2007, pp. 177) addresses constraints in relation to the agential
realist concept of causality, proposing an alternative framework to the conventional
discourse on determinism and free will: “[...] intra-actions iteratively reconfigure
what is possible and what is impossible—possibilities do not sit still. One way to mark
this is to say that intra-actions are constraining but not determining.”

Although Barad notes that this is an imperfect way to describe it, since possibilities
are constantly reconfiguring, it illustrates how we can rethink the dynamics of
temporality, spatiality, and possibility within the context of material becoming. The
way each city has materialized through its buildings, residents, environment,
infrastructure, policies, and customs has created a system in which each component
constrains, supports, or reconfigures possibilities to enable more inclusive outcomes.
Urban form and infrastructure are therefore agential in both inclusive and exclusive
processes, alongside policies. Inclusion should thus be understood in a
comprehensive and dynamic manner, rather than in silos, highlighting the necessity
of theorizing inclusion as relational. Redirecting the trajectory of increasingly
unequal cities requires intentional, context-sensitive work, as no one-size-fits-all
model exists (Chandler, 2022).
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In the context of practical policy development, temporality is also significant in terms
of continuity; a study by Bramwell (2021) demonstrated that institutional incapacity
to sustain urban inclusive innovation initiatives resulted in their dissolution once
external project funding ceased after two years. Therefore, the role of inclusion in
urban innovation policies must be explicitly addressed with appropriate resources
and deliberate intent, ensuring these policies are grounded in local conditions and
communities from their inception and integrated into broader policy frameworks
(Bramwell, 2021; Todtling, Trippl & Desch, 2021; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al., 2024;
Zhao et al., 2025). Otherwise, the risk is that policies remain ineffective or exacerbate
socio-economic disparities. In Sub-study IlI, participants proposed specific measures
including the allocation of funds for inclusive innovation policy, the appointment of
an innovation district coordinator, and the establishment of thematic leadership roles
that integrate inclusion and innovation (Kalliokoski, submitted).

As previously examined, earlier iterations of innovation and economic policies have
perpetuated a legacy characterized by exclusion and deepening inequalities (Breau,
Kogler & Bolton, 2014; Baum-Snow, Freedman & Pavan, 2018; Kemeny & Osman,
2018; Zandiatashbar & Kayanan, 2020; Kemeny, Petralia & Storper, 2022). It cannot
be assumed that new framings, such as mission-oriented innovation policies (MOIP),
do not perpetuate these legacies in some manner, notwithstanding the intention to
broaden their scope (Diercks, Larsen & Steward, 2019; Wiarda, Rodriguez-Gironés &
Doorn, 2025). Hence, the perspective of inclusion and context-sensitivity in
formulating broad missions into locally actionable and contextually pertinent
objectives is essential (Uyarra et al., 2025). As Coenen, Hansen, and Rekers (2015, pp.
492) recognize, “the need to go beyond so-called technological fixes when addressing
grand challenges foregrounds the value of geographical perspectives in
policymaking, where the role played by place-based social and political contexts in
transformational change is explicitly acknowledged”.

Since various forms of urban exclusion are interconnected and context-specific (e.g.,
Armendaris et al., 2015), solutions like an inclusive innovation policy require a
holistic and relational approach to inclusion, as described in Sub-study III. Lee (2023)
explains that innovation and entrepreneurship, often linked in traditional views, are
risky activities largely governed by chance, with no guaranteed conditions for a
breakthrough invention or solution. According to Stanley, Glennie, and Gabriel
(2018), analyzing how costs, risks, and benefits are distributed in a policy is essential
to inclusive innovation policy.
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5.2 Advancing inclusive innovation policy in cities as a
relational and place-based strategy

In the previous sub-chapter, I identified three central themes in the results of my sub-
studies:1. Narratives and policy language, discursive practices, 2. The multifaceted
and relational meaning of inclusion, and 3. The role of spatial, social, and temporal
context, institutional impact. In light of the dynamic, intra-active becoming of reality,
it can be summarized that narratives and discourses, policies, actors and institutions,
as well as spatiality, form a relational system for the manifestation and interpretation
of inclusion in cities. Next, the implications for the operationalization and
theorization of inclusive innovation policy in cities are examined. [ will argue that
inclusive innovation policy should be considered in both relational and place-based
terms within cities, recognizing the unique characteristics of each city while linking
them to broader governance systems and power relations.

The place-based approach is substantiated by the increasing emphasis on
geographical sensitivity in national and supranational innovation policy design
(Uyarraetal,, 2025), highlighting the necessity of leveraging the extensive knowledge
within urban research disciplines concerning inclusion and exclusion. This is
essential to fully actualize the potential of place-based approaches and their
implementation for advancing inclusiveness. In the policy brief on Suburban
Innovation, we propose the following definition and conceptual framework for place-
based management:

“Place-based management involves developing areas together with residents, the
city administration and other actors in the area. Place-based management is
based on the use of co-development and user innovations. Place-based
management identifies the problems, strengths and opportunities of an area, and
seeks to develop it with stakeholders from other local areas in a solution-oriented
way, drawing on local resources. Cross-sectoral administrative cooperation is
also essential.” (Luoto et al, 2023, pp. 3).

Research on inclusive cities has adopted an integrative and holistic approach to the
analysis and development of more inclusive and sustainable urban environments,
encompassing social, spatial, economic, environmental, and political dimensions
(Liang et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2025). This body of knowledge should also guide the
implementation of urban innovation policies to ensure their application is conducted

in a more socially sustainable manner.

Focusing on the neighborhood level makes it possible to apply the principles of a
place-based approach to create more effective and inclusive innovation policies that
acknowledge the spatial dimension of such activities (Morales et al,, 2025). The
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process involves drawing on external resources and collaboration while
simultaneously responding to the needs and knowledge of residents, supported by a
relational and context-sensitive understanding of inclusion that emphasizes
relational meaning-making and sense-making in urban policy. It also requires
examining interactions between different areas and neighborhoods: how
investments and other development activities influence various parts of the city, and
how these dynamics affect overall social sustainability in the region (Planes-Satorra
& Paunov, 2017). In line with the findings of Morales et al. (2025, pp. 749), “inclusive
innovation is inherently geographical, demanding tailored strategies that account for
local socio-economic dynamics and disparities.”

Morales et al. (2025) contend that adopting a place-based approach can mitigate the
“fuzziness” of inclusive innovation. That is because employing place-specific
elements can spawn an evidence-based definition. This suggests a place-based
management framework for inclusive innovation, wherein local assets can be
leveraged to facilitate innovation activities while concurrently advancing urban
social sustainability. This can be related to the more-than-relational perspective on
spatial issues (Allen, 2012; Jones, 2022). Identifying key dimensions pertinent to
inclusive urban innovation policy—such as social, economic, and political inclusion;
the role of inclusive narratives and discourses; institutional influence and intent in
shaping the strategic positioning of inclusion; cross-sectoral collaboration; and
resource allocation—permits conceptualizing those factors in terms of their dynamic
spatial materialization and manifestation within the urban context, even as they
function within a multilevel governance framework.

Adopting such a place-based, context-sensitive approach facilitates
conceptualizing inclusive innovation policies as integral components of public policy
that promote innovation, while ensuring inclusivity and the preservation of the
environment and consideration for future generations. This further emphasizes the
role of cities as principal contexts and agents in inclusive innovation policy, as they
encompass both the opportunities and challenges inherent in innovation and the
multifaceted aspects of sustainable development.As argued in Sub-study III, urban
innovation areas, including innovation districts, could be partially reconceptualized
as testbeds employing cross-sectoral collaboration to advance inclusion via an
integrative and relational approach (Kalliokoski, submitted). That redefinition would
also include social innovations and other solutions originating from diverse publics
that do not necessarily conform to the conventional, technology-centric definition of
innovation (Heeks, Foster, & Nugroho, 2014). A relational perspective facilitates the
acknowledgment of diverse and interrelated citizen and area user needs, such as
education, housing, and economic development, and enables responses through
collaborative, cross-sectoral efforts. However, institutions responsible for developing
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these areas must recognize that the capacity of individuals to participate varies. For
example, individuals and groups with limited resources, such as time or money, may
lack opportunities to engage in policy development or innovation activities.
Inclusiveness in participation is therefore essential, but not sufficient on its own
(Kallioméaki et al, 2024), and capacity-building is an essential component for
inclusive urban innovation policy (Kalliokoski, submitted). Urban innovation policies
must also independently address social sustainability and equity by critically
examining for whom and for what purposes urban areas and whole cities are being
developed, and by anticipating how risks and benefits are distributed (Stanley,
Glennie & Gabriel, 2018; Maalsen, Wolifson & Dowling, 2023).

In addition to generating broader societal benefits and greater equality of
opportunity, understanding inclusion as a relational phenomenon entangled with
innovation policy also requires acknowledging the wider systems, power relations,
and framings that may reinforce inequalities, such as racism and other biases within
policymaking institutions and organizations (Niskavaara et al., 2025), the polarizing
and divisive dynamics of the neoliberal innovation economy (Maalsen, Wolifson &
Dowling, 2023), and socio-spatial inequalities embedded in the urban form, such as
segregation. For example, the “Rising economic inequality has significant gender,
race, ethnicity, and generational effects,” which are in turn connected to the
dimension of urban innovation (Bramwell, 2021, pp. 244; Lee & Rodriguez-Pose,
2013; Kemeny & Osman, 2018).

This calls for context-sensitive governance of innovation policy in terms of objectives,
participation, and directionality—for example, analyzing who benefits from
innovation and how it is diffused and disseminated within and between urban areas
and neighborhoods (Stanley, Glennie, & Gabriel, 2018; Maalsen, Wolifson, & Dowling,
2023). Integrating policy mixes and fostering sectoral collaboration are therefore
essential for advancing more socially sustainable, equitable, and just outcomes at the
urban level (Armendaris et al., 2015; Liang et al., 2022; Zhao, De Jong, & Edelenbos,
2023; Zhao etal., 2025). As Morales et al. (2025, pp. 750) stated, “Inclusive innovation
strategies should encompass different temporalities - past (addressing
multigenerational segregation), present (providing opportunities), and future
(building expectations for improved livelihoods).” Re-examining urban innovation
policies through a relational lens permits embedding the principles of inclusive
innovation policy within the existing functions of the city. A relational perspective
also provides an opportunity to understand participation from a more systemic
viewpoint, extending beyond traditional participation mechanisms (Chilvers, Pallett,
& Hargreaves, 2018).
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Accordingly, it becomes apparent that promoting inclusion within innovation policy
via a place-based relational approach is intrinsically linked to the distinctive
attributes of a specific locale and recognizes inclusion as situated within broader
governance systems, scales, and power relations. These scales encompass resident
activities, local government, and national policy governance, as well as the influence
exerted by multinational corporations that shape urban development. Furthermore,
meaningful inclusion emerges from the consideration of its multiple dimensions,
including social, economic, and spatial aspects (Armendaris et al., 2015). Therefore,
both relational and place-based perspectives are essential: examining cities solely
through a limited spatial lens (space as a container) is inadequate for revealing the
complex phenomena of inclusion and must instead be situated within a broader
systemic context.

In conclusion, it is imperative that the role of innovation in influencing societal
outcomes within urban contexts be more explicitly acknowledged in urban
innovation policy, given that innovation is inherently intertwined with the lived
urban realities of residents and other stakeholders: “The role of policy in bringing
about or preventing the dark side of innovation should therefore not be ignored.”
(Boschma et al., 2025, pp. 4). The findings of this thesis demonstrate how narratives
and discourses, policies, actors and institutions, and spatiality constitute a relational
system through which inclusion is manifested and interpreted in urban innovation
policies.
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6 CONCLUSIONS

This thesis presents an investigation into inclusive innovation policies implemented
in urban contexts. The findings indicate that although innovation can contribute to
inequality, as characterized by spatial disparities across regions and cities, for
example (Pinheiro etal., 2022; Breau, Kogler, & Bolton, 2014; Baum-Snow, Freedman,
& Pavan, 2018), innovation policies have historically not prioritized concerns related
to social inclusion or social sustainability (Lee, 2023; Planes-Satorra & Paunov,
2017). Innovation policy is increasingly integrated into various other domains of
public policy to address the grand challenges of our time, which is a matter of
particular concern (Mazzucato, 2018; Schot & Steinmueller, 2018). Notably, urban
areas have particularly leveraged innovation to implement novel development
strategies, such as innovation districts, to enhance their attractiveness and economic
growth.

[ have utilized a qualitative research strategy, as qualitative research is particularly
effective for examining policy issues and their application. Initially, I established the
theoretical framework by defining key concepts such as inclusive innovation,
inclusive innovation policy, and the inclusive city. | examined the issue of urban social
sustainability within the inclusive city framework before investigating cities as both
agents and contexts in inclusive innovation policies. The investigations conducted by
Bramwell (2021), Lee (2023), and Parsons et al. (2024) were integral to this study.
The synthesis indicates that, to achieve success, municipal top management must
prioritize inclusion strategically; inclusive discourses and narratives should be
maintained within inclusive innovation policy; the existing multilevel governance
framework both limits and simultaneously presents significant potential for inclusive
innovation policy; and cross-sectoral, networked collaboration is essential to
implement locally informed policy mixes that address regional strengths and
developmental needs. Cities, and particularly neighborhoods, were selected as the
unit of analysis due to their demonstrated and ongoing significance in the study of
social sustainability. Moreover, innovation-based development can be
conceptualized as an inherently geographical phenomenon, which must be
considered in the examination of inclusive innovation (Morales et al., 2025).

Although the term inclusion is not without its limitations—stemming not only from
its inherent malleability or “fuzziness” and the assumption of exclusive structures—
it was selected as the focal concept of this thesis due to its applicability in innovation
policy to addressing intertwined social, economic, and spatial issues, with justice
serving as the foundational strategy (Armendaris et al.,, 2015; Papaioannou, 2014).
Furthermore, recent scholarship has increasingly emphasized justice within
transformative innovation policy frameworks, such as mission-oriented innovation



54 Acta Wasaensia

policies (MOIPs) (Wiarda, Rodriguez-Gironés, & Doorn, 2025). Such research thus
underscores the need to extend the understanding of the social sustainability
dimensions of innovation policy.

The philosophy of science was greatly influenced by the work of Barad (2007) on
agential realism, as well as by newer (Malpas, 2012; Allen, 2012; Jones, 2022) and
more traditional perspectives (Yeung, 2005; Sunley, 2008; Jones, 2009) on relational
space. The purpose was to demonstrate the dynamic and interconnected nature of
inclusion, which manifests in dynamic intra-activity within the specific spatial,
temporal, and social configurations of each city. The material-discursive practices
perspective conceptualizes discourses and narratives as integral components of the
material constitution of the world, possessing agency in shaping and reconfiguring
reality and its potentialities. Likewise, entities typically treated as inanimate
background elements in accounts of human activity (e.g., nature and urban form,
including roads and buildings) are understood as agential, insofar as they facilitate
and constrain inclusion. An epistemological perspective similar to that of Barad
(2007) was also adopted, according to which researchers are part of the world and
the phenomena they investigate; knowledge is therefore produced from within the
world through ongoing material-discursive entanglements, rather than from an
external observational standpoint. This position has important ethical implications
for research practice, since researchers are themselves agential in the
(re)configuration of reality.

This thesis comprises three sub-studies, each contributing independently and
collectively to the advancement of knowledge on inclusive innovation policy. Sub-
study I investigated inclusion as an objective within science, technology, and
innovation policy, highlighting the dilemma of policy decoupling and emphasizing the
significance of precise policy language formulation. Sub-study Il examined two
neighborhoods in Vaasa, Finland, characterized by economic and reputational
disadvantages relative to other areas. The findings identified three narration gestalts,
or narrative essences, involved in the construction of communality: inclusion,
recollection, and segregation. Dividing narratives and discourses manifests as
diminished communality and increased discrimination, thereby limiting the
opportunities for marginalized groups and individuals to engage in communal life.
Finally, Sub-study III focused on the development of more inclusive innovation
districts through the implementation of inclusive urban innovation policies. The
results indicate that the collaborative structure of innovation districts is currently
underexploited in the quest for inclusive outcomes, and that inclusion must be
understood relationally to address the underlying causes of exclusivity.
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The principal research questions of this thesis were as follows: 1. How does a
relational conceptualization of inclusion advance both the theoretical understanding
and practical design of inclusive innovation policies in urban contexts? and 2. How
does a neighborhood-level analytical lens enhance the conceptualization and
operationalization of inclusive innovation policies in urban contexts? The primary
contribution of this thesis lies in demonstrating how narratives and discourses,
policies, actors and institutions, and spatiality constitute a relational system for the
manifestation and interpretation of inclusion within urban innovation policies. Policy
and development discourses must be inclusive, and it is essential to acknowledge
that, at present, not all narratives achieve equal societal resonance due to existing
power asymmetries. The greater the opportunities for residents, particularly
marginalized social groups, to engage in the narration of urban development, the
more authentically they can shape the future trajectory of their cities. The policy
dimension involves the comprehensive development of innovation policy as a public
policy to address the social, spatial, economic, environmental, political, digital, and
well-being aspects of inclusion, alongside capacity-building, stakeholder
engagement, participation, and network configurations within innovation activities.
Success requires inclusion to be prioritized in strategies, the allocation of adequate
resources, and cross-sectoral collaboration to enhance societal value (see Bramwell,
2021; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al., 2024).

The dimension of spatiality is particularly related to research question two and the
place-based approach: the inclusiveness of urban innovation constitutes an
inherently spatial and geographical phenomenon (Morales etal., 2025). Furthermore,
contextual sensitivity to each area’s strengths, as well as to social injustices and
systemic issues arising from the specific socio-spatial and temporal configurations of
each city, can be more effectively addressed by employing the neighborhood scale.
Consequently, the disparities between intensely developed and more deprived areas
can be investigated more comprehensively, contributing to social sustainability and
cities as a whole. The issue of actors and institutions involves the particular
configuration of key actors and their networks within each city, as well as their
institutional capacity, which may determine the success or failure of inclusive
innovation policy when multilevel support for the matter exists (Bramwell, 2021).
Cross-sectoral collaboration that is crucial for inclusive innovation policy is only
possible with actors that are committed to advancing inclusion together and are
ready to critically examine their own assumptions and biases related to, for example,
priority setting and policymaking for innovation.

As a practical implication, there is a need to steer away from the technology-
dependent framing on innovation and return to fundamental questions in urban
planning and development: who is the city for and who are the planned beneficiaries
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of innovation-based development? Who has the power to influence development
priorities? It is recognized that it is increasingly difficult to support alternative
framings on innovation due to volatile economic environment that is demanding
cities more and more growth and investments to sustain their core functions. Without
adequate funding, resources, and institutional capacity, inclusive innovation policy in
cities is likely to be unsuccessful (Bramwell, 2021; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al., 2024).
Therefore, multilevel policy steering accompanied with local institutional capacity
and attuning to local context in its strengths and weaknesses emerges as a relevant
strategy.

In summary, inclusive innovation policy in cities ought to be examined primarily in
terms of its spatial characteristics and relational dynamics, as such policy does not
operate in isolation or in the abstract. Instead, it generates both intended and
unintended consequences that are spatial and relational as a part of wider systemic
whole. The necessity to incorporate inclusiveness in such policy is justified from
multiple perspectives: addressing past deficiencies in urban planning and policy,
reversing the trajectory of prior innovation policy frameworks, grounding and
legitimizing broader innovation policy objectives within local contexts, and
mitigating the persistence of complex urban inequalities that innovation policy
should not aggravate. By accounting for the spatial nature of such policies while
linking them to broader governance systems and the multiple dimensions of
inclusion, opportunities and benefits can be extended to a larger proportion of the
urban population.

Finally, itis possible to consider if any sort of ‘innovation’ is needed to do what is right
for people and the planet, in light of evidence concerning, for example, poverty
dynamics, urban inequality, and climate change. In defense of the ‘normative turn’ in
innovation policy, it can be argued that innovation is essential due to the complex,
exclusionary, and oppressive systems, knowledge paradigms, and assumptions that
have contributed to current challenges (Stephens, 2024). Nonetheless, redirecting
the trajectory of innovation necessitates a fundamental revision of innovation policy
objectives, processes, and foundations: It is insufficient merely to deprioritize
mainstream innovation; critical attention must be directed toward the power
relations and privileges that shape societal and innovation processes, as well as the
underlying exclusionary norms and values informing decision-making (see Stephens,
2024). Treating principles of justice as merely normative in order to diminish their
influence on innovation policy effectively assumes the neutrality of existing systems,
priorities, and frameworks (Wiarda, Rodriguez-Gironés & Doorn, 2025). However,
prioritizing technology and economic development over societal objectives could
also be considered a normative stance (e.g., Todtling, Trippl, & Desch, 2021), as
discussed within the ideological foundations of neoliberalism (Brenner & Theodore,
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2002). It also disregards the fact that historical processes involving inequalities and
injustices contribute to the contemporary configuration of systems (Brenner &
Theodore, 2002; Smith, 2008), thereby calling such neutrality into question.

Some potential directions for future research include the matters of justice in both
transformative innovation policy and urban innovation policy (Wiarda, Rodriguez-
Gironés & Doorn, 2025). This thesis offers a starting point for the academic scrutiny
of inclusive innovation policies; however, as literature on the topic remains scarce,
more research is needed on its theorization and operationalization in urban settings
and beyond. In addition, recent research on the deployment of social innovation to
advance transformative change in cities (e.g., Jeannerat & Lavanchy, 2024) is a
promising area for future study that could be utilized in research on inclusive
innovation policy.
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Appendix. Alternative texts for figures in sub-studies I
and II

The purpose of this appendix is to present alternative texts for figures in sub-studies
[ and II that have been previously published in academic journals.

Sub-study I: Kalliomaki, H., Kalliokoski, ], Woodson, T., Kunttu, L., & Kuusisto, J.
(2024). Inclusion as a science, technology, and innovation policy objective in high-
income countries: the decoupling dilemma. Science and Public Policy, 51(5), 795-807.
https://doi.org/10.1093/scipol/scae019

Figure 1. Conceptual synthesis of the broadening scope of inclusion as an STI policy
objective.

Diagram illustrating the relationship between agency and goal setting in the context
of STI policy objectives related to inclusion. Agency is shown on the vertical axis,
ranging from passive to active, while goal setting is shown on the horizontal axis,
ranging from ends to means. A yellow shaded area highlights the broadening scope
of inclusion as an STI policy objective across the axes.

Figure 2. Conceptual framework for decoupling meanings of inclusion as an STI policy
objective.

Diagram illustrating the decoupling of the meaning of inclusion in the STI policy
context. Agency is shown on the vertical axis, ranging from passive to active, and goal
setting on the horizontal axis, ranging from ends to means. Two colored triangular
areas highlight different emphases of inclusion resulting from the decoupling
dilemma: broad inclusion of actors in co-production (blue) and inclusion of
marginalized groups (yellow).

Figure 3. Examples of decoupling meanings of inclusion.

Diagram showing a framework for the decoupling of inclusion in STI policy with
examples. Agency ranges from passive to active on the vertical axis, and goal setting
from ends to means on the horizontal axis. A blue triangular area represents broad
inclusion in co-production, ranging from passive community consultation to active
user-led innovation. A yellow triangular area represents inclusion of marginalized
groups, ranging from top-down gender balance initiatives to institutional and
systemic change driven by the active agency of marginalized actors.
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Sub-study II: Niskavaara, M., Luoto, I, Lehtonen, T. & Kalliokoski, J. (2025).
Reconsidering neighbourhood communality through the lens of intersectionality:
resident and authority perspectives. Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human
Geography, 107(2), 135-153. https://doi.org/10.1080/04353684.2023.2283607

Figure 1. Map of Finland and Vaasa.

Map showing the location of Vaasa in Western Finland, accompanied by a city map of
Vaasa highlighting the Olympia Quarter near the city center and Ristinummi on the
eastern side of the city. The map includes north arrows, scale bars, and surrounding
neighborhoods for geographic context.

Figure 2. Communality in intersections.

Diagram illustrating the emergence of communality in a neighborhood at the
intersections of narration gestalts and local determinants. It features three key
categories of local determinants—residents, institutions, and the environment—and
three narration gestalts: recollection, segregation, and inclusion. All six categories are
connected by a central hexagon labeled “Neighbourhood & Communality.”
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This paper scrutinizes the objective of inclusion in contemporary science, technology, and innovation (STI) policies by analyzing its manifestations
within the broad STI policy language promoting a closer interaction between science and society. We contribute to the STI policy literature by
revisiting current conceptualizations that primarily center on marginalized groups. By analyzing the Broader Impacts Criterion and Responsible
Research and Innovation frameworks in the USA and the European Union, we show that inclusion in the context of high-income countries is
partially decoupling from marginalization and increasingly being instrumentalized to serve impact agendas. Our conceptual framework synthesiz-
ing the dimensions of goal setting and agency illustrates the broadening scope of inclusive policies and the emergent decoupling dilemma that
has been neglected in the literature. Future research must account for the growing ambiguity of policy language that is facing new legitimacy
questions and the blurring of objectives focused on supporting marginalized groups.

Keywords: science, technology and innovation policy; inclusion; societal impact; decoupling; responsible research and innovation; broader impacts criteria.

1. Introduction

Inclusion as a policy objective has been acquiring increas-
ing significance in science, technology and innovation (STI)
policy agendas globally, and its conceptual foundations have
been explored from multiple perspectives, through both indi-
vidual case studies and comprehensive syntheses (e.g. Chat-
away, Hanlin, and Kaplinsky 2014; Heeks, Foster, and
Nugroho 2014; Schillo and Robinson 2017; Mortazavi et al.
2021). Despite the rather wide-ranging debates that have
taken place in recent years, current conceptualizations of
inclusion do not seem to match the discursive realities of
contemporary policymaking in high-income countries such
as the USA and European Union (EU) member states. In
the literature on inclusive innovation, the starting point of
theorizing has often been to position inclusion between inno-
vation and development studies, in contrast to “mainstream
innovation,” which is associated with increasing inequali-
ties (e.g. Chataway, Hanlin, and Kaplinsky 2014; Heeks,
Foster, and Nugroho 2014; Pansera and Owen 2018). This
approach conceptualizes inclusive innovation as “the inclu-
sion within some aspect of innovation of groups who are
currently marginalized” (see Foster and Heeks 2013: 335)
and often focuses on “processes of innovation that specifically
encompass those on the lowest incomes” (Foster and Heeks
2013: 334). However, the discussion does not focus on the
other, increasingly visible approach to inclusion—namely, the
inclusion of basically any actor(s) within a group, process,

or structure in the broad STI domain (e.g. Burget, Bardone,
and Pedaste 2017; Lieu et al. 2023) hence decoupling from
marginalization.

We see this as an important conceptual and practical
dilemma that deserves closer attention. Revisiting the cur-
rent conceptual approaches is necessary to bridge the gap
between the theory and practice of STI policymaking. We
widen the discussion from the inclusive innovation studies
strand, which is situated at and draws from the development
studies interface, to the broader STI policy studies umbrella.
This umbrella covers not only different geographical and
institutional contexts but also reflects a shift away from “ini-
tial views postulating a linear relationship between scientific
research, technological development, and eventually innova-
tion” toward a more systemic and complex understanding
of innovation that provides a new theoretical basis for STI
policy studies (Molas-Gallart and Davies 2006: 65; Magro,
Navarro, and Zabala-Iturriagagoitia 2014; Schot and Stein-
muller 2018). We broaden the perspective as we hypothesize
contemporary STI policy framings encompassing the diversi-
fying meanings of inclusion that, in turn, contribute to confus-
ing policy language around the topic. Similar to STI policies,
inclusive policies are increasingly horizontal and systemic by
nature, highlighting the need for a comprehensive understand-
ing of inclusion (cf. Chataway, Hanlin, and Kaplinsky 2014)
and bridging of literature strands under the broad STI policy
umbrella.

© The Author(s) 2024. Published by Oxford University Press.
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STI policies have been criticized for neglecting the views of
marginalized groups and carrying the risk of growing inequal-
ities (e.g. Harsh etal. 2018; Thapa, lakovleva, and Foss 2019).
There is a growing interest in understanding the links between
innovation and inclusion to address the challenges in sus-
tainable development and inclusive forms of growth (Heeks,
Foster, and Nugroho 2017; Lieu et al. 2023). More atten-
tion must be given to implementing these policies in different
contexts (OECD 2015) and recognizing the multiple mean-
ings and interpretations characterizing the inclusive policy
landscape in high-income countries, as “particular conceptu-
alizations will have particular implications” (Heeks, Foster,
and Nugroho 2014: 178; see also Pansera and Owen 2018:
31). As Flink and Kaldewey (2018: 15) emphasize, “con-
cepts are powerful not necessarily due to their analytical
accuracy, but rather due to their symbolic function in STI pol-
icymaking”. Owing to the increasing significance of inclusion
internationally, accompanied by growing conceptual ambigu-
ity related to goal setting and implementation, it is necessary
to scrutinize its use and symbolic role in broader STI policy
language in promoting a closer interaction between science
and society.

Indeed, the need to revisit existing theorizing on inclusion
is also pressing because of the existing impact agenda. By
this, we refer to the broader shift in academia and the STI
policy domain emphasizing the societal impact of STI and
its evaluation (see e.g. McCowan 2018; Kidd, Chubb, and
Forstenzer 2021). The agenda underscores the broad inclusion
of diverse—often as many as possible (European Commission
(EC) and Directorate-General for Research and Innovation
(DG RTD) 2014: 4)—actors in science and innovation and
their agency in contributing to the process (e.g. Sengupta
2016). This reflects the broadening scope of actors in policies
pursuing transformative change (e.g. Schot and Steinmuller
2018). The changing and broadening meanings of inclusion
are very much at the heart of this transition, yet recent devel-
opments might come with trade-offs and challenges that have
not been sufficiently discussed in scientific or policy debates.
In fact, the discussions so far have been surprisingly uncrit-
ical given the magnitude of change and problems identified
in inclusive frameworks dealing, for example, with unequal
and incomplete processes and outcomes, problems in policy
framing and implementation, and the lack of competencies
on several fronts (e.g. Fressoli et al. 2014; Planes-Satorra and
Paunov 2017; Thapa, [akovleva, and Foss 2019). As collabo-
ration, participation and inclusion play central roles in solving
complex societal challenges, reflected increasingly in the STI
funding schemes, the development of inclusive frameworks
should be accompanied by critical scrutiny of their short- and
long-term impacts both in academia and society.

Serving the need for STI to have an increased societal
impact—reflecting the broader normative shift (i.e. what
innovation should be used for) in innovation policy (Schot
and Steinmuller 2018)—different frameworks and evaluation
tools have been created to promote and assess this impact
that also relate to enhancing inclusion. In this paper, we focus
on two of them to broaden the perspective on inclusion as
an STI policy objective. In Europe, the Responsible Research
and Innovation (RRI) framework has gained wider impor-
tance in recent years as part of the European Framework
Programmes (see e.g. Owen, Macnaghten, and Stilgoe 2012;
Burget, Bardone, and Pedaste 2017; Owen, von Schomberg,
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and Macnaghten 2021). RRI contains multiple dimensions,
and although there is no consensus on its exact definition, RRI
can be understood as the collaborative, anticipatory, and eth-
ical conduct of research and STI processes (Burget, Bardone,
and Pedaste 2017). After 2014, the framework consisted of
six key dimensions—public engagement, gender, ethics, sci-
ence education, governance, and open access (Owen, von
Schomberg, and Macnaghten 2021)—and it was a cross-
cutting principle of Horizon 2020. In the USA, the Broader
Impacts Criterion (BIC) has become a standard policy tool for
the National Science Foundation (NSF) to show lawmakers
and the public that it is funding useful research (Bozeman and
Youtie 2017; Woodson, Hoffmann, and Boutilier (2021). BIC
is a criterion that NSF uses alongside the Intellectual Merit
Criterion in reviewing the merit of proposals. While NSF
(2024a) is intentionally not prescriptive about what broader
impacts mean, projects are expected to contribute to achiev-
ing a wider societal impact in terms of societal benefit and
“desired societal outcomes.”

However, the importance and value of BIC and RRI have
been questioned, for example, for being vague, and there
have been difficulties in translating the general principles into
specific guidelines (Davis and Laas 2014; NABI 2018). In
2022, to address some of the challenges, NSF established a
new Directorate for Technology, Innovation and Partnerships
(TIP) for the first time in over 30years, emphasizing use-
inspired and translational research and the broad inclusion of
citizens in science and innovation (NSF 2024b). These issues
are also emphasized in the ongoing Horizon Europe program
(EC and DG RTD 2021: §) in the extensive stakeholder co-
design approach of the key strategic dimensions and strategic
plans, as well as “ensuring vibrant cooperation between uni-
versities, scientific communities and industry, including small
and medium enterprises, and citizens and their representatives
throughout the programme.”.

1.1 Research objectives, materials, and methods

In this paper, our goal is to examine the hypothesis that
inclusion has more dimensions than currently captured in the
literature dealing with inclusion as an STI policy objective.
We argue that the broader conceptualization emphasizing the
inclusion of societal actors in various STI processes and activi-
ties, for example, through processes of co-creation, is salient in
the current policy frameworks of high-income countries (e.g.
Lieu et al. 2023). By drawing on institutional theory regard-
ing decoupling (e.g. Meyer and Rowan 1977), applied, for
instance, to the research and development project context in
the STI policy domain (Bertello et al. 2022; Jabbouri, Sch-
neckenberg, and Truong 2022), we analyze selected policy
frameworks in the USA and EU to shed light on the evolving
landscape of inclusion.

Hence, our twofold objective is to study the conceptual-
ization and operationalization of inclusion in contemporary
STI policy research and practice. First, we ask how inclusion
manifests as an STI policy objective in the broad STI policy
literature, extending beyond the development studies inter-
face. We answer this question by synthesizing the scattered STI
policy literature in a conceptual framework reflecting the plu-
ralizing meanings of inclusion in the broad STI policy domain.
The framework builds on the theoretical notion of decoupling,
which primarily manifests through the divergence between
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policies focusing on marginalized communities and inclusive
policymaking more generally, covering diverse societal actors.
Schematic divisions between the goals of inclusive policies on
a means-ends axis differentiating approaches framing inclu-
sion as an end goal from approaches framing it as a means
to other ends, and approaches to passive and active forms of
agency differentiating, for instance, quota-based policies from
policies emphasizing active agency in processes of knowl-
edge co-production, provide analytical leverage for a nuanced
analysis of inclusion.

Second, in the empirical section, we use the framework to
illustrate the decoupling meanings of inclusion by exploring
how inclusion manifests as an objective in selected policy doc-
uments primarily about the RRI and BIC frameworks. We also
briefly touch on recent developments in the USA regarding
NSF’s new TIP directorate, as well as Horizon Europe in the
EU for 2021-2027 as they bring forth interesting and partially
converging aspects of the evolving STI policy landscapes on
both continents. We answer the above question by analyzing
the manifestations of decoupling in the data, which also come
forth through the auxiliary lenses of goal setting and agency.
By STI policy, we refer to broad national and supranational
policy umbrellas promoting STI recently increasingly toward
transformative change (e.g. Schot and Steinmuller 2018). In
the individual frameworks, selected for empirical analysis,
the emphases vary: whereas BIC focuses on research and its
dissemination, RRI promotes fundamental changes in the pro-
cesses of research and innovation (Davis and Laas 2014)—a
direction that is also now accentuated in TIP in the USA.

The empirical analysis was done by coding selected policy
documents and relevant publications using the NVivo pro-
gram according to their different manifestations of inclusion
as well as goal setting and considerations of agency. The
aim was not to quantify the existence of different orienta-
tions but to scrutinize the meanings of inclusive policies and
instruments in this regard in the context of high-income coun-
tries. The focus was on conducting a qualitative analysis and
understanding the differences and similarities in approaches
to inclusion between the EU and the USA, which we illustrate
and discuss in depth using selected examples. The docu-
ment analysis was based on the principles of theory-driven
qualitative content analysis (e.g. Bengtsson 2016). Document
analysis, as a qualitative research method, can be seen con-
taining traits of both content analysis and thematic analysis
(Bowen 2009). The document analysis followed the steps
identified by Bowen (2009): “skimming (superficial examina-
tion), reading (thorough examination), and interpretation.”
Documents were first read superficially to determine their suit-
ability for this study. They were then thoroughly examined
and coded. Finally, interpretations could be made from the
coded material.

The data consist of key policy and evaluation documents
and publications related to the frameworks. The full list of
analyzed documents is available in Appendix 1. The docu-
ments were extracted from essential websites, such as the NSF
homepage and document library, and the Publications Office
of the EU. Document selection was based on the relevance
to the topic of this study with an emphasis on gathering the
same number of relevant publications about both BIC and
RRI In addition, the time frame was kept as equal as pos-
sible, even though BIC was deployed much earlier (1997)
than the official introduction of RRI, which became a central
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concept during the Horizon 2020 program launched in 2014
after gaining some visibility in the previous FP7 program.
Some documents contained a disclosure statement indicating
that they do not necessarily present the official views of these
organizations, yet they were included if they described work
related to these frameworks and were available through the
host organizations.

2. Theoretical framework: Decoupling
meanings of inclusion within the STI policy
domain

Inclusion is a pivotal concept in contemporary STI policies
promoting the societal impact of research and innovation
(R&I). It has received quite extensive scrutiny from scholars
in the STI policy field, especially in innovation studies (e.g.
Chataway, Hanlin, and Kaplinsky 2014; Heeks, Foster, and
Nugroho 2014; Schillo and Robinson 2017; Mortazavi et al.
2021). Yet its use has not been subjected to a thorough ana-
lytical investigation regarding the changing roles of inclusion
in the current systemic and complex STI policy domain (e.g.
Magro, Navarro, and Zabala-Iturriagagoitia 2014), especially
in regard to the increasing emphasis on the societal impact
of R&I that further accentuates the role of inclusion and
participants’ active agency in the impact agendas (e.g. Lieu
et al. 2023).

Overall, the concept remains ambiguous and scattered in
policy and research circles. This, we hypothesize, can be
explained by the double meaning of inclusion. The Oxford
Dictionary of English, MOT (2024) defines inclusion as either
(1) “the action or state of including or of being included within
a group or structure, or a person or thing that is included
within a whole” or (2) “the practice or policy of provid-
ing equal access to opportunities and resources for people
who might otherwise be excluded or marginalized, such as
those who have physical or mental disabilities and members of
other minority groups.” We argue that these two very different
aspects of the definition are clearly present in science and inno-
vation studies, policies, and practices, underlining the need to
synthesize the scattered knowledge relating to these different
approaches. On the one hand, inclusive policies are primarily
associated with marginalized communities; on the other hand,
they are increasingly referring to contexts that have very little
to do with marginalization. This creates space for policy diver-
gence, which we discuss at the end of this section through the
theoretical lens of decoupling (e.g. Bromley and Powell 2012;
Graafland and Smid 2019).

Many well-known works on inclusive innovation have
taken the perspective of marginalized communities as their
starting point (e.g. Foster and Heeks 2013; Heeks, Foster,
and Nugroho 2014). Marginalized communities refer to those
excluded from mainstream social, economic, educational,
and/or cultural life, including (but not limited to) groups
excluded due to race, religion, gender identity, sexual ori-
entation, age, physical ability, language, and/or immigration
status (e.g. Baah, Teitelman, and Riegel 2019). The main focus
has been on the poor (Heeks, Foster, and Nugroho 2014;
Pansera and Owen 2018). In their paper on inclusive innova-
tion, Heeks et al. (2013, 2014) present a “ladder of inclusive
innovation,” identifying six levels of inclusion, with each one
gradually deepening and/or broadening the perspective of the
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previous step (Heeks, Foster, and Nugroho 2014: 177-178):
“Level 1/Intention: an innovation is inclusive if the intention
of that innovation is to address the needs or wants or problems
of the excluded group; Level 2/Consumption: an innovation is
inclusive if it is adopted and used by the excluded group; Level
3/Impact: an innovation is inclusive if it has a positive impact
on the livelihoods of the excluded group; Level 4/Process: an
innovation is inclusive if the excluded group is involved in the
development of the innovation; Level 5/Structure: an innova-
tion is inclusive if it is created within a structure that is itself
inclusive; and Level 6/Post-Structure: an innovation is inclu-
sive if it is created within a frame of knowledge and discourse
that is itself inclusive.”

In the present paper, we build on these well-known concep-
tualizations and we focus next on two aspects—goal setting
and agency—that are present in their diverse explicit and
implicit manifestation in contemporary STI policy debates
and agendas. At the end of the theoretical section, we syn-
thesize these dimensions in a conceptual framework building
on the notion of decoupling.

2.1 Goal setting: inclusion as an end goal in itself
vs. a means to impact

In this section, we differentiate between approaches framing
inclusion as an end goal in itself and approaches framing it
as a means to other ends. For the purposes of our analysis,
we are primarily interested in the different conceptualiza-
tions of inclusion and hence its framings as an STI policy
goal on the means—ends axis. According to Heeks, Foster and
Nugroho (2014: 177), the main contrast in the inclusive inno-
vation debate “is between those who think exclusion can be
addressed simply in terms of innovation outputs vs. those who
think marginalized groups must be included in innovation
processes.” In addition, Chataway, Hanlin, and Kaplinsky
(2014) discuss the difference between product and process
innovation in the context of the inclusive innovation agenda
and highlight the need for a holistic understanding of the inno-
vation cycle and its various components that must each be
considered separately on a path to more inclusive innovation.

Aligning with the ladder of inclusive innovation (Heeks,
Foster, and Nugroho 2014), Fressoli et al. (2014: 277; see
also Schillo and Robinson 2017) note that inclusive innova-
tion can advance inclusion either through process-, outcome-,
or structure-based means, for example, by fostering participa-
tion in the design of technology (process), providing services
for marginalized groups (outcome), or enabling broad and
diverse participation in the shaping and priority-setting of
STI policies and institutions (structure). In these discussions,
the outcome-based view generally refers to targeting products
or services to marginalized communities or covering certain
minority groups as objects of policies, for instance, through
quota-based approaches to inclusion (e.g. Hughes, Paxton,
and Krook 2017). In our reading, these approaches represent
policies framing inclusion as an end goal in itself rather than
a means to other ends.

When considering the goals of the impact agenda, the
process-based view has recently been accentuated as soci-
etal impact has been increasingly conceptualized in relation
to interaction, referring to the alignment of interests and
mutually beneficial learning processes between researchers
and stakeholders for the benefit of societal development (e.g.
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Kalliomiki, Ruoppila, and Airaksinen 2021). With an empha-
sis on interactions with various stakeholders, concepts such
as impact pathways (e.g. Muhonen, Benneworth, and Olmos-
Pefiuela 2020) have been introduced recently to direct atten-
tion to the process-based view of impact creation instead of
a linear view emphasizing impact as a policy outcome. This
understanding of impact through interaction and reciprocity
is also an important premise for our analysis of inclusion as
an STT policy objective. In this context, it refers to impact
creation processes and their broad inclusiveness in terms of
stakeholder engagement (e.g. Owen, Macnaghten, and Stil-
goe 2012; OECD 20135; Lieu et al. 2023). However, this might
have very little to do with marginalized communities and be
accompanied by a blurring of boundaries between policies
promoting inclusion and participation (cf. Quick and Feld-
man 2011). From this perspective, inclusion appears to be
a tool of the broader impact agenda, supporting the goal to
better connect R&I to versatile societal problems and needs.

2.2 Agency: inclusion of active subjects vs. passive
objects

Another dimension of our analytical framework deals with
agency, which we argue has been thus far neglected in dis-
cussions on inclusion as an STI policy objective (see Sengupta
2016). In particular, policies focusing mainly on inclusion as
an outcome have often treated those to be included as rather
passive objects of inclusion, for instance, when certain recruit-
ment quotas have been met for marginalized groups. Over the
past 20 years, these policies have gained in popularity to help
marginalized groups (Hughes, Paxton, and Krook 2017). For
example, gender balance among teams and leadership was an
evaluated indicator in Horizon 2020 (EC 2019).

The viewpoint of agency directs attention to the active role
of those who are included. The previously discussed process-
based view emphasizes active agency in contributing to R&I
processes, which is needed to leverage the impact of inclu-
sive processes (e.g. Owen, Macnaghten, and Stilgoe 2012) and
build impact pathways (Muhonen, Benneworth, and Olmos-
Pefiuela 2020). Furthermore, the active agency of included
actors and groups is necessary in contributing to agenda set-
ting in STI policies (Fressoli et al. 2014). Hence, the agency
perspective, especially in the context of marginalized commu-
nities, necessitates paying attention to broader questions of
governance (e.g. Schillo and Robinson 2017) as inclusion does
not automatically guarantee equal participation, possibility
to influence or respect. Therefore, it should not be confused
with quota-based inclusion policies, which do not emphasize
agency and possibilities of participation (see Sengupta 2016:
13). Sengupta (2016) draws attention to the interface between
inclusion and governance as participatory democratic gover-
nance mechanisms are needed to enable active participation:
“It is important to understand inclusion not merely as pres-
ence but as active participation of maximum members of
marginalized communities, classes and groups.”

Indeed, one important yet fuzzy divergence from the per-
spective of societal agency is the division between inclusion
and participation, which Quick and Feldman (2011: 272)
define as follows: “Participation practices entail efforts to
increase public input oriented primarily to the content of pro-
grams and policies. Inclusion practices entail continuously
creating a community involved in coproducing processes,
policies, and programs for defining and addressing public
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issues.” Hence, while participation is oriented toward increas-
ing inputs, inclusion in their interpretation, arising from a
planning policy context, forms a broader frame for interac-
tion, connecting people and issues over time. Importantly,
their definition also reaches beyond marginalization, empha-
sizing “the connection-building features of inclusion” (Quick
and Feldman 2011: 282) that contribute to broader inclu-
sive community building than typical input-based forms of
participation, leading to the joint and continuous framing of
public issues. Mere participation in input-giving terms might
trigger a sense of exclusion due to the lack of connections
to broader structures and processes and actors involved (see
Quick and Feldman 2011: 282), which is also why Heeks,
Foster, and Nugroho (2014) emphasize the need for structural
change.

According to Pansera and Owen (2018), inclusive inno-
vation can be approached either through a market-based
or grassroots framing of an inclusive innovation agenda as
both underscore the inclusion of marginalized groups (pri-
marily the poor) as a key principle. While the market-based
approach emphasizes the inclusion of actors in, for instance,
processes of co-creation and, in general, the market econ-
omy and generation of growth and profit, the grassroots
approach highlights community empowerment, social justice,
and grassroots ingenuity as sources of societal transformation.
Besides emphasizing the inclusion of marginalized commu-
nities, both approaches direct attention to the active agency
and participation of those included, once again from differ-
ent, although increasingly intertwined, perspectives: while
the market-based, centralized view emphasizes direct par-
ticipation in innovation activities and the market economy,
the grassroots view targets decentralized, community-based
innovation, broadening the horizon toward societal partici-
pation and agency as sources of wellbeing and sustainabil-
ity (see Pansera and Owen 2018; also Fressoli et al. 2014;
Sengupta 2016).

2.3 Synthesis and conceptual framework

Overall, in the broad and multidimensional STT policy liter-
ature, which is increasingly reflecting the broad and systemic
scope of the STI policy framing (Schot and Steinmuller 2018),
the meanings of inclusion are highly context dependent. Inclu-
sivity refers to very different questions regarding, among
others, who benefits, whose problems are being solved, who
has access, and who gets to participate. Inclusion has also been
approached both implicitly and explicitly in broader debates
touching on the impact agenda, and it is strongly present in
contemporary STI policies, as a means to impact and as a
policy goal in itself.

Figure 1 presents a synthesis of the broad STI policy lit-
erature, approaching inclusion from multiple angles, outlin-
ing the schematic division between process- and outcome-
oriented approaches to inclusion (horizontal axis) and
between active and passive approaches to agency in relation
to achieving a policy impact (vertical axis). The horizon-
tal axis thus differentiates means and ends, distinguishing
between inclusive processes and broader attempts to fos-
ter institutional change, and inclusion as a policy outcome.
The vertical axis separates approaches requiring the actors’
active input to realize the targeted goal from approaches that
mainly statistically cover different societal actors as objects
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Figure 1. Conceptual synthesis of the broadening scope of inclusion as
an STl policy objective.

of inclusion. In the figure, increasingly emphasized instru-
mental approaches to inclusion highlight the active agency of
actors participating to impact creation processes. These pro-
cesses include co-creation and user-led approaches to R&I in
which impact necessitates the active participation and agency
of those involved.

In addition to synthesizing the theoretical literature, Fig. 2
presents a conceptual framework and a qualitative hypothe-
sis for the next section, focusing on analyzing and comparing
the RRI and BIC frameworks in terms of their approaches
to inclusion. Our literature review leads us to hypothesize
that the broader meanings of inclusion are partially decou-
pling from a common understanding of inclusion linked to
disadvantaged groups. We call this a decoupling dilemma
due to the diverse possibilities and challenges built into cur-
rent developments and the potential choices in between them.
Several forms of decoupling can be identified in the litera-
ture: means-ends decoupling (e.g. Bromley and Powell 2012;
Bertello et al. 2022), reflected in the goal setting of inclu-
sive policies; policy-practice decoupling (e.g. Graafland and
Smid 2019) of (promising) policy framings, poor implementa-
tion, and/or unclear impacts (e.g. Fressoli et al. 2014; Thapa,
Takovleva, and Foss 2019); and decoupling as policy diver-
gence (Graafland and Smid 2019), manifested in diverging
paths between marginalization and a more general approach
to co-production.

In the forthcoming analysis and discussion sections of the
paper, we primarily focus on the latter—namely, the iden-
tified divergence of inclusive policies within the broad STI
policy domain. Whereas complete decoupling can be defined
as “a condition of full divergence among policies, programs
and impacts” (Graafland and Smid 2019: 231), a more com-
plex picture emerges from our analysis that also reflects the
conditions of pluralization and broadening and overlapping
developments. Therefore, while building primarily on policy
divergence, we also utilize the lenses of goal setting and agency



Acta Wasaensia 79

800

H. Kalliomaki et al.

A

Q

=

+

Q

<

Broad inclusion of
actors in co-
production

>

o

2

m .

g Inclusion of

marginalized groups
Ends © GOAL Means

=

[%)]

(%]

[¢°]

(a TN

Figure 2. Conceptual framework for decoupling meanings of inclusion as an ST policy objective.

to provide additional analytical leverage to the analysis of
inclusion.

3. Insights from policy frameworks promoting
inclusion in the EU and the USA

According to Davis and Laas (2014), there are similarities
between RRI and BIC regarding the search for science and
innovation that serve society and the promotion of inclusive
R&I processes with various societal stakeholders. However,
inclusion as a policy objective is also approached differently
in the two frameworks.

RRI emphasizes collaborative processes, partnerships, and
interactive R&I throughout the process as well as ethics and
R&I processes that are responsible, anticipatory, and reflexive
(e.g. Owen, von Schomberg, and Macnaghten 2021). Social
inclusiveness in Europe is guided by, for example, Article 21
of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union
that connects inclusion to overall basic rights that must be
assured in all policy domains. Inclusion is embedded in RRI in
diverse ways: through the encouragement of quadruple helix
collaboration and emphases on open science, gender equality,

citizen science (e.g. B3; B4; B9), and social inclusion (e.g. B5;
B9; B11). The Horizon Europe strategic plan for the years
2021-2024 (B11, 79) discusses multiple forms of inclusion,
such as social inclusion, inclusive growth, inclusive citizen-
ship, inclusive “mobility systems for people and goods” and
inclusive food systems.

BIC is embedded in the operations of NSF through
section 526 of the America COMPETES Reauthorization Act,
where the criterion is defined. BIC aims at “the achievement
of specific, desired societal outcomes...through the research
itself, through the activities that are directly related to spe-
cific research projects, or through activities that are sup-
ported by, but are complementary to the project” (A8, II-11).
These processes should bring value to the society through
direct benefits, and applicants may take diverse pathways
to confront various societal and scientific challenges. Within
BIC, broadening the participation of women, underrepre-
sented minorities, and persons with disabilities in science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) improv-
ing science education and developing a diverse STEM work-
force represents the diverse dimensions of inclusion (e.g. Al;
A8, T-11).
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In the following sub-sections of the paper, we present the
results, demonstrating the decoupling meanings of inclusion
as an STI policy objective in the EU and the USA. The analysis
combines existing research on the frameworks and an empir-
ical analysis of the documents, which are referenced with the
codes listed in Appendix 1.

3.1 Objectives concerning the inclusion of
marginalized groups

Broadening the participation of underrepresented groups in
R&I and especially STEM fields is a strong focus of NSF, and
it has been reinforced by legislative directions, of which the
CHIPS and Science Act is a recent example. In the Horizon
2020 program, instead, gender equality was a cross-cutting
issue alongside RRI. For illustrative purposes, we examine
these policies against the dimensions of the theoretical frame-
work, shedding light on the various nuances of agency and
goal setting in the framing of policies for marginalized groups.

Regarding BIC, broadening participation can mean, for
example, the involvement, recruitment, and mentoring of
underrepresented individuals and groups in STT education and
research (e.g. A1; AS; A7). According to NSF’s strategic plan
for 2006-2011 (cited by A2, 11), “Broadly Inclusive: Seek-
ing and accommodating contributions from all sources while
reaching out especially to groups that have been underrep-
resented” is a core value of NSF and in achieving this, BIC
has had a central role. It highlights the potential contribu-
tions of underrepresented groups. Although this is valuable in
itself, it gives little weight to the agency of these groups, and
inclusion appears more as participation aimed at increasing
inputs (cf. Quick and Feldman 2011). The latest NSF strategic
plan for 2022-2026 (A7) takes a market-based approach to
increasing wellbeing in society and advancing national goals
(cf. Pansera and Owen 2018), highlighting the active agency
and empowerment of marginalized individuals so they can
participate in the STEM workforce: “NSF has long invested in
efforts to broaden participation in STEM, it is more important
now than ever to underscore that the inclusion of all people
in STEM is vital to the nation’s health, security and global
leadership” (A7, 3). Here, inclusion serves as a strategic tool
for reaching these national goals alongside the aspiration for
societal equity.

BIC, however, has been under discussion due to its ambi-
guities (e.g. NABI 2018). Determining broader impacts is the
responsibility of the applicants within the given BIC guide-
lines. It is possible to satisfy the criterion without addressing
the specific issue of broadening the participation of underrep-
resented individuals. Previously, BIC had five distinct cate-
gories among which the broadening participation of under-
represented groups was one, but it was modified in 2013,
following a review process, to a more open-ended description
(A3). Yet the challenge of achieving and reporting inclusion
and broader impacts for underrepresented groups has been
confirmed to persist (Woodson and Boutilier 2023). This indi-
cates the need to assess the objectives related to inclusion and
the depth of participation, where the assessment of agency
might contribute to a more comprehensive understanding.
Some documents discuss longitudinal and qualitative metrics
not only for recruitment but also, for example, for the suc-
cess and retention of underrepresented groups (e.g. women)
in STEM education and participant satisfaction, which may
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aid in measuring the outcomes of changes through inclusive
practices (e.g. A2; AS).

In RRI, gender equality “has two dimensions: promoting
the equal participation of men and women in research activ-
ities (the human capital dimension); and the inclusion and
integration of gender perspectives in R&I content” (B3, 26).
The viewpoint on integrating gender equality and perspectives
across all activities suggests inclusion as a means to increase
impact, whereas the explicit objective of gender-equal par-
ticipation directs attention to inclusion as an end goal and
a tool for increasing research and the STI talent pool (B9).
The integration of gender and sex dimensions in R&I may
result in broader impacts through inclusion in terms of, for
instance, the gender-specific relevance of outcomes, contribut-
ing to heightened scientific quality and the improved adoption
and significance of new innovations (BS). Considering the
agency of women in STI endeavors might open up new possi-
bilities to assess the different dimensions of inclusion beyond
the mere statistical coverage of women in diverse STI policy
domains.

Considering agency and outcomes, a new approach to BIC
was proposed in 2021 in the context of social, behavioral, and
economic (SBE) sciences, where project applicants are encour-
aged to consider “Who Can the Scientific Opportunities and
Communicative Products Empower?” and “Whose Quality of
Life Can the Empowerment Improve?” (A6, 3). Regarding the
first question, applicants are encouraged to consider “who is
empowered.” The second question focuses on “who benefits
from that empowerment” (A6, 3). This allows applicants to
consider if those being included or targeted are the ones being
empowered or whether their input or presence in scientific
endeavors empowers somebody else through the results, as
well as the impact of their actions on various groups. Empow-
ering people suggests an emphasis on active agency and is also
a central theme in the current NSF strategic plan as “Empower
STEM talent to fully participate in science and engineering”
is the first of four strategic goals (A7, 28).

The institutional approach to inclusion, reflecting broader
changes in social structures (Heeks, Foster, and Nugroho
2014: 179), seems to be gaining increasing attention as sev-
eral publications related to RRI and BIC have highlighted
institutional changes and capacity-building for institutions as
central for systemic and continual change. For BIC, discus-
sions on institutional change and impact (A2) are increasingly
emphasized in newer documents (AS5; A7). For example, one
document discusses BIC in the context of university culture
and as an important component of STEM enterprises rather
than as an add-on activity (A4, 5): “The America COM-
PETES Reauthorization Act of 2010 rearmed the importance
of the broader impacts criterion and encouraged institutions
of higher education and nonprofit organizations to take an
institutional approach towards achieving the societal benefits
championed via broader impacts.” (A4: 1). The goal of pro-
grams such as NSF INCLUDES (Inclusion Across the Nation
of Communities of Learners of Underrepresented Discoverers
in Engineering and Science) is to foster “institutional transfor-
mation within research and educational organizations so the
nation can capitalize on the talents and ideas of all segments
of the population” (A7, 30; see also AS).

On the one hand, this can be seen as reflecting the
instrumental, market-based view on inclusion, harnessing all
segments of the population for the benefit of national goals
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(cf. Pansera and Owen 2018); on the other hand, a broader
approach is visible in attempts to promote inclusion as a
system-level goal. NSF INCLUDES highlights that “develop-
ing intentional collaboration and networks that are commit-
ted to common agendas and systemic approaches to solving
specific STEM-inclusion challenges at a national scale” is piv-
otal (AS, 5). Systemic change is also mentioned in the latest
NSF strategy to get the “missing millions” to join STEM
fields “by catalyzing systemic changes in organizations, such
as the development of more inclusive and welcoming research
environments” (A7, 19).

Concerning RRI, institutional changes have been especially
central in Science with and for Society (SwafS), part 16 of the
Work Programme (B9), in which the number of institutional
changes for RRI is a key performance indicator. Institutional
change is defined as “a change (with meaningful impact) in
terms of how a beneficiary governs or structures itself in
relation to any of the RRI dimensions [..] and lasts beyond
the lifetime of project funding” (B8, 6). These institutional
changes were first piloted with Gender Equality Plans (GEPs)
in the previous FP7 work program and were further employed
by both Horizon programs, again suggesting more structure-
based emphasis in policy framing. Sets of indicators of and
for RRI and its six key dimensions, including gender equal-
ity, were developed within the MoRRI project (B7; EC et al.
2018) and by an expert group in 2015 (B5). The expert group
proposed that while indicators and statistics, such as She-
Figures, provide a relevant overview of gender balance in
participation, “they do not seem to provide insight into the
cultural issues associated with gender inequality [..] nor do
they offer much insight into institutional arrangements and
mechanisms for promoting gender balance” (BS, 26). They
concluded “that the main focus should be on processes of
institutional change to see whether these general ambitions
are translated into concrete forms of action” (B3, 6).

The expert group also proposed indicators for evalu-
ating inclusion and social justice in RRI. For example,
they proposed measuring if applicants consider the impacts
of their research and possible outcomes on social justice
(Lieu et al. 2023), which could include, for example,
“poverty prevention, access to education, labour market
inclusion, social cohesion and non-discrimination, health
and intergenerational justice” (B5, 39). However, this
dimension is not included in the MoRRI indicators, as it
followed the structure where RRI is understood through
the six keys.

3.2 Objectives concerning the broad inclusion of
actors in co-production

Within NSF and Horizon 2020, community consultation has
been used as a tool to shape and develop policy goals (e.g.
A9; B6, 6; B10, 47). This can be aimed primarily at the
research community, or stakeholders outside academia, or
it can be open to the wider public, including citizens. Con-
sultation is seen as a valuable tool for participatory agenda
setting, and today’s digital tools allow for reaching a large
number of participants to reflect the opinions and values of the
public. These consultations can be seen as resembling input-
based participation (Quick and Feldman 2011), which is also
often connected to the broader frames of citizen and stake-
holder engagement. In light of our framework, consultations

H. Kalliomaki et al.

assume the participants’ active agency but narrow participa-
tion to active individuals and groups. Inclusion in consultation
is often considered the end goal in itself, where consulta-
tion input serves as a tool to enable stakeholders to take part
in formulating policies, sometimes with no further power to
influence the process (cf. Quick and Feldman 2011).

Co-creation and similar cooperation approaches with
stakeholders and citizens are not new, but they have been gain-
ing momentum in the last decade. For example, the SwafS
program built an extensive knowledge base on such activ-
ities (Robinson, Simone, and Mazzonetto 2021: BS; B9).
The importance of stakeholder and citizen engagement and
working together is highlighted in several documents. B4
(1) calls for “all stakeholders including civil society” to be
“responsive to each other and take shared responsibility for
the processes and outcomes of research and innovation,”
explained as working together, for instance, in setting the
research agenda, conducting the research, and adhering to
open access principles. It is also highlighted that “the grand
societal challenges that lie before us will have a far better
chance of being tackled if all societal actors are fully engaged
in the co-construction of innovative solutions, products and
services” (B3, 1). Actors are thus described as active agents
throughout the processes in which inclusion acts as means to
generate impact. In the current Horizon Europe program, this
view is further accentuated with a co-design approach to the
strategic plan, citizen science, user-led R&I and other forms of
public engagement, missions and open innovation 2.0 and an
increased emphasis on open science, which has become part of
the evaluation criteria of research proposals (B11; Owen, von
Schomberg, and Macnaghten 2021; Robinson, Simone, and
Mazzonetto 2021). For example, it is noted that in order to
foster “ambitious investments in new knowledge and its dif-
fusion into relevant industries and society as a whole. [..] in a
responsible and inclusive way, we will need even more collab-
oration — across borders and across disciplines and actors”
(B11, 4). The latest NSF strategic plan refers to this phe-
nomenon as “growth in the co-production of knowledge, a
participatory, solution-oriented approach to research that is
often interdisciplinary. This concept is characterized by mean-
ingful interaction between producers and users of knowledge”
(A7, 19).

Overall, the relevance of citizen, user, beneficiary, and
stakeholder inputs is evidently on the rise in the shaping
of STI policies and formulation of research agendas. NSF’s
new TIP directorate aims at “catalyzing a paradigm expan-
sion” (A9), where societal needs inform R&I agendas and
the scope expands from a traditional supply push to activi-
ties informed by the market demand (A9). More opportunities
are being created to bring inventions from the lab to soci-
ety, and vice versa, to yield greater research impacts. The
goal is to involve societal actors in shaping and conducting
research and capturing the benefits (A9). Furthermore, within
TIP programs, investments are being made to foster “inclu-
sive innovation ecosystems,” for example, in the Enabling
Partnerships to Increase Innovation Capacity (EPIIC) pro-
gram, where partners are “working together in support of
use-inspired research; the translation of such research to prac-
tise or commercial application; and the development of a
skilled workforce” (NSF 2024c).

Summing up the key similarities, new approaches in TIP in
terms of an emphasis on active agency in inclusive frameworks
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Table 1. Key differences between the studied frameworks in their approaches to inclusion.

Key differences regarding inclusion of marginalized groups

RRI is a comprehensive approach adopted in H2020 processes for
responsible conduct of R&I.

“RRI cuts across Horizon 2020, engaging society, integrating the gen-
der and ethical dimensions, ensuring access to research outcomes,
and encouraging formal and informal science education.” (B9, 8)

“[...] gender equality is promoted in all parts of Horizon 2020 includ-
ing gender balance at all levels of personnel involved in projects.”
(B6, 14)

There are prerequisites for projects, such as being as gender balanced
a possible. Multifaceted themes of societal engagement are present
from the outset to the end of the process and beyond.

BIC is a criterion NSF uses to evaluate the broader impacts and
societal benefits of research proposals.

“NSF strongly promotes and expects that all individuals, including
those from groups that are underrepresented and/or underserved

in STEM are treated equitably and inclusively in the Foundation’s
proposal and award process.” (A8, viii)

Benefit and impact can arise from any phase of the project e.g. pro-
cess, outcomes and/or deliverables. The fulfilment of each impact
example is not required, yet there is a clear focus on increasing the
participation of underrepresented minorities, as well as diversifying
STEM through inclusion.

Key differences in broad inclusion of actors in knowledge co-production

Being open and operating in inclusive multi-stakeholder collabora-
tions, as well as answering to society’s expectations and values, is at
the heart of RRL

“RRI is an ambitious challenge for the creation of research and inno-
vation policy driven by the needs of society and engaging all societal
actors via inclusive participatory approaches.” (B3, 1)

“Citizens and businesses expect the Union to lead on the transfor-
mation pathways in a transparent, effective and inclusive way.”
(B11, 3)

Alongside the traditional view on inclusion of marginalized groups
and individuals, new forms of inclusion have emerged and suggest
new possible ways of satisfying the BIC.

“Broadly Inclusive: Seeking and accommodating contributions from
all sources while reaching out especially to groups that have been
underrepresented; serving scientists, engineers, educators, students

and the public across the nation; and exploring every opportunity for
partnerships, both nationally and internationally.” (cited by A2, 11)
“..what we’d like to do more of is bring users, beneficiaries, consumers
to the table to help shape the research agenda” (A9, 14:55)

and the co-production of knowledge for broader impacts
have many similarities with the goals of Horizon 2020 and
Horizon Europe. Furthermore, the increasing emphasis on
spatial equity and geographical inclusion through regional
innovation policy in many ways resembles the innovation pol-
icy emphasis in the EU. Both sets of documents, especially
those concerning RRI, present multiple meanings of inclu-
sion as an STI policy objective, such as the involvement of
diverse stakeholders in R&I processes (A9; B1l: 57), equal
access to science education pathways (B8: 36; A9), engaging
with citizens “irrespective of their age, gender, ethnicity and
socio-economic background” and broadening participation
(B9: 365 A1; A2; A8) or responsive and open quadruple helix
collaboration (B8, 19; B9, 35-36), and therefore point toward
the need for their analytical scrutiny in terms of the possibili-
ties and challenges related to broadening policy meanings. We
undertake this task next and attempt to draw lessons for both
the theory and practice of inclusive STI policymaking.

4. Discussion

Despite certain similarities identified between the EU and the
USA regarding, for instance, increasing emphases on knowl-
edge co-production and geographical inclusivity, the studied
frameworks also have different emphases regarding the objec-
tive of inclusion (Table 1). The findings thus present different
approaches to the conceptualization and operationalization of
inclusion as an STI policy objective, with RRI taking a more
process-oriented and BIC an outcome-oriented approach to
inclusion. Yet recent changes accompanying the introduc-
tion of NSF’s new TIP directorate indicate that the scope of
inclusive policy rhetoric is also broadening in the USA. The
differences matter, as an emphasis in one area of inclusion may
create blind spots and exclusion in another (Koch 2020). This
was recently noted in an expert report in Europe emphasizing
the need to better recognize the diverse European population
in mission-driven R&I (Mazzucato 2019: 7).
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Figure 3. Examples of decoupling meanings of inclusion.

The analysis demonstrates that in the selected frameworks
in the EU and the USA, inclusion refers to the inclusion of
both those who might otherwise be excluded or marginalized
and basically any relevant actors to the research, innovation,
and diffusion processes—a dual meaning also recognized in
the Oxford Dictionary (2024) definition. This decoupling—
primarily discussed here as policy divergence (Graafland and
Smid 2019)—Dbecomes visible in the emphases of the analyzed
frameworks and examples drawn from the data (Fig. 3).

In a complex, globalized world order, decoupling is also
expected (cf. Graafland and Smid 2019: 232). On the one
hand, inclusion, as a conceptual metaphor reflecting broader
societal values, can be a powerful policy concept in pro-
moting the societal impact of R&I while addressing the
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needs of marginalized groups and communities through its
“connection-building features” (Quick and Feldman 2011:
282). Ideally, with increased attention to the governance of
inclusive policymaking (cf. Schillo and Robinson 2017) and
concerted effort (George et al. 2019; Robinson, Simone, and
Mazzonetto 2021), the co-existence of both recognized paths
improves the inclusivity of STI activities in a comprehensive
manner, building inclusive frames of knowledge for STI pol-
icy at a systemic level (cf. Heeks, Foster, and Nugroho 2014;
Lieu et al. 2023). There is no simple, right or wrong approach
here (Heeks, Foster, and Nugroho 2014: 178), yet one must
understand what types of goals are pursued as they carry dif-
ferent implications, for instance, for evaluation. For example,
the MoRRI project, which developed indicators for and of
RRI to be used, for example, in the SwafS program, in its
summary report, differentiates between inclusion and plural-
ization (EC et al. 2018). Enhanced inclusiveness (as opposed
to e.g. input-based participation) can, at best, lead to greater
satisfaction and the increased legitimacy of STI policymak-
ing (cf. Quick and Feldman 2011). Broader approaches to
inclusion are increasingly enabling the active agency of par-
ticipants, empowering them and challenging persistent power
dynamics, as reflected in the upper steps of the inclusion lad-
der regarding system-level change or philosophical and discur-
sive change in the way society as a whole considers inclusion
(Heeks, Foster, and Nugroho 2014). Increasingly visible also
in policies pursuing transformative change (e.g. Schot and
Steinmuller 2018), endeavors such as use-inspired research
and co-creation appear to present opportunities to create an
impact and address the needs of society in addition to eco-
nomic growth (Robinson, Simone and Mazzonetto 2021),
including people, for example, with low socioeconomic status.

However, increasing legitimacy pressures can result in
“ceremonial conformity” and different forms of decou-
pling (Meyer and Rowan 1977: 341; Graafland and Smid
2019), although the symbolic adoption of inclusion might
be restrained by a growing emphasis on its evaluation (Jab-
bouri, Schneckenberg, and Truong 2022). Symbolic function
(Flink and Kaldewey 2018) can also come with trade-offs,
as rapidly increasing policy rhetoric regarding inclusion, par-
tially approached as a societal mandate (cf. Bertello et al.
2022), can paradoxically contribute to the discursive exclu-
sion of alternative policy framings (cf. Pansera and Owen
2018, 32). Moreover, the costs and benefits of citizen sci-
ence are increasingly being debated due to the unclear ben-
eficiaries (Robinson, Simone, and Mazzonetto 2021: 213)
and impacts on science and society (B9, 40-41). Further-
more, costs related to inclusion might conflict with efficiency
demands (cf. Graafland and Smid 2019: 232; Bertello et al.
2022), and means-ends decoupling diverts resources from
core goals (Bromley and Powell 2012).

5. Conclusions and directions for future
research

By examining the conceptualization and operationalization of
inclusion as an STT policy objective in high-income countries,
the present paper contributes to the STI policy literature by
shedding light on the emergent decoupling dilemma that has
been neglected in literature discussing inclusion from diverse
yet disconnected perspectives. Combining the literature on
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inclusive innovation and broader STI policy studies, which are
increasingly discussing the societal impact of R&I, enabled us
to tap into a broader perspective on inclusion that is decou-
pling from marginalization (cf. Quick and Feldman 2011).
In both recognized meanings of inclusive STI policies—the
inclusion of marginalized groups and the broad inclusion of
actors in co-production—the analysis also unveils an increas-
ing emphasis on active agency and the instrumental value of
inclusion in contemporary STI policy. In addition to inclusion
being instrumentalized to serve economic interests (cf. Pansera
and Owen 2018), the analysis sheds light on the instrumental
role of inclusion in the impact agenda.

Future research must account for the growing complexity
and ambiguity of policy language regarding inclusion. Our
conceptual framework can be used and developed further as
an analytical tool to structure and stimulate research, policy,
and practice debates in the broad STI policy field related, for
instance, to the need to consider agency in inclusive policy
frameworks that increasingly emphasize the empowerment of
those included. In practice, the recognized dimensions over-
lap and are more fluid in nature, yet for analytical purposes,
it is useful to make the distinction. Differentiating between
means and ends is useful especially in light of the STI poli-
cies’ emphasis on the societal impact of R&I that has recently
promoted the process-based view on inclusion (e.g. Owen,
Macnaghten, and Stilgoe 2012), manifested, for instance, in
processes of co-creation, perhaps adding to the conceptual
ambiguity. In addition, a more nuanced analysis of the diverse
forms of decoupling is still needed (e.g. Bromley and Powell
2012; Jabbouri, Schneckenberg, and Truong 2022) within STI
policy domain as well, which is faced with novel questions
and demands for legitimacy (Flink and Kaldewey 2018) aris-
ing from the decoupling meanings and intertwining of policy
goals. Increasingly detached from marginalization, the broad-
ening and, at times, vague use of inclusion can lead to the
blurring of policies and original goals focused on improving
the conditions and agency of marginalized groups. If inclu-
sion is increasingly appearing everywhere in the STI policy
rhetoric, it might end up nowhere in practice.

In this paper, we were only able to scratch the surface
in comparing EU and US policy frameworks regarding their
wider policy contexts, cultural realities, and legislative differ-
ences. In addition, while NSE, through BIC, supports research
projects, the relevant EU directorate supports projects in R&I.
Reflecting upon recent developments in the new TIP direc-
torate enabled us to broaden the scope of analysis concerning
the USA as well, but future research should dive deeper into
the different emphases. Differences also remain a topic for
future research offering a deeper comparative examination
of discursive meanings related to inclusion that are visible in
the changing policy rhetoric reflecting an increasing emphasis
on active agency, and extending beyond the empirical set-
tings of the examined high-income countries and frameworks.
Discourse analysis could be used to deepen such an analysis.

Finally, besides the growing interest in understanding the
links between innovation and inclusion (Heeks, Foster, and
Nugroho 2017), this paper directs attention to the link
between inclusion and impact. This link seems to be at the
heart of contemporary policy language promoting respon-
siveness and knowledge co-production also for improved
legitimacy, dubbed as a “paradigm expansion” in NSF’s new
TIP directorate emphasizing the engagement of users and
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beneficiaries, multi-sector teams, and societal problem-driven
research (A9). Inclusion and impact have not been analytically
discussed in relation to each other regarding the broaden-
ing meanings of inclusion in contemporary STI policy. This
paper takes a step in this direction, but there is a need to con-
tinue on this integrative conceptual and empirical avenue in
future work. Furthermore, although the inclusive innovation
research community certainly still has work to do at the devel-
opment studies interface (Heeks, Foster, and Nugroho 2014:
183), STI policy researchers should pay critical attention to
other disciplinary connections and pathways emerging in the
field of inclusive R&I due to the blurring of policy goals and
related challenges to democratic legitimacy and sustainability.
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This article examines how neighbourhood communality emerges and is Received 12 September 2022
restricted by a range of conditions, a topic that has received increasing Revised 2 November 2023
attention in current research yet remains unresolved. The concept of ~ Accepted 10 November 2023
communality provides a lens through which to examine how a variety KEYWORDS

of intersectional factors related to the informants’ social status affect Communality; inclusion;
the perceptions of the sense of community in the study’'s focus recollection; segregation;
neighbourhoods in Vaasa, Finland, where interview materials were neighbourhood
gathered. The analysis scrutinizes the ways in which local institutions,

the environment and residents interact with the three types of

narration gestalts — inclusion, recollection and segregation - construing

the idea of communality in the studied neighbourhoods. The study

combines actor-network theory with intersectionality to gain insight

into how and where people come together and interact. It became

clear that the target neighbourhoods and people who live there are

marginalized and seen as ‘others’ because of their socioeconomic status

and other demographics.

1. Introduction

Scholars in sociology, urban studies and human geography have conducted a great deal of research
on neighbourhood communality and belonging. In her seminal work, The Death and Life of Great
American Cities (1961), Jane Jacobs argued that compact, diverse neighbourhoods encouraged
social interaction and a sense of community. Bowling Alone (2000), a book by Robert Putnam
(2000), examined the decline of social capital in American communities and the influence of indi-
vidualism on neighbourhood relationships (see also Klinenberg 2012; Wilson 2012).

Finnish neighbourhoods have seen a slow but significant change in their population. Neighbour-
hoods are becoming greyer and poorer, with increasing numbers of ethnic minorities (Vaattovaara
etal. 2023). As the situation in some Swedish neighbourhoods shows, social segregation can lead to
inequality and, in extreme cases, violence (Egorova, Ivanova, and Varshaver 2020; Gerell, Puur, and
Guldaker 2022; Vogiazides and Mondani 2023). Despite the differences in housing and educational
policies, Finland has also seen the same sorting out of people and places that has been happening
throughout Europe in the last few decades.

The aim of this article is to analyse how residents and municipal authorities, from their different
standpoints, narratively construct the suburban communities of Ristinummi and Olympia in the
city of Vaasa, Finland. For this, we utilize the concept of ‘communality’ as a tool to investigate
the intersections of individuals and varied social groupings in the target neighbourhoods. We
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identify different understandings of communality through a close reading of interviews in which the
informants express their ideas of place-based belonging and togetherness. The intersectional dis-
courses in our empirical data, and actor-network theory (hereafter ANT), with its emphasis on
overcoming the dualism between the natural and social worlds (Arias-Maldonado 2013; Crutzen
and Stoermer 2000), provide the basis for identifying and analysing the key narratives and various
positions of power among the stakeholders (i.e. residents and authorities) who play a significant role
in the development of the focus neighbourhoods. These theoretical and methodological extensions
fill a research gap in the understanding of the mechanisms and patterns of communality in cities’
neighbourhoods.

In terms of contributions to community theories, both intersectionality theory and ANT offer
unique insights into the emerging complexities of social relationships and community formation.
Intersectionality theory provides a critical lens for understanding the ways in which social identities
and power relations interconnect to shape individual experiences of community. Intersectionality, a
term first coined by Kimberle Crenshaw (1989), highlights the importance of recognizing the diver-
sity of social groups and the ways in which different forms of social stratification intersect to create
complex social hierarchies and forms of discrimination (Garcia 2016; Phoenix and Pattynama
2006). ANT, for its part, provides a framework for understanding the ways in which social actors
and networks interact to shape the formation and maintenance of communities. It also emphasizes
the importance of non-human actors and material objects in the construction of social networks,
and the ways in which these actors can have a significant impact on the dynamics of social relation-
ships (Farias and Bender 2010; Latour 2005).

In previous research, the obstacles and hindrances to community spirit and activity have fre-
quently been studied from the standpoint of a lack of economic, social or cultural capital, which
can be identified both at the individual and community levels or in terms of the potential for
conflict between different individuals and/or groups (e.g. between the native population and
immigrants) (Bourdieu 1986; Turner 2005; Elder-Vass 2012; Lehtonen 2015). Less research has
been done on communality with an emphasis on different neighbourhood discourses and the
intersectional characteristics of a local community. This has an impact on the social standing
of its residents and, in the worst cases, activates discrimination, alienation and negative stereo-
typing (Back 1996; Gordon, Christie, and Robinson 1989; Kurban and Tobin 2009; Lockwood
et al. 2018).

When analysing and discussing our data, we discovered that the concept of communality enables
us to identify important intersections determined by local institutions, environments and residents.
In this regard, the idea of communality seemed to be a more nuanced and effective tool than the
concept of inclusion alone, which has been employed more frequently in neighbourhood research
(Kohon 2018; Short 2021; Mirzoev et al. 2022), especially when combined with intersectionality.
Thus, we believe that including our concept of communality in the body of literature adds a per-
spective that has frequently been neglected and should be considered more carefully because of
its usefulness in facilitating analysis.

By communality, we refer to meaningful social interactions and entanglements creating a sense
of belonging among individuals. We use the term ‘communality’ in this sense throughout this study.
Accordingly, we assume that communality has relational, emotional and functional manifestations
from which we can obtain discursively constructed information from our interviewees (Potter and
Wetherell 1987). Furthermore, our study generates the idea of neighbourhood from research data
containing three types of narrative gestalts: inclusion, recollection and segregation. These gestalts
are shaped by local institutions, the environment and residents. We also discuss how neighbour-
hood community spaces and local development activities are viewed from different perspectives
by the informants. We recognize that a shared location of residence in a neighbourhood does
not necessarily mean shared values and activities among the residents (Salimi, Foroutan, and
Naghdi 2019). Here it is important to note that in some literature, the word ‘communality’ is
used to refer to conflict, even violence, between separate groups, notably those with different
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religions or ethnic origins (Vayrynen 1998; Brosché 2023). In this article, we do not focus on com-
munal violence or conflict resolution.
We seek to answer the following research questions:

(1) How do the interviewees’ understandings of communality affect their perceptions of and ideas
about the neighbourhoods studied and their development?

(2) How are different understandings of a desirable urban community linked with institutionalized
power structures produced by socio-economic differences, privilege and disadvantage, and
public authorities?

Through these questions, we identify various understandings of communality - from different
positions, roles and perspectives — and the ways they interconnect at the level of urban
development.

We argue that the sense of place, the sense of community and one’s identity are interlinked and
intra-active. By ‘intra-active’ we refer to agency as a dynamic process of change and mutability
emerging in encounters with things, rather than as an inherent property of an actor (see Barad
2007). We further suggest that by understanding this intersecting, intra-active nature of community
narratives in the formation of place, community, and self-identity, we may better understand how
these accounts contribute to the marginalization and oppression of certain groups.

This article is structured as follows. The next section briefly reviews the theoretical framework of
our study, including a discussion of the concept of communality. This is followed by a discussion on
the role of ‘new cultural geography’ in conjunction with ANT and an intersectional approach that
together form the theoretical lens through which we analyse our data.

In the analysis chapters, we specify and address the different narrative structures and compo-
sitions through which the understanding of communality is provided and represented by our infor-
mants. The intersectional implications that relate to different ways of narrating communality are
also examined. Finally, we provide directions for future research of value to both academic
researchers and practitioners, such as social workers and youth workers seeking to integrate com-
munality initiatives into their activities. This discussion focuses, in particular, on the concept of
communality and the need for supplementary research on this topic.

2. Theoretical directions

Ferdinand To6nnies (2001) famously theorized human association by distinguishing Gemeinschaft
and Gesellschaft. In Gemeinschaft, often translated as community, individuals are associated with
each other based on social bonds and common goals. According to Tonnies, family is an archetypal
example of Gemeinschaft. In Gesellschaft, referring to society, common goals do not exist to the
same extent, but membership is defined based on an individual’s self-interest, best promoted by
social networking. Despite its merits as an analytical tool, Tonnies’ Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft dis-
tinction is simplistic and (somewhat) limited, especially when viewed from the more recent per-
spective of intersectionality, a key framework for understanding how human beings are shaped
and influenced by the interaction of multidimensional social identities (e.g. gender, class, sexuality,
race/ethnicity, nationality, ability and age) (Phoenix and Pattynama 2006; Collins 2015; Garcia
2016). In the present study, we try to enhance and broaden Tonnies’ understanding of community
by considering the perspective provided by intersectionality, where social and societal roles inter-
sect in the context of a location or place. This kind of location-related sense of community, at the
intersection of multiple values, activities and drivers, can thus be called ‘communality’. Limited
space prevents our discussing Ténnies’ viewpoints and their reception in greater detail. For the pur-
poses of this paper, it suffices to state that despite its idealistic and normative aspects, the Ténnian
concept of a community does not need to preclude conflict between community members and
between different communities; in fact, it includes this possibility.
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Community is also a situated, place-related concept, even though information technology and
social media have changed how places are represented. As suggested by Gusfield (1975), a sense
of community is both emotional (sense of place) and relational (sense of belonging). A sense of
belonging causes people to socially engage with others within the community, supporting shared
interests, cultural values and social well-being, characteristics that might be seen to engender a
strong sense of community (Taylor, Pooley, and Carragher 2016). In actor-network theory (Latour
2005), things, ideas and people are seen as equally important in the creation of meaningful collec-
tives and assemblages. Situated communality in neighbourhoods is never static; it is constantly liv-
ing and changing in connection to the objects and people around it.

We also rely on the work of McMillan and Chavis (1986) on the four features of community
(membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and a shared emotional connection).
When identifying different conceptions of community in our research, we pay attention to which
features are the most relevant in the opinions of our interviewees. We furthermore acknowledge
that community and sense of community are relational concepts, usually connected to the place,
landscape and environmental artefacts in the location. However, as Thrift (2008, 98) points out,
the fabric of space is open-ended rather than enclosed. Community can also be a virtual or hybrid
‘space’ in which individuals share similar interests and values, without necessarily sharing the same
location. Ultimately, everyone is physically interacting someplace, carrying the ideas of social net-
works and bringing them into their habitats. Community based on this can also be symbolic, con-
necting the values and ideas of a certain group of people with their behaviours.

Furthermore, we recognize that community and sense of community are not merely descriptive
concepts; they also include the idea that community and communality are valued and regulatory.
This can be seen, for example, in the fact that many organizations, both in the private and public sec-
tors, have named either ‘community’, the ‘sense of community’ or ‘communality’ as an organizational
value and a branding attribute (Jorgensen and Bozeman 2007; van der Wal, de Graaf, and Lasthuizen
2008). Thus, communities are not only interactions between people in a certain place and time, they
are also discursively maintained through shared values, narratives and recognition (Lewis 2016).

As narratives are central meaning-making systems for individuals and human social networks,
such as families, neighbourhoods and urban communities, it is reasonable to suggest that one’s
identity as a community member appears in the nexus of place, social interaction, and narratives.
Accordingly, cohesion within communities and neighbourhoods derives from their shared narra-
tive heritage (Lejano et al. 2018; Lejano, Ingram, and Ingram 2013).

It is also important to study community narratives, because stories can maintain internalized,
exclusive and even detrimental social structures, such as racism or ableism. Authors such as
Susan Friedman (1998), have pointed out that cultural narratives encode and encrypt the norms,
values and ideologies of the social order. As narratives often draw from normative symbols and
stereotypes, recognizing the prevalent aspect of community accounts is important because strong
extrinsic articulations (e.g. those given by researchers, urban planners and marketeers) or hegemo-
nic, unilateral narratives of community are at risk of conveying stereotypes and assumptions that
may be a component of the oppression and marginalization of certain demographics. These
dynamics can lead to the formation of imaginaries and assumptions that make some iterations
of communality more desirable than others and eventually lead to segregation and exclusion.

Our approach closely reflects the key features of the new cultural geography, a theoretically
informed paradigm for recognizing cultural nuances and social behaviour related to human spati-
ality (i.e. the fundamental physical and social feature of human life that frames and constrains all
our actions). This paradigm emerged from the ‘cultural turn’ in geographic studies and was associ-
ated with the ‘culturalization’ of multiple fields of study that took place during the 1980s (Cresswell
2010; Jackson 2016). More recently, the ‘new cultural geography’ was enriched with paradigms such
as actor-network theory (ANT) and non-representational theory (NRT) in the 1990s, which then
opened a perspective to a combined theoretical standpoint (‘more-than-human-geography
scene’), where all living and non-living things surrounding humans are seen to be related to social,
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material and semiotic meaning-making (Anderson 2006, 610; Barad 2007, Bennett 2010; Eriksson
2008; Willett 2021).

The human relationship to location and space is intrinsically connected to the idea of dwelling,
which again is connected to the idea of building and the construction of meaning within it (Hei-
degger 1971). Lingual practices paced by culture and governance determine how the flows of phys-
ical matter and actions are coordinated within a social sign system and within narratives (Gren
1994). In addition, language not only describes the state of events, but also represents direct exercise
of power (e.g. ratification of a city plan in the city hall permits the start of construction work) (Aus-
tin 1975). With reference to the political dimension of human action, ANT indicates how material is
involved with human will and power (Anderson and Harrison 2010).

This enhanced paradigm also underpins the present study, in which narrativity is understood
as a coproduct of a whole suburban realm, including natural and human-made environments
that shape our informants’ perceptions of the target neighbourhoods’ potential as regards creat-
ing and maintaining communality, for example, by providing meeting and gathering places and
by providing opportunities and facilities for interests and leisure time activities. Combining inter-
sectional theory and actor-network theory provides a framework that allows us to understand
how social identities and networks interact to produce systems of oppression. For example, inter-
sectional theory suggests that particular social identities are more vulnerable to oppression in
certain networks, while ANT helps to identify the actors and objects that are involved in sustain-
ing these networks.

With these premises as a background, our interviewees’ discussions about neighbourhood com-
munities can be considered to contain symbols, indicators and insinuations, which can be inter-
preted as signs in the ‘maps of meaning’, which form the patterns of social organizations and
relationships. Through these ‘maps’, individuals become not just humans (Clarke 1976, Jackson
2016), but also members of relational networks that connect humans, buildings, stones, plans,
trees, dogs, hedgehogs, roads, bushes and lawns, as well as different stakeholders, media and poli-
tics. In the contemporary era of coproduction and inclusion, maps of meaning are objectified in
social practices of mutual interpretation, and finally in the appearance of physical artefacts and
environments established by urban planners and administrators.

3. Data and methods

Throughout this study, we identify different understandings of communality through a close read-
ing and content analysis of gathered data in which our interviewees share their opinions on the
communities in the Ristinummi and Olympia Quarter. We chose these Vaasa neighbourhoods
to better understand the continuing urban transformation, because on the one hand, Vaasa embo-
dies the Nordic welfare heritage; on the other hand, the city and its people have noted a reputational
burden and changing population, especially in these two neighbourhoods.

Vaasa is a city on the west coast of Finland (see Figure 1). The city has a population of approxi-
mately 68,000 and is bilingual, with 70% of the population speaking Finnish as their first language
and 25% speaking Swedish. Vaasa is a major university and college city and the largest energy tech-
nology hub in the Nordic countries.

The suburban communities of Ristinummi (pop. 7,048) and Olympia (pop. 800) are below the
city’s average income level. The Olympia Quarter, built in the beginning of the 1990s, is densely
populated, predominantly with students and immigrants. Ristinummi, a typical 1970s Finnish resi-
dential area located on the outskirts of the city, has a higher unemployment rate than Vaasa on
average. In addition, Ristinummi has a larger immigrant population than most other neighbour-
hoods in the city. In Ristinummi, 16.5% of the population speaks a foreign language (Nylén 2023).

The Olympia Quarter in the Voyrinkaupunki area, boasts one of the most diverse demographics
(pop. 4,160) in the city. The large number of new apartment complexes in the area built in the 2010s
and 2020s, has benefitted the area’s population development. Véyrinkaupunki’s foreign-language
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Figure 1. Map of Finland and Vaasa.

population has increased dramatically in the previous 20 years. In the 0-15 age range, the pro-
portion of foreign-language speakers exceeds 40% (Nylén 2023.).

In this study, neighbourhood development served as a starting point for the discussions through
which our respondents’ experiences and perspectives could be examined. The city officials and resi-
dents had varied perspectives about the target neighbourhoods, even though they agreed on many
points.

The qualitative research material consists of transcribed recordings of interviews and focus
group discussions (hereafter called the Community Urban Planning Lab or CUPL), which were
conducted in the Finnish language. The team’s five researchers conducted 25 thematic interviews
and seven CUPL sessions with 33 residents and 11 authorities during 2020 and 2021. The data
were recorded using dictation equipment and online sessions, and the research material was
transcribed.

The authorities we used as informants consisted of 19 local government officials and politicians,
project specialists and urban planners. The resident informants represented various ethnic groups,
ages and socioeconomic backgrounds. There were 33 resident respondents consisting of both immi-
grants (first and second generation) (n = 7) and the Finnish population (n = 26); 60% of informants
were women, while 40% were men. Throughout the data gathering process, special consideration
was given to disadvantaged populations such as immigrants, the unemployed, the elderly and
those with disabilities. In addition, young people were considered as a special group.

According to our hypothesis, neighbourhood communities are constructed socially and cultu-
rally via customs, signification, policies and practices that are continually changing over time,
and in which some individuals and groups have a more dominant position than others. Therefore,
an intersectional analysis that addresses the underlying social and structural dimensions of commu-
nity may not only shed new light on communality in neighbourhoods, but also help to avoid repro-
ducing marginalization and systemic oppression by valuing particular experiences of community
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while obscuring others. Furthermore, intersectional analysis contributes to place-based neighbour-
hood research by considering not only the physical environment and its spatial features, but also
social status-influencing and governance-influencing factors that impact neighbourhood repu-
tation, residents and communality (Gorbunova, Ambrasat, and von Scheve 2015).

We have deliberately focused on the intersectional determinants influencing the social status of
residents and their sense of communality. These determinants include local institutions, the
environment and residents (see Figure 2). They interact with the three types of narration gestalts
— inclusion, recollection and segregation — construing the idea of communality in the studied neigh-
bourhoods. The determinants are analysed indirectly, when only the outcome might be observable;
for example, income might have an effect on the spectrum of hobbies which are possible for a resi-
dent. The narratives of our participants exemplified how varied and mutually reinforcing the factors
that affect communality are, both at the individual level and at the social level.

Recent intersectional research has acknowledged the significance of place, space and location in
constructing identities, social categories and oppressive structures in society (Lundstrom 2010;
Nightingale 2011; Castan Broto and Alves 2018; Vietinghoff 2021; Blidon 2018, Baylina Ferré
and Rodo-de-Zarate 2016, Datta 2007). As a location may have a recognized identity or genius
loci of its own (Stedman 2003), the identity of a certain place also interrelates and intersects with
the identities and categorizations of people residing in the location (Vietinghoff 2021). One’s
location within a city may thus become an element of one’s identity that intersects with other iden-
tity elements (Vietinghoff 2021), but the place people inhabit may also be part of the oppressive and
marginalizing structure that they face in their daily lives.

We consider the intersecting concepts of locality and communality to illuminate how certain
groups of people may be marginalized as a result of the location within the city where they reside,
as well as through narration gestalts connected to certain locations. In the most concrete sense, this
means that residents have or do not have opportunities to realize their aspirations in relation to the
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environment’s affordances. Considering discursively emerged and narrated communality, we want
to emphasize that discourse and narratives are here considered to be part of the agential becoming-
ness of the material world (Barad 2007; Bennett 2010; Biirk, Kithn, and Sommer 2012; Willett 2016).
Furthermore, we discuss how the concept of communality is discursively and semiotically con-
structed when considering marginalized groups, such as ethnic minorities, refugees and immigrants
living in marginalized locations, like blocks of council flats, which have a negative reputation.

4, Othering places, weaving communities

In the following section, we present and discuss our informants’ views on communality and sense of
community, to the extent that is necessary for detecting and identifying repeated discursive
conceptualizations.

One of our research questions specifically focused on how our interviewees perceived and
characterized communality. Accordingly, we asked them to respond to the following questions:
‘What do you think about communality in Ristinummi or in the Olympia Quarter?” and ‘Has com-
munality changed somehow in the neighbourhood in question?’. Based on the answers given, we
were able to identify three major discursive conceptualizations of communality. These narration
gestalts — inclusion, recollection and segregation — reflect a range of social and organizational per-
spectives on living in a suburban community.

As our main method of data gathering was focus group interviewing in CUPLs with different
stakeholders, the perceptions of communality appear to us to be storied and narrated. We empha-
size that these narratives are not inherently distinct, but rather co-constitutive, generating complex
and intersectional identities for places and the people who live in them. As Samara Brock (2009) has
argued, stories about us and others, both conscious and unconscious, create either the cohesiveness
or divisiveness of communities and societies. According to ANT, the structures of the physical
environment, formed by stones, trees and buildings, also function as markers and symbols of,
for instance, nostalgia, decadence and cooperation. Thus, stories do not determine their own
sphere, but have a connection to everything that surrounds people; they point at something and
frame people’s views (Farias and Bender 2010).

However, as narratives are a potent tool for identification, which can be empowering, they may
also be problematic. As these accounts shape the way we think and act, and thus ultimately shape
the world we live in, it is crucial to discern whose stories are plausible and accountable and whose
are not. Leonie Sandercock (2003) suggests that official urban discourses produced by city council
planning departments, police departments and mainstream media tend to legitimize and privilege
the fears of the bourgeoisie, reinforcing narratives and fears about ‘others’ who might invade or dis-
rupt their familiar local spaces and their habitus.

De-humanization of certain groups may result from questioning their capability to maintain
communality (Chu and Martin 2021) or by questioning the way they maintain a sense of commu-
nity. Some local government officials we interviewed put forward the idea that communality refers
to one’s identity as a member of a community (INTV 03/03/2021; cf. McMillan and Chavis 1986).
This dovetails with the ANT’s concept that when people play diverse roles in their communities,
they build a web that has a more holistic meaning than its individual members, both functionally
and in terms of its controls, including socio-psychological impacts, such as attitudes and feelings. A
feeling of belonging may be especially valuable for people who face oppression in their daily lives,
and there are carefully documented examples of well-functioning urban communities formed by
marginalized groups for whom a community offers a safe space to live in a hostile society (e.g. Gha-
ziani 2014).

However, close-knit communities formed by marginalized and oppressed people may also face
stigmatization by outsiders. Thus, communality as a term may also have the potential to exercise
power over marginalized people and segregated areas, by creating exclusion if discursively used
to separate some groups from each other. Following this reasoning, entire city districts can be
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stigmatized through questioning, by means of narrative actions, the functioning of the community
in that place.

We also argue that the displacement or placement of neighbourhood residents is often produced
through narrated community (cf. Anderson 2006; Jupp 2021). The dominant image of the place is
created through discursive conceptualization of community with many intersectional factors con-
tributing, such as socio-economic status, gender, and ethnic background. One of our respondents,
working but not living in the Olympia Quarter, points this out by saying:

I was walking there ... and, oh yeah, it is a silent neighbourhood ... Maybe in an apartment a family was hav-
ing breakfast, and then a foreigner [was] smoking. Thus, I do not believe it is a communal block. I might be
wrong, but during my workday, I did not notice any sign of the place being very communal. (INTV 14/02/
2021)

As indicated above, the Olympia Quarter is described as silent but not completely empty, with no
visible signs of communality. What is notable is that the quietness of the neighbourhood is not
interpreted as a sign of residents working outside of home during typical working hours, but a
proof of impaired communality, suggesting once again the widely accepted preconception of the
Olympia Quarter’s residents being unemployed immigrants. However, contesting the claim of
deprived communality, an Olympia Quarter resident notes:

Here [at Olympia] the sense of community is good and neighbours chat and help each other. Negative
opinions do not hold true, but frankly, it is the xenophobia and racism that are reflected onto the Olympia
Quarter. (INTV 08/09/2020)

Examples such as the one above, suggest existing, marginalizing narratives that form and sustain
the othered status of Ristinummi and the Olympia Quarter. When a neighbourhood is slandered,
the residents living there are also negatively labelled, which the informant in the above quotation
wishes to disclose and correct. Catrin Lundstrom (2010) noted that suburban areas are often
racialized and seen as ‘unsafe’ in the daily press, whereas white, middle-class areas are seen as
neutral and non-racialized. Thus, predominantly white residential areas are normalized and con-
strued by the racialization of certain suburban areas. In a discursive process where preferred
properties qualify as the norm, places that do not hold these properties become othered (Staszak
2009). However, not all the residents of an ‘othered’ suburb necessarily feel out of place, but may,
in fact, feel a sense of belonging when bonded with their peer groups. In the following subsec-
tions, we discuss how social norms, margins and otherness are created and maintained through
community narratives.

4.1. Inclusion

Our informants described good community spirit by enumerating and depicting different social
activities. This was somewhat expected, as social interaction and inclusion can be considered a
defining feature of community spirit. Our interviews contain explanatory examples of how this
atmosphere is manifested.

Understanding communality as getting together with friends and neighbours for leisure activi-
ties was most often described as a premeditated, organized event arranged by different associations
or city officials, or get-togethers informally organized by people living in the area. These activities
include a wide variety of social events and casual outdoor gatherings, such as the annual Risti-
nummi Day and summer barbeque parties with music (INTV 08/03/2020; CUPL 18/11/2020,
Speakers 6 and 8; INTV 23/02/2021). Additionally, many older residents in Ristinummi reminisce
about sports competitions that used to be an important part of their neighbourhood’s social activi-
ties (INTV 16/11/2020; CUPL 18/11/2020, Speaker 6; CUPL 23/02/2121, Speaker 3). City officials
and community developers emphasized instructive and inclusive youth activities, such as clubs and
cultural events, as a meaningful contribution to creating and maintaining a sense of community
(INTV 26/04/2021).
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What is noteworthy is the strong emphasis on the idea that communal living requires organiz-
ation (INTV 16/11/2020; CUPL 18/11/2020, Speaker 6). It also requires facilities and primarily an
understanding of how one’s aspirations can be connected to existing environmental and spatial
opportunities. Therefore, activity-based communality is organizer-dependent (and to some extent,
authority and project-dependent) and vulnerable to the replacement of human resources. For
example, if a residents’ association loses an active leader, all of its activity can come to a halt
(INTV 08/03/2021, Speaker 1).

In our data, active participation in social leisure activities was also understood as an expression
of dedication to one’s neighbourhood, an opinion that combines an operational understanding and
a psychological understanding of communality (McMillan and Chavis 1986). This combination was
explicitly referred to in the following statement: ‘Communality means feeling like home and doing
outdoor activities in the yard’ (INTV 21/01/2020). This statement also illuminates that in the dis-
course on community, there is a strong linkage between communality and outdoor infrastructure.
Accordingly, our informants identified several specific buildings and outdoor areas as central for
communal activities and community involvement (INTV 26/01/2021; CUPL 18/11/2020, Speaker
8; CUPL 18/11/2021, Speaker 11). In addition, very specific enhancements to develop infrastructure
were suggested, such as replacing asphalt courtyards with gardens and outdoor gym equipment
(INTV 12/2/2021), indicating that communality is understood as something that requires physical
activities.

In addition to premeditated and organized events, the social activities mentioned in our data also
included descriptions of neighbourly mutual aid and peer groups. However, most of the descrip-
tions given were expressed by ethnic minority residents. All of them described the community spirit
as good, and indicated that it creates an atmosphere of mutual help, embodied in different measures
of support:

Speaker 2: ... we help each other. We know what is going on here. When outside, I meet children from other
families and I will know how they are doing, and that makes us feel that we are safe and at home here in
Olympia.

Speaker 4: We have the connection, and the community we have is okay ... and we know each other ... And if
we have time, we help each other voluntarily (CUPL 20/06/2021).

These informants also described communality as a network of communication rather than outdoor
activity, and they linked acts like phone calls, knowledge sharing, informing and discussion between
neighbours with the concept of community. Referring to the narration gestalt of segregation, it is
significant that this kind of intimate and communicative network of residents is rarely visible for
those who do not live in the same neighbourhood, and this may lead to the false judgement that
the neighbourhood lacks inclusion and community spirit.

A commonly repeated allegation in our data is that communality is disintegrating. For example,
some long-time residents of Ristinummi relayed that their neighbourhood’s adolescents used to
side with each other in the 80s, but no longer do (CUPL 23/02/2021, Speaker 5). In terms of
ANT, this means that some connections, roles or established patterns of activity in a communality
network have been broken. These informants added that whilst residents’ solidarity has decreased,
independent initiative that used to be strong has also vanished (CUPL 23/02/2021, Speaker 6). Var-
ious reasons for the decline of community spirit were mentioned, such as time consumed on social
media (CUPL 23/02/2021, Speaker 6), language barriers in a diverse and multicultural neighbour-
hood (INTV 22/09/2020), and the high turnover of tenants (INTV 16/11/2020).

Although the decline of community spirit is usually something that those living in the area can
experience, the physical appearance of the neighbourhood was also linked with the assumption of
declining community spirit. For example, some older informants suggested that graffiti and general
untidiness indicated damaged communality. They believed that communality was stronger in ear-
lier times when there was no graffiti (INTV 25/08/2020). Thus, visual roughness and pictorial anar-
chy in a residential area are among the factors that push some residents out of their comfort zones
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and cause them to believe that a major change in terms of communality has occurred. However,
graffiti may be regarded as a territorial claim as well as a sign of identity construction. It is also
a reaction to the majority’s interpretation of communality.

Conclusions drawn from the existence of street art and graffiti may indeed vary among residents,
as graffiti can be associated with vandalism by some (Ross 2016); however, some fashionable urban
districts, such as Hackney Wick in London, have made street art part of their identity and sense of
place (Evans 2016). It might be that especially older residents consider graffiti to be ‘untidy’, as
street art has only recently become more socially acceptable. While for adolescents, the possibility
of taking part in the graffiti culture may be an important way to strengthen their identity and con-
tribute to place-making (Taylor, Pooley, and Carragher 2016). It is important to acknowledge that
aesthetics are always political; by choosing to support local youth and graffiti artists by offering walls
to paint on, city officers can simultaneously show support to the young locals while alleviating the
anxiety of older citizens by bringing graffiti into a socially acceptable sphere.

We noticed a slight difference between the way good community spirit is described by residents
and by city officials. For city officials, communality more often indicates something visible, easy to
monitor and witness or an activity to attend. Thus, according to city officials, good community
spirit is associated with activities, such as projects, festivals, markets, sports events and concerts
taking place in the urban environment where large groups of people gather together. From the
ANT perspective, local institutions such as churches, the Settlement Association, the European
Union funded TEO employment project and the Student Housing Foundation in Vaasa are impor-
tant actors because they offer services, peer groups and facilities for residents. By contrast, instead of
describing events, residents of Ristinummi and the Olympia Quarter, especially those with
migratory backgrounds, associated community spirit with mutual connectedness of neighbours.
Residents also linked communal activities more often to specific locations, such as schools or
club rooms, where people from different backgrounds can effortlessly meet each other.

4.2. Recollection

In our study, we found that the narration gestalt of recollection is strongly linked with nostalgic and
romanticized ideas of how communities used to be in the past. This recollection has to do with the
acknowledged difficulty, if not outright impossibility, of revitalizing and reinvigorating an idealized
community. At the same time, nostalgia can create boundaries between those who share a common
past and those who do not (Lewis 2016).

The stories of collapsing communality and nostalgic communality may also feed into each other.
In our data, nostalgia functioned as a framework for acknowledging systemic changes and grie-
vances about the present situation. For example, some of our informants painted rosy images of
an ideal communality in country villages. Such communality included neighbourly help and bor-
rowing tools, such as a saw for wood chopping (INTV 25/08/2020). Again, ANT focus on the
value of agent roles and social networking is relevant here. Furthermore, it was pointed out that
many blocks of flats used to have their own caretaker who was considered to be a communality-gen-
erating figure (INTV 25/08/2020). Now such caretakers have largely been replaced by faceless main-
tenance agencies, which is an example of a change that causes services to become distanced and at
least partially out of reach of residents, in turn causing the feeling of weakened accessibility. As a
result, residents felt less in control of their environment and less able to access necessary
information.

Some resident informants pointed out that the bad reputation of Ristinummi was due to social
welfare supported housing, such as council flats (INTV 12/02/2021). This might refer to hyperlocal
problems, i.e. the problems that are centred on specific buildings or even a specific wing of a build-
ing, but could nonetheless imply an unspoken prejudice towards people who do not conform to the
middle-class norm. This reflects how income level and predominant housing forms can impact the
reputation of a residential area and its dwellers’ social status in general (Hooks 2000).
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As an indication of the lack of community spirit, the neighbourhoods’ aesthetic features were
also mentioned, including its untidiness. Our intersectional analysis revealed how educated and
high-ranking officials perceive the same location, for example a hiding place for drug users, in vastly
different ways than some local residents such as substance abusers. The hiding place is an important
location for drug addicts and drinking groups to meet and socialize. City officials, on the other
hand, saw the same place as an example of a degenerated and corrupt environment that must be
remedied through social work and urban planning. This suggests that discourses on the need to
develop a neighbourhood are strongly influenced by a range of intersectional characteristics and
communality ideals in which people differ greatly depending on their roles and responsibilities.

Some informants mentioned that communality in Ristinummi was originally based on a work-
ing-class community created in the 70s when Stromberg, a Finnish company that made electrome-
chanical products, constructed new blocks of flats for its employees (INTV 27/01/2021). Many
industrial workers shared a relocation background as arrivals from rural areas to the city of
Vaasa and the neighbourhood of Ristinummi. Specific blocks of flats, in which many Stromberg
workers lived with their families, were central to the formation of a community. Some informants
noted that in the early stages of Ristinummi, people helped each other build new houses in the area,
and at that time leisure activities for various age groups flourished (INTV 25/08/2020). In their
report on the cities of Plymouth and Bristol in the UK, Clarke, Gilmour, and Garner (2007) note
that the nostalgic narratives of safe and integrative yet lost communities, were important for
white middle-class and working-class citizens when asked to describe their understanding of com-
munity. Class identity, place and community do form a tight narrative union. It is also notable that
community was understood as something ongoing and immutable, as some of our older informants
had a positive view of the youth, viewing young people in the capacity of successors and continua-
tors who preserve and maintain given traditions, rather than disrupt them (INTV 16/11/2020).

The nostalgic ideal for community described in our research is unitary and homogenous
(white/Finnish speaking/working-class), and people living in the community are visibly active,
playing outdoor sports and taking part in construction activities (INTV 25/08/2020). The depic-
tion of people living in such recalled communities underlines their agency, reproducing an ideal
community as a union of able-bodied, hardworking people. These accounts may indeed work as
a glue between inhabitants, bringing them together with the shared oral history, but on the other
hand, they may also exclude some groups that are not featured in the shared stories (Lewis
2016). As several informants with migratory backgrounds noted, opportunities to meet Fin-
nish-speaking neighbours who would share stories of Ristinummi with them are non-existent
(CUPL 10/05/2021).

Since the nostalgic recollection of the past is often linked to the area’s history as a white
working-class neighbourhood, it is in stark contrast to the reality of the multicultural and
diverse area in the here-and-now. Whereas stories of a unitary community may have had an
important social value at one time, the change of demographics and social structures may
shift the function of these narratives from integrative to divisive. As the mental reproduction
of idealized community has strongly affected the way the concept of community is perceived,
the possibilities to formulate communality as something different are limited. This is seen in
the double standard according to which the communities of populations with migratory back-
grounds are considered dubious.

Whereas the nostalgic account of lost communities was seen as a model of community spirit,
some respondents worried about existing communities formed by people with migratory back-
grounds. Communities formed by different ethnic groups were linked to ethnic concentration
(i.e. ghettoization) and were equated with low income, disadvantaged life situations and unem-
ployment. Concentrated ethnic communities were even mentioned as weakening the reputation
of the whole residential area (INTV 28/01/2021), yet the idealized, nostalgic neighbourhood of
working-class, white Finns was never considered to represent a concentrated community in our
data.
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4.3. Segregation

Our informants described Ristinummi and the Olympia Quarter as deprived neighbourhoods and
‘colourful’ areas that are inhabited by immigrants (both first and second generation, thereby form-
ing a heterogeneous group), students and the unemployed. We have also noted that community
narratives are a way to create cohesion among neighbourhoods, point out deficiencies, set objec-
tives, and create boundaries. Nonetheless, discursive acts that value certain communal activities
over others may possibly fuel segregation, especially if the valuation of communal activity is linked
with cultural essentialism, i.e. the view that certain characteristics of a culture are essential to the
values of that ethnicity.

In our data, the discourses on family and community are often entangled, forming a foundation
for the definition of a desirable community spirit. It is often the case that by defining a family and
family life, the (ideal) community is defined. The status of Ristinummi and the Olympia Quarter as
othered neighbourhoods is constructed through a narrative of the normalized way of living that is
considered impossible to establish in these neighbourhoods:

An average citizen: two children, a father, and a mother - an engineer and a nurse, would under no circum-
stances move to the Olympia Quarter. It is not seen as a good or safe place for families or, so to speak, the
working population that live a so-called ‘normal life’. Ristinummi is not a homogenous area, but there are
places where people want to live. There is this residential area with beautiful houses where people can live
a very good life. Then there is the apartment block area where one does not really want to move in. (INTV
19/01/2021)

In the above account, the normalized lifeway is depicted through the narrative of a heterosexual,
nuclear family with two parents with stable incomes. Furthermore, the family is seen as able to
lead a good life in a residential area, implying that owning a house is a part of the normalized
way of living. The Olympia Quarter and some areas of Ristinummi were described as places
where normal (sic) families could not lead a good life, as these places were unlikely to be safe or
otherwise desirable places to live.

Some of our informants identified a high turnover of tenants as a reason for decreased commun-
ality (INTV 16/11/2020). Living in a rented flat on a continuous basis was considered ‘socially sus-
picious’ by some of the informants, which may imply possible prejudice against people with lower
incomes. Again, the ANT’s underlying premise is that people playing different roles with different
characteristics create a web of social relations that is more significant than any of its parts. In this
case, tenants form a social group that is considered an important factor in explaining the absence of
the neighbourhood’s communality. It was also noted that the students’” willingness to be part of the
local community may be lessened, by the fact that most, if not all of them, live in a student apart-
ment (in the Olympia Quarter) for only a relatively short period of time (INTV 11/02/2021). This
highlights the intersectionality of the tenant role, where the short-term nature of housing and its
life-stage reasons (e.g. studying) are seen to coincide. Furthermore, our data suggests that stability
and longevity of occupants is considered important for community spirit to grow.

As previously stated, some informants pointed out that despite the general decline of commun-
ality, it remains strong in immigrant families, which can be seen, for example, in large families reg-
ularly getting together for dinner (INTV 05/02/2021). It was further indicated that communities
varied in size depending on the origin countries and cultures. Hence, these respondents assumed
that communities (e.g. ethnic and other local communities) in Finland are relatively small com-
pared to communities in more populous countries (INTV 05/02/2021). It was also suggested that
people of different ages and cultural backgrounds have their own forms of communality (CUPL
03/06/2021, Speaker 1). Language, once again, is a major divider or potential intersection: locally
Finnish-Swedish and universally all minorities speaking their own language without the ability
to fully participate in the majority population’s everyday life and culture. In these reports, the
accounts of family function are integral drivers that determine the extent of communality among
neighbours. People with migratory backgrounds were also considered to be essentially communal,
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as the capacity for creating a strong sense of community is thought to be inherent to their culture.
This narrative, echoing cultural essentialism (see e.g. Grillo 2003; Grillo 2008), maintains the view
that inhabitants with migratory backgrounds are different from the native population.

The valuation of one lifeway over another affects the way communities are treated and the
kinds of services that are targeted to the area. Local government officials also reported that immi-
grants have their own idea of communality and suggested that this has not helped them to inte-
grate with the native population (INTV 26/01/2021). As a remedy for ethnic concentration, some
respondents proposed that communal living of ethnic minorities should be avoided by means of
social mixing. However, no evident consensus exists on social mixing being an effective way to
solve structural problems, such as poverty and unemployment (Cheshire 2012). On the contrary,
social mixing often seems to be a cosmetic policy, as it is rarely recommended for wealthier
neighbourhoods that may be socially homogenous as well (Lees 2008). The notion of social mix-
ing does not consider that people with migratory backgrounds form a heterogeneous group
representing various life stages and multiple ethnic, cultural and religious backgrounds. Further-
more, displaced people may experience their new neighbourhood negatively if they experience
loss of social ties in the process (Doff 2010).

Nevertheless, according to our data, communities within the Ristinummi and Olympia Quarter
already show signs of ethnic segregation. Several respondents with migratory backgrounds reported
that they felt that they were not full members of the local community (cf. McMillan and Chavis
1986). A person who belongs to a particular immigrant community in Ristinummi shared that com-
munities in her neighbourhood are formed based on ethnic background and that while local immi-
grant groups have strong community spirit, they rarely meet their Finnish neighbours (CUPL 10/
05/2021, Speaker 3). This notion was repeated in several responses by residents with migratory
backgrounds stressing the division between the Finnish-speaking population and the population
with a migratory background.

This division was considered to be a disadvantage. Ethnic minorities especially emphasized that
the lack of proper meeting places limits the possibility of forming social cohesion between ethnic
minorities and native Finns. Several people with migratory backgrounds also noted that the evanes-
cence of public services, such as club rooms, youth clubs and gyms, makes it difficult, especially for
children and young adults, to meet with native Finnish-speakers (CUPL 05/11/2021).

It is notable that while the non-resident respondents (i.e. city officials and local politicians) pro-
posed breaking up the non-white communities as a means to create a heterogeneous population
structure, residents with migratory backgrounds more frequently suggested including white, Fin-
nish-speaking people in the already existing neighbourhood as a solution. Those with diverse ethnic
backgrounds more often suggested that the obstacles to enhancing the sense of community in the
neighbourhood were due to the lack of proper infrastructure in the form of meeting places. From
their perspective, the problems were structural, whereas Finnish-speaking respondents more often
suggested that difficulties in forming a cohesive community were cultural and lingual.

5. Conclusion

In this article, we have analysed the ways in which residents and authorities narratively construct,
from their different standpoints, two suburban areas and their communities in Vaasa, Finland.
Through this analysis, we have enriched and dynamized T6nnies (2001) understanding of commu-
nity by considering, in addition to the Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft distinction, the perspective of
intersectionality. In our analysis, the authorities’ and native population’s view of (ideal) commun-
ality is oriented towards Gesellschaft, or society and its services.

Our research team devised the term ‘communality’ in order to facilitate intersectional analysis.
The concept of communality enabled us to focus on various intersections of individuals’ character-
istics relevant to their sense of community, such as local institutions, environment and residency,
which again were brought together with the narration gestalts of inclusion, recollection and
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segregation. We observed that the intersectional characteristics of our informants undermined and
reduced their social position and capabilities of versatile participation and interaction in the target
neighbourhoods. We also concluded that intersectionality is connected to environmental opportu-
nities and affordances, which manifest themselves interdependently in educational or ethnical back-
grounds of residents, and more generally, to residents’ other capabilities such as physical or
psychological restrictions.

During this research project, an intersectional approach proved to be useful for illuminating
underlying biases in urban planning and public opinion on the neighbourhoods studied (Baylina
Ferré and Rodo-de-Zérate 2016; Castan Broto and Alves 2018). With reference to our research
questions, we were able to track stereotyping narratives and stigmatizing discourses that reflected
the residents’ understandings of communality and affected their ideas on the target neighbourhoods
and their development. Additionally, these narratives and discourses were recognized as affecting
the way the city areas are further developed and how the residents are seen in the public debate
(Blidon 2018; Collins 2015; Garcia 2016; Nightingale 2011; Phoenix and Pattynama 2006).

In our data, the term ‘communality’ was used in varying ways. For residents, communality was
experienced in contact with their friends, families, and neighbours on a daily basis. In addition, if
lack of communality was reported, it was often seen to be a result of inadequate urban planning and
the shortage of public places for people to gather. Furthermore, for outsider-observers (e.g. city
officials), communality was something to witness, not to experience. It was also articulated as
part of the identity of the place, rather than as daily connections with neighbours. At the same
time, local institutions are essential for establishing communal spaces and diverse situational
opportunities for residents.

An intersectional analysis of the data illuminated how, by questioning the level of communality,
the residential area is othered and stigmatized as deprived, which may lead to denouncement of the
persons inhabiting the place as well (Vietinghoff 2021). As communality was seen as something that
would elevate the status of the area among the ‘normal’ people, the inherent idea of desirable com-
munality as Finnish-speaking middle-class was revealed. This indicates that the discourse of com-
munality includes structurally segregated features. The nostalgic notion of (white) communality is
seen as desirable and safe. To the contrary, communities of ethnic minorities are regarded with sus-
picion and considered to be something that should be dissolved, or at least diluted. The tone of these
notions is dependent on whether they arise from inside or outside of the communities themselves.
This structural and covert racism greatly affects both the possibilities and the courage needed to talk
about community in general or to strive for communality.

Based on our analysis, the following narration gestalts explaining communality in a neighbour-
hood can be distinguished: inclusion, recollection and segregation. Inclusion represents a function-
alist understanding that emphasizes gathering for social events, on activities and services that
require a home base, such as a specific building or outdoor area. Many concrete examples were
mentioned as being important for residents, such as disc golf parks, outdoor fireplaces, and heated
spaces for spending time with friends. This understanding also emphasizes communality as some-
thing that is easy for outsiders to monitor and needs organization and timely investments. At the
same time, this discourse lacks understanding of more intimate forms of communality with a low
threshold to interact with one’s neighbour, such as casual chatting and shared social media groups.

The narration gestalt of recollection pays attention to how nostalgic accounts were produced and
consists of stories from the ‘golden era’ of the local community. Repeatedly, the contrast of the past
to the present was added to express grievances. Thus, nostalgic narratives frequently functioned as a
frame supporting the account of collapsing communality. The areal history as a unitary, white and
working-class neighbourhood was often mentioned, and communal activities, such as sport com-
petitions and collective building projects, were mentioned, depicting nostalgic community as visible
and active and emphasizing the able-bodiedness of inhabitants.

Entangled with the narrative of collapsing communality, the description of nostalgic community
stands out. The discourse that produces the understanding of local communality as diminished is,
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in our research, linked to the feeling of change, the change of aesthetics, infrastructure and popu-
lation mobility in an area. An underlying, normative narrative that good community is formed by
stable, middle-class people owning their homes is implicitly present, as people living in rental apart-
ments were considered to weaken the community spirit.

In the third category of communality narrations, we discussed community as segregated or
people displaced within the community. This narrative category is linked to the stereotyping dis-
course of ethnic minorities and cultural essentialism, transmitting accounts of immigrant commu-
nities as concentrated and problematic. Behind this narrative, the implicit discourse of normative
family structure can be found, promoting the middle-class nuclear family as a norm that people
living in the area are unlikely to meet.

The narrative structures listed here overlap and are in constant interplay with each
other. Together they produce an idealization of community, the side effects of which include
othering and marginalization of certain residential areas and their populations. Accordingly,
the narrative structures may also produce expectations that are difficult to meet, fostering the
tales of a collapsing community even further. It is important to identify this kind of internalized
account in order to be able to produce policies that do not strengthen already hegemonic nar-
ratives that favour people in privileged positions (Castan Broto and Alves 2018; Vietinghoff
2021). The creation of versatile imageries and the development of multiple understandings of
community living are needed in order to enhance the idea of community as a diverse and muta-
ble entity.
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Inclusion in Innovation Districts: A
Relational Perspective

Johanna Kalliokoski'

INTRODUCTION

Urbanization has increased rapidly in recent decades, and that
growth is projected to continue (UN, 2018). While this
development has brought prosperity to cities and nations, it has
also been accompanied by multiple social and environmental
challenges. A substantial body of research already exists in
multiple streams on urban inclusion and social justice, including
studies on inclusive cities (Liang et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2025)
and the right to the city and the just city concepts (Harvey, 2003;
Fainstein, 2013). Prior research addresses multiple challenges to
urban inclusion, including gentrification, segregation, and
economic and social polarization (Harvey, 2003; Gerometta,
Haussermann and Longo, 2005; Florida, 2017). Cities aim to
counter these issues through inclusive development, planning,
and policies such as community-led development, participatory
planning, affordable housing and transport, fostering economic
opportunities and training, and becoming accessible both
physically and digitally (Armendaris et al., 2015; Liang et al.,
2022; Morisson and Bevilacqua, 2019).

Concurrently, interest in knowledge-based urban
development has increased during the so-called neoliberal turn
of urban regeneration, placing innovation at the heart of cities
(Weber, 2002). Cities use multiple strategies to enhance and
support innovation, one of which is the innovation district (ID)
(Yigitcanlar, Adu-McVie and Erol, 2020). Innovation districts
are compact inner-city geographic areas encompassing
universities, companies, entrepreneurs, and the public sector that
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are designed to enable innovation and encourage investment in a
local innovation ecosystem (Katz and Wagner, 2014; Yigitcanlar,
Adu-McVie and Erol, 2020). Simultaneously, inclusion has
increasingly been recognized as a science, technology, and
innovation policy objective, and may also refer to the
involvement of various actors and organizations in innovation
activities and processes, in addition to its traditional meaning of
including marginalized groups (Kallioméki ef al., 2024).

This study examines IDs from the perspective of inclusion.
Cities are both arenas of innovation and sites of social exclusion
and the related challenges, making them a relevant context for
observing the processes of inclusion and exclusion (Gerometta,
Haussermann and Longo, 2005). Urban IDs, as intersections
between urban and innovation policies, provide a unique
research opportunity to scrutinize inclusion through their
integrated urban planning approach (Kalliomidki, Oinas and
Salo, 2024). This connection between IDs and inclusion has
rarely been made except in very recent scientific contributions
(Morales et al., 2025), as previous literature has criticized the
exclusionary nature of IDs, while cities themselves are
frequently viewed as nodes of neoliberal social tensions (Heaphy
and Wiig, 2020; Kayanan, 2022; Kayanan, Drucker and Renski,
2022; Gerometta, Haussermann and Longo, 2005). Prior
research literature has recognized the pressing need for more
inclusive IDs and other innovation areas that can deliver
enhanced public value (Battaglia and Tremblay, 2011;
Esmaceilpoorarabi et al., 2020a, 2020b; Davidson et al., 2023;
Lee, 2023). Based on the reviewed literature, 1 argue that
examining inclusion in IDs requires a more holistic approach
than is currently reflected (Pancholi, Yigitcanlar and Guaralda,
2019; Esmaeilpoorarabi et al., 2020a, 2020b; Lee, 2023). This
need arises from the increasingly complex meaning of inclusion
in both urban and innovation policies and research (Hu and
Wang, 2019; Lee, 2023; Zhao, De Jong and Edelenbos, 2023;
Kalliomiki et al., 2024). Therefore, this study employs relational
theory to identify and assess the various dimensions of inclusion
that should be considered in the context of IDs (Yeung, 2005). In
this study, relational theory is primarily contextualized in its
spatial dimension, deriving from the field of geography.

Previous research and policy have emphasized the
importance of cross-sectoral cooperation and policy mixes to
achieve more inclusive outcomes (Planes-Satorra and Paunov,
2017; Bramwell, 2021; Liang et al., 2022; Lee, 2023; Parsons et
al., 2024). Adopting a cross-sectoral and holistic perspective on
inclusion necessitates understanding the goals of inclusion from
multiple interconnected viewpoints, which influence the socio-
spatial experiences and opportunities that IDs can provide.
Therefore, a relational viewpoint is essential. This necessity will
be demonstrated through two case studies, with semi-structured

107



108

Acta Wasaensia

research interviews from Finland and Australia serving as the
primary data sources. This study explores Melbourne Innovation
Districts (hereafter MID) in Melbourne, Australia, and the Turku
Science Park (hereafter TSP) in Turku, Finland. Melbourne
Innovation Districts is a partnership between RMIT University,
the University of Melbourne, and the City of Melbourne (MID,
2025). Turku Science Park is a spearhead project of the City of
Turku (City of Turku, 2025a), which is being developed in
collaboration with local stakeholders, including Business Turku
and Turku Technology Properties.

Consequently, the research questions shaping this study are as
follows:

1) How can inclusive innovation districts be conceptualized from
a relational perspective?

2) How do the relational dimensions of inclusive innovation
districts appear in the data?

Answering those questions advances the theory of IDs and
inclusive urban development by recognizing them as relational
phenomena. Relationality has been broadly discussed in the
context of regional development and economic geography (see
Yeung, 2004) and human geography (see Jones, 2009).
Relations, interactions, and networks are also central to the
regional innovation system (RIS) concept and literature (Stuck,
Broekel and Revilla Diez, 2016), and the relational nature of
urban innovation areas has been previously explored by, for
instance, Battaglia and Tremblay (2011). Previous urban studies
research addresses different dimensions of inclusion, including
the spatial, economic, and social (Hu and Wang, 2019; Liang et
al.,2022; Zhao et al., 2025). However, there is still a need for a
relational conceptualization of inclusion in the specific context
of IDs, as these districts are at risk of increasing exclusion in
cities. Therefore, more knowledge is needed on how to develop
these areas to be more inclusive and socially sustainable.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Although still a relatively new phenomenon, IDs have attracted
a considerable volume of scientific research in disciplines such
as economic geography and urban studies. That research has
assessed IDs as place-based yet widely networked innovation
systems, and scrutinized their form, function, and performance
(Esmaeilpoorarabi et al., 2018; Pancholi, Yigitcanlar and
Guaralda, 2019; Yigitcanlar, Adu-McVie and Erol, 2020; Adu-
McVie et al., 2022). The literature is currently broadly aligned
on IDs being compact inner-city geographic areas where large
numbers of companies and knowledge-sector organizations have
located, and where organizations can collaborate and innovate in
a high-proximity, high-quality urban space, often in mixed-use
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environments (Katz and Wagner, 2014; Wagner, Katz and Osha,
2019; Yigitcanlar, Adu-McVie and Erol, 2020).

Innovation districts are a new land-use type that combines
characteristics of urban development and planning, economic
growth strategies, innovation policy, and societal development
(Yigitcanlar, Adu-McVie and Erol, 2020; Kalliomiki, Oinas and
Salo, 2024). The original aspirations for IDs also included
inclusive and sustainable development and growth (Katz and
Wagner, 2014); however, studies have struggled to find evidence
of IDs delivering on those goals (e.g., Heaphy and Wiig, 2020;
Kayanan, 2022; Maalsen, Wolifson and Dowling, 2023).
Kallioméki, Oinas, and Salo (2024, p. 2) have classified IDs as
strategic urban projects where “a need for integration of planning
and innovation-driven economic development policies”
manifests. These districts can have different types of governance
structures, geographical definitions, and specializations, but
most of them strive to take advantage of local economic,
physical, and networking assets to boost innovative activities
and economic development (Wagner, Katz and Osha, 2019).
Some recent studies have also explored alternative framings for
IDs, such as IDs focusing on social innovation (Fernandez and
Bentley, 2022) and mission-oriented IDs for transformative
change (Davidson ef al., 2023; Fastenrath ef al., 2023).

Defining Inclusion

Inclusion in urban settings is supported by a substantial body of
scientific literature as well as policy documents developed by
organizations such as the United Nations (UN), the World Bank,
and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD). There is no consensus on the exact
definition of inclusion in literature, and the concept can be
described as fuzzy (Lee, 2023). The World Bank has developed
an inclusive cities framework that divides inclusion into spatial,
economic, and social dimensions (Armendaris et al., 2015).
Liang et al. (2022, p. 60) found “that inclusiveness is
multidimensional and comprised of spatial, social,
environmental, economic, and political dimensions in which the
characteristics of participation, equity, accessibility, and
sustainability are sometimes interwoven.” Hu and Wang (2019)
describe inclusiveness as a multidimensional concept that has
acquired diverse meanings and theoretical grounds depending
on, for example, the target group for inclusion and the different
ways to operationalize urban inclusion. Bunnell (2019) states in
the context of the New Urban Agenda that historically, inclusion
has been easy to agree upon due to its positive connotations and
vagueness. In addition to the different dimensions of inclusion,
attention should be paid to issues such as agency, capacity
building, and social capital to ensure that the intended policy
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benefits can be realized by the recipients (Biswas, 2019; Thapa,
lakovleva and Foss, 2019; Klingler-Vidra and Liu, 2020).

In the context of innovation, inclusion plays a central role in
concepts such as user innovation, citizen science, social
innovation, and inclusive innovation. Additionally, mission-
oriented innovation policy and the “third frame for science,
technology and innovation policy” emphasize the active role of
civil society in successfully implementing large-scale socio-
technical changes to address the major challenges of our time,
such as climate change (Schot and Steinmueller, 2018, p. 1558).
The role of civil society and various publics is also central in the
quadruple-helix model of innovation, which is derived from the
preceding triple-helix model of innovative collaboration
involving industry, the knowledge sector (e.g., universities), and
the public sector (Carayannis and Campbell, 2009; Etzkowitz,
2003). Inclusion in terms of innovation activities and innovation
areas can be approached from the perspectives of justice, equity,
and the overall well-being of the urban population. Moreover,
the concept can involve leveraging the talents of individuals
from diverse backgrounds to benefit the innovation economy,
highlighting the various ways the concept of inclusion can be
applied and operationalized (Kallioméki ef al., 2024).

Previously, concepts such as the OECD’s inclusive
innovation policy framework have directed attention to how
innovation policy can deliver benefits to wider society by
focusing on inclusion (Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017).
Inclusive innovation policy can be defined as policies designed
to specifically “remove barriers to the participation of
individuals, social groups, firms, sectors and regions that are
underrepresented in innovation activities,” as well as supporting
the broader distribution of innovation benefits in society (Planes-
Satorra and Paunov, 2017, p. 17). Similar to previous
frameworks on urban inclusion, the OECD version identified
social, economic, and territorial dimensions within inclusive
innovation policy (Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017). It also
suggests that the successful implementation of such a policy
requires cross-sectoral cooperation among organizations
responsible for public services, business, and education (Planes-
Satorra and Paunov, 2017), an approach already evident in many
IDs through their integrative development strategies aimed at
advancing innovation. Lee (2023) analysed the potential of
inclusive innovation as a policy framework for city governments
and proposed a framework to guide its implementation: inclusive
innovation in strategies, meaning, for example, decision-
making; inclusive processes of innovation, meaning
participation; and inclusive innovation outcomes. Lee (2023)
also identifies three key challenges for inclusive innovation
policy at the city level: fuzziness of the concept, neophilia, and
insufficient local powers.
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It is therefore observed that, at least in theory, IDs as cross-
sectoral collaborative endeavours might have the potential to
implement inclusive innovation policies, given applicable
resources and intention (Bramwell, 2021; Parsons et al., 2024;
Morales et al., 2025). However, that would require inclusion to
be recognized from a relational perspective as an interconnected,
multidimensional concept. In line with the views of the OECD
(Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017), the work of Lee (2023, pp.
10-11) concludes, among other things, with a notion on policy
mix: “the ‘mix’ of instruments which matter for inclusion will
span innovation policy but also social policies, the law, policies
governance, and so on. Inclusive innovation policy has more
potential if embedded in a wider strategy of addressing
disadvantage.” The approach of policy mixing can be seen as
aligning with the idea of relationality, bringing together
perspectives that have traditionally been separated by silos.
Given that relationality remains undertheorized in the context of
inclusive innovation areas, developing a deeper understanding of
its theoretical foundations and the conceptualization of IDs
through a relational lens could support both academic research
and the practical implementation of policies fostering impactful
inclusion that counters disadvantage and provides opportunities
for the broader urban population. Therefore, this study aims to
conceptualize inclusive IDs from a relational perspective by
developing an appropriate conceptual framework.

Inclusion and Innovation Districts

The exclusionary nature of IDs and other urban innovation areas
is well-documented (Heaphy and Wiig, 2020; Esmaeilpoorarabi
et al., 2020a; Kayanan, 2022; Kayanan, Drucker and Renski,
2022; Maalsen, Wolifson and Dowling, 2023). Heaphy and Wiig
(2020) argued that these areas were largely designed to attract
global technology firms and international talent, therefore
mostly benefiting real estate and multinational companies
without producing broader societal benefits. Kayanan, Drucker,
and Renski (2022, p. 349) examined whether economic
revitalization could be an inclusive strategy for IDs. Their
analysis could not provide a definitive answer, and instead, the
study raised questions about the evolution of public and private
urban development and who the IDs serve on both small and
larger scales. One of the notions proposed considers housing and
how the live, work, and play aspirations of IDs may be
contradictory when examining smaller firms and entrepreneurs
who may not be able to afford trading space within the district,
as well as people within the service industry with typically lower
incomes (Kayanan, Drucker and Renski, 2022; Kayanan, 2022).
This is a central notion considering that lively IDs depend on the
active participation of both groups (Kayanan, Drucker and
Renski, 2022). Kayanan (2022) continued the topic with a
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critique of the ID concept and argued that IDs have not been able
to deliver inclusive outcomes and have instead burdened
entrepreneurs with the responsibility of city revitalization with
limited support.

Other studies have explored inclusiveness as an element of
IDs in terms of social integration (Pancholi, Yigitcanlar and
Guaralda, 2019); policy responses to alleviate gentrification
(Morisson and Bevilacqua, 2019); focus on citizen engagement
and social innovation (Esmaeilpoorarabi et al., 2020a, 2020b;
Fernandez and Bentley, 2022); and also as a mixed-use
development for social integration (Gao and Lim, 2023). Social
interaction and integration are crucial components of ID success,
as a vibrant social life aids talent attraction and innovation
processes in networks (Pancholi, Yigitcanlar and Guaralda,
2019). Morisson and Bevilacqua (2019) found that effectively
implementing policies such as entrepreneurship and
digitalization training for underrepresented and vulnerable
societal groups, creating welcoming urban environments, and
providing affordable housing can mitigate the effects of
gentrification in IDs and foster the more equitable distribution of
knowledge spillovers within the urban community. Gao and Lim
(2023) propose incorporating a variety of land-use types,
dispersed green spaces, and commercial and recreational areas,
and diverse amenities connected to both residential and business
zones. The study also highlights the importance of parks and
green spaces between buildings to support social integration in
IDs.

A recent study by Morales and others (2025) on IDs in
Newcastle-upon-Tyne (England), Pittsburgh (USA), Belfast
(Northern Ireland), and Medellin (Colombia) investigated the
challenges of and opportunities arising from inclusive
innovation in IDs. They highlighted the context-specific and
locally formulated evidence-based meaning of inclusion in
contrast to its previously argued fuzziness. In addition, the study
identified essential elements of inclusive innovation for IDs—
economic issues, health and well-being, gender perspectives,
integration, poverty alleviation—and also education and climate
adaptation (Morales ef al., 2025). Further, in the context of IDs,
the authors “define inclusive innovation as the co-creation of
new ideas, practices or technologies with local communities,
businesses and organisations to address societal challenges,
ensuring equitable benefit distribution and fostering community
empowerment” (Morales et al., 2025, p. 750). Inclusive
innovation is inherently place-based, and policymakers should
pay attention to outcome types, distribution of benefits, and
community agency when designing inclusive innovation policy
for IDs (Morales et al., 2025). The study also recognizes that
tensions remain between inclusive aims and economic objectives
within IDs (Morales ef al., 2025).
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The ID concept entails challenges for inclusive development
that must be specifically managed. In summary, some well-
recognized dimensions of inclusion, especially in the urban
context, include spatial and territorial inclusion, such as housing
(Armendaris et al., 2015; Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017;
Liang et al., 2022; Lee, 2023); economic inclusion (Armendaris
etal.,2015; Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017; Liang et al., 2022;
Morales et al., 2025); social inclusion, interaction, and
integration (Harvey, 2003; Fainstein, 2013; Armendaris et al.,
2015; Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017; Morales et al., 2025);
innovations that are more inclusive and have a positive impact
on disadvantaged communities (Heeks et al., 2013; Planes-
Satorra and Paunov, 2017; Lee, 2023); participation in
innovation, networks, and social capital (Lee, 2023; Battaglia
and Tremblay, 2011; Klingler-Vidra and Liu, 2020; Morales et
al., 2025); and political participation (Liang et al., 2022). The
role of green spaces and sustainability is also emphasized (Liang
et al., 2022; Gao and Lim, 2023; Morales et al., 2025). As this
chapter progresses, key lessons are carried over to the evolving
domain of innovation-based development, which encompasses
IDs. The concept of relationality in conceptualizing inclusion is
discussed next, along with its implications for the current
research.

Examining Inclusion Through the Lens of Relational Theory

Regarding space, relational thinking can be utilized to explore
the multiple roles played by processes and objects in actively
shaping the meaning of the environment in relation to one
another (Murdoch, 2005; Yeung, 2005). Relational theory is
often credited to Western scholars, but relationality has been a
foundational principle within many Indigenous epistemologies
and ways of living long before it entered the Western theoretical
lexicon (see Tynan, 2021; Gould, Martinez and Hoelting, 2023).
Yeung (2005, p. 44) suggest relationality in the context of
economic geography be understood as “matrix-like
interconnections” between different scales, structures, actors,
and concepts, through which “each end of the binary achieves its
meaning.” In contrast to the traditional view of absolute space as
a static container, relational space is a product of interrelations
and interactions and is therefore dynamic and constantly in the
process of making and becoming: “space is relational because
objects exist only as a system of relationships to other objects”
(Elden, 2009, p. 265). Space is, therefore, active in the
production of socio-spatial lived experiences and interactions
and is, in turn, changed by them.

Accordingly, given that IDs operate at the interface of urban,
economic, and innovation policies, trying to understand
inclusion within a single domain, such as economic, political,
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social, or spatial aspects, might lead to unsatisfactory results
(Lee, 2023). [Instead, their interconnectedness and
interdependence on socio-spatial experiences need to be
accounted for. In addition, ID development is often linked to
powerful actors, such as the public sector, universities, real estate
businesses, and other private companies, including
multinationals, making it essential to address matters of
inclusion from a broader perspective of social sustainability.

Battaglia and Tremblay (2011, p. 1-2) adopted a relational
approach to enhanced inclusiveness within IDs. The study
highlighted a more integrated hybrid approach to ID governance
in both spatial terms (geographical proximity of organizations)
and “relational and institutional integration” (partnerships and
synergy of local actors). They also highlight the role of relational
proximity, as in “access to information networks and personal
interactions in a given context”, in addition to geographic
proximity (Battaglia and Tremblay, 2011, p. 3). The role of
different types of proximities in regional innovation, such as
social and cognitive, and their relation to geographical
proximity, has been previously explored by Boschma (2005). In
this study, it was argued that “geographical proximity per se is
neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition” for innovation or
interactive learning, and instead a balance must be found in the
amount of proximity, including social and cognitive (Boschma,
2005, p. 61).

Previous studies on social exclusion also demonstrate that
individuals and groups can be burdened with multiple forms of
disadvantage at the same time. Intersectional studies have shed
light on how simultaneously belonging to more than one
marginalized group creates additional barriers for inclusion in
intersections of exclusion (Crenshaw, 1989) and how
segregation processes may reinforce spatial, social, and
economic exclusion (Armendaris et al., 2015; Florida, 2017).
Policies designed to be inclusive may still fail to address the
complex, underlying systems of exclusion, and merely disguise
the symptoms (Lee, 2023). It is therefore proposed that attempts
to enhance inclusion should also be viewed relationally,
acknowledging the multiple lived experiences of people
interacting with IDs, as well as the connections between different
forms of disadvantage.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative double-case study approach,
with 15 semi-structured interviews conducted in 2023-2024
serving as the primary data source. The interviews followed a
thematic outline, but each participant’s expertise was explored
further if required. Before data collection, participants received
information about the study and data protection principles, and
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guidelines for ethical research conduct were followed
throughout the study. This study is exploratory rather than
comparative in nature; informative cases were carefully selected
to generate insights and extend understanding of how inclusion
within IDs might be enhanced. Individuals with relevant
information on IDs, urban exclusion and inclusion, social
sustainability, or economic development were invited from
Finland and Australia to participate in the interviews. The
participants represent the knowledge sector, businesses, and the
public sector, among others, and all were connected to one of the
cases, so they were deemed to possess relevant information for
the current study. The research was designed to ensure a diverse
set of individuals (in terms of perspective and gender) were
canvassed. Publicly available policy documents, along with
statistical and geographic information, were reviewed to support
the data analysis.

The coding of interview material followed a theory-driven
inductive approach, wherein the dimensions of inclusion
identified in the literature review served as an analytical lens for
uncovering additional dimensions relevant to the ID context, the
relational dynamics among them, and the overarching patterns
they collectively form. As a result, ten dimensions for inclusion
were extracted from the data: social, economic, digital, and
spatial inclusion; capacity building; engagement of actors;
inclusion in networks; inclusion in innovation; environment and
sustainability; and inclusion in well-being. They emerged from
the data intrinsically, as interviewees were allowed to elaborate
on their views on inclusion quite freely, and both existing
concepts as well as visions for the future were included in the
results. These methods and data were selected due to the limited
existing literature on inclusion and IDs.

The selected cases represent cities pursuing growth through
innovation, despite facing some well-known urban challenges.
Given their reputation for embodying a good quality of life, these
contexts serve as meaningful points of examination for strategies
aimed at creating more socially sustainable IDs. Furthermore,
both cases have district renewal plans that are relevant to this
study, as sustainability is highlighted as a priority in
development. However, as some of the developments are still in
the planning phase, future research will need to address the
realized societal impacts of these endeavours. The cases serve as
illustrative examples of how to utilize relational understanding
of inclusion within IDs.

Turku Science Park

Finland is internationally recognized for its high standard of
living, largely due to its welfare state model. However, recently
Finnish cities have experienced increasing degrees of urban
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segregation, although the rate remains low in international terms
(Bernelius and Huilla, 2021). Turku, a medium-sized city in
Southwest Finland, is an exemplary case to illustrate this, as it
currently has clear disparities among areas of socioeconomic
difference (City of Turku and Ubigu, 2023). Turku Science Park
is a spearhead project of the City of Turku, which has been
developed as a type of ID throughout the 2010s (see Picture 1).
Although the official policy language does not explicitly use the
term innovation district, the characteristics of the area fit the
international definition and can therefore be analysed as such
(Kalliomiki, Oinas and Salo, 2024). The science park is
projected to double in size as it expands into the nearby Itdharju
industrial area with a new development called Kupittaa Core.
Today, TSP hosts four higher education institutions, over 400
companies and businesses, Turku University Hospital, 40,000
higher education students, 11,000 residents, and 26,000
occupations (City of Turku, 2025b). As of now, the current TSP
area is largely dominated by office buildings and other
institutions, although there are no defined geographical
boundaries. The key organizations developing the district
include the City of Turku, Business Turku, and Turku
Technology Properties. The population of Turku is around
200,000.
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Picture 1. Turku Science Park (TSP). The Itdharju industrial area with the planned
Kupittaa Core can be seen on the right side, and Turku University Hospital is located
north of TSP. The tram line is part of the preliminary plans and is not yet officially
approved and is therefore subject to change.
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Melbourne Innovation Districts

The State Government of Victoria plays a central role in the
urban planning and development of its state capital, Melbourne.
In addition, central metropolitan Melbourne is governed by a
local municipality, the City of Melbourne. Melbourne is known
for its quality of life, ranking exceptionally well in the Global
Liveability Index (The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited,
2023). However, Melbourne currently faces challenges not
unfamiliar to other metropolitan cities, including inequality,
social issues, and economic renewal (Fernandez and Bentley,
2022). The MID is a collaborative partnership between the City
of Melbourne, RMIT University, and the University of
Melbourne, and was established in 2017 (see Picture 2). It is
located in the north of the Melbourne central business district
(CBD), and while geographical boundaries are not strictly
defined, the campuses of RMIT University and the University of
Melbourne are within it, as well as, for instance, the State Library
of Victoria, Melbourne Museum, and Queen Victoria Market. In
addition, under the leadership of RMIT, a City North Social
Innovation Precinct is being developed within the MID
boundaries to address societal challenges together with citizens
and stakeholders (RMIT, 2023). In 2023, around 177,400 people
lived in the City of Melbourne, and over 5 million in the greater
Melbourne area (City of Melbourne, 2023a; Australian Bureau
of Statistics, 2023).
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Picture 2. Melbourne Innovation Districts (MID), featuring notable institutions such

as RMIT University and the University of Melbourne.
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ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

The reviewed literature and interview data analysis prompted the
author to create a conceptual framework (Figure 1) to help assess
the different relational dimensions of inclusion in IDs. It
illustrates how different dimensions are interconnected through
relational understanding (Murdoch, 2005; Yeung, 2005). In
addition, it acknowledges that in situations of intersecting
disadvantage, such as social and economic, considering multiple
dimensions simultaneously may be useful for more inclusive
activities (Lee, 2023). Moreover, the importance of nature and
sustainability, as well as the role of future generations, is
highlighted. In addition, linking to neighbourhoods and regions
further away through digital and transport connections is
considered, as well as distributed innovation activities. It should
be noted that, in addition to being based on previous literature
(Battaglia and Tremblay, 2011; Heeks et al., 2013; Armendaris
et al., 2015; Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017; Morisson and
Bevilacqua, 2019; Klingler-Vidra and Liu, 2020; Liang et al.,
2022; Gao and Lim, 2023; Lee, 2023; Morales et al., 2025; Zhao
et al., 2025), the framework includes both already implemented
activities as well as interviewee suggestions for more inclusive
IDs. The ten dimensions are also defined and explained in Table
1.

Inclusion is a central strategy for all MID partners, although
organizations mostly pursue their own interests. The City of
Turku also prioritizes osallisuus, a Finnish term that is difficult
to translate cleanly into English but is perhaps best rendered as
social inclusion; however, TSP in its current form exhibits a
disconnect from inclusion. This study does not claim to present
a complete solution to exclusion within IDs, nor does it attempt
to map all activities related to inclusion within the case districts.
It does, however, direct attention toward a more socially
sustainable perspective on district development. The following
examples from the data illustrate how this framework helps map
and evaluate various opportunities for inclusion and risks of
exclusion, while accounting for their relational nature to support
more inclusive innovation areas.

Table 1. The identified dimensions of inclusion for IDs

Dimension Definition

Digital inclusion The utilization of digital technologies to
enhance public engagement within the
district, and to connect to innovation
activities occurring in surrounding areas;
digital infrastructure, such as availability of
Wi-Fi and computers
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Spatial inclusion

Social and cultural spaces; welcoming and
accessible public spaces; transport; housing;
IDs acting as locations and connectors for
cross-sectoral services and inclusive
innovation activities, such as education and
entrepreneurship support

Inclusion in
innovation

Broadening the scope of innovation in IDs
from traditional technology-dominant
framings and definition toward more
inclusive; Enhancing the role of social
sciences, humanities, and local culture; the
role of social innovation and community
agency

Social inclusion

Reducing barriers for underrepresented
communities to partake in activities within
the ID, such as entrepreneurship; Non-
discrimination; Support for social interaction

Inclusion in well-
being

Access to healthcare facilities; ID
environment that supports well-being

Capacity building | Education, opportunities for learning and
personal development

Economic Affordable commercial premises and trading

inclusion spaces; Affordable housing; Diverse

opportunities for employment and
entrepreneurship, and related support
services

Engagement of
actors

Engaging diverse actors, such as citizens,
third-sector organizations, businesses, and
education institutions, in district
development initiatives, civic participation,
and dialogue with residents

Inclusion in
networks

Enhancing opportunities to join
collaboration, networking, and knowledge-
sharing networks in the district

Environment and
sustainability

Environmental sustainability and the role of
nature; green spaces and vegetation; circular
economy and similar initiatives; cultural
sustainability
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Capacity building

Figure 1. A conceptual framework that illustrates the multiple
interconnected dimensions of inclusion within the innovation district
context.

Social, economic, and spatial aspects of inclusion

In this study, particularly in its Australian context, interviewees
acknowledged the potential of IDs to improve economic
inclusivity by supporting entrepreneurs from disadvantaged and
underrepresented groups, such as women, immigrants,
marginalized communities, and Indigenous peoples (Morisson
and Bevilacqua, 2019; Lee, 2023). This recognition stems from
the identified barriers to inclusion in the innovation economy, as
well as the need to harness the talents of diverse individuals. For
instance, the LaunchVic initiative, which supports female
entrepreneurs in Melbourne, was frequently mentioned. The
need for financial and business premises support for
entrepreneurs just starting out was also recognized. “Now, that
hasn't happened yet, but that’s one of the ideas [...]. An example
might be creating shop fronts to allow young entrepreneurs,
maybe young people coming out of incubators with a start-up
they want to develop, cheap space to use.” (Interview 07, MID;
Kayanan, 2022). An example of startup support in TSP is
SparkUp, which has an open-to-all strategy and offers guidance
and shared office premises free of charge.

Similarly, the employment of international students was
deemed crucial in both contexts: “The bias that prevents
international  students from obtaining employment as
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successfully [as native Finns] /... ], that, if anywhere, would be a
place for an inclusive innovation policy” (Interview 11, TSP).
The previously recognized need to broaden the scope from job
creation to address more systemic barriers of economic
exclusion, such as societal discrimination, is also present here
(Morales et al., 2025; Zhao et al., 2025). Given the connection
between social and economic inclusion or exclusion, it is
relevant to consider them relationally to enhance the lived
experiences that IDs offer. Some interviewees also sought
support for families and parents, particularly in terms of
proximity to childcare facilities and schools within the districts.
The density of IDs presents an opportunity to co-locate cross-
sectoral employment and entrepreneurship services, which could
facilitate a more seamless experience and lower the entry
threshold for individuals with diverse life situations and
backgrounds (Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017). Such an
approach could broaden the range of visitors interacting within
the district. This example also illustrates how innovation areas
can support the advancement of more holistic inclusion through
cross-sectoral policy mixes grounded in relationality, by serving
as spatial nodes for such activities.

The spatial aspects of inclusion were a significant topic for
the interviewees. Regarding the TSP, they noted the current lack
of social and cultural spaces to promote community integration
and activities. In MID, several interviewees expressed the need
for a neutral, open space that would not be controlled by any of
the key institutions. Such a space would facilitate and improve
social interaction, integration and networking (Battaglia and
Tremblay, 2011; Pancholi, Yigitcanlar and Guaralda, 2019).
Respondents from both cities raised the importance of transport
and connectivity to surrounding regions and neighbourhoods.
For instance, IDs could serve the broader population by acting
as connectors between schools and educational institutions
throughout the city. In Melbourne, an initiative at the Science
Gallery, recognized as the STEM Centre of Excellence?, has
leveraged partnerships to provide science education to children
from disadvantaged schools:

They come to experience a university campus
differently through the innovation hub, and they
come to engage with the science curriculum
differently, using the resources of the gallery,
which is focusing on the creative side of science
and the intersections between art and science. [...]
working with disadvantaged schools to bring in
students who may not otherwise come to an elite

2 https://melbourne.sciencegallery.com/stem-centre-of-excellence (accessed
12/2025)
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university or may not aspire to go to an elite
university. (Interview 07, MID).

Interviewee 11 from Finland commented in a similar way on
how IDs could provide broader societal value through education.
Such initiatives highlight the relational interconnectedness of
various forms of support necessary for effective inclusion: socio-
spatial, socioeconomic, and capacity-building dimensions.
Encouraging children from diverse backgrounds to engage in
science and entrepreneurship could yield long-term benefits for
all. In TSP and Kupittaa Core, the forthcoming Taito Campus is
seen as a significant initiative for integrating young people into
the district. This vocational education institution plans to utilize
the public realm in a hybrid building and offer services to the
public by students in training (City of Turku, 2025c). This
approach not only provides practical experience for the students
but may aid in fostering a sense of community within the district
(Interviews 01, 12, TSP).

In addition, creating public spaces and amenities that are
welcoming to as broad a spectrum of people as possible can
enhance the sense of belonging and is essential to any urban
space aiming to be inclusive. This approach can help the wider
population view the ID not merely as a cluster of offices for
knowledge workers, but as a community resource (Interviews
11, 14; TSP). In the Kupittaa Core plans for Turku, one initiative
aimed at achieving that is the 8/80 strategy, which envisions an
urban environment that is safe and accessible for both 8- and 80-
year-olds (Kupittaa Core Alliance, 2023). In addition, different
user profiles are used to enhance the design’s usability.
Accessibility is also a key consideration: visually impaired
people have been invited to contribute to ideation sessions to
explore how auditory cues, such as recorded bird calls, could be
used in specific locations to enhance navigability (Interview 12,
TSP).

Housing affordability has emerged as a significant issue,
particularly in Melbourne. Homelessness in Australia has
become increasingly urbanized due to a shortage of affordable
rental property (Batterham et al., 2022), and the CBD and MID
areas of Melbourne also host people experiencing homelessness.
Future plans for the Kupittaa Core aim to mitigate gentrification
through a mix of housing tenures and a diverse, mixed-use urban
environment. However, some interviewees were sceptical of the
effectiveness of mixed tenures, citing uncertain correlations
between tenure mix and social mix (e.g., Soderhéll and Fjellborg,
2024). As with most new residential developments in Turku, the
Kupittaa Core area project is required to allocate 25% of its
dwellings as family apartments with two or more bedrooms (City
of Turku, 2024). A previous study by Sutela (2023) found that,
compared to other large cities in Finland, Turku has not been as
active in steering housing policy and markets. At the time of
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writing, it remains unclear whether any new affordable housing
is being developed in the vicinity of the new area. Despite these
challenges, the need for affordable housing for students and
individuals from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds is
recognized (Heaphy and Wiig, 2020). From a relational
perspective, this is essential for IDs that benefit from involving
a diverse group of people in their operations. Combined
socioeconomic and spatial barriers to participation in the
innovation economy represent a loss for both individuals and
organizations.

Spatial inclusion was also discussed in relation to the
uneven development of different urban areas (Planes-Satorra and
Paunov, 2017; Morales et al., 2025). In Melbourne, the urban
experience differs significantly between residents of the city
centre and those living in more distant suburbs: “And there is a
big difference between wealth and access to amenity in the City
of Melbourne, as opposed to greater Melbourne, the suburbs.”
(Interview 07, MID). The new metro tunnel was frequently
mentioned as a means to improve access to the amenities and
educational opportunities in the MID for suburban residents;
similarly, interviewees in Turku mentioned plans for a new tram
system. In Turku, some interviewees expressed concern about
social sustainability across different parts of the city, particularly
considering the increased segregation observed over the past
decade (City of Turku and Ubigu, 2023). While initiatives such
as the TSP and Kupittaa Core are widely recognized as important
for the city’s development, there was also a call to ensure that
less developed areas are not left behind. The public sector is
viewed as playing a crucial role in addressing this issue:

When we are already in a situation where
neighbourhoods differ, it is more difficult to get
affordable housing to the more well-off areas due
to the nimby effect [not in my backyard], and
private investors will not get on board either, and
simultaneously, private money doesn’t want to
invest in  disadvantaged  neighbourhoods
(Interview 12, TSP).

The tension between economic objectives and inclusive
(innovation) endeavours is therefore also evident in this study
(Morales et al., 2025).

Well-being and sustainability

Another aspect discussed by the interviewees from various
viewpoints was the role of sustainability in both environmental
and cultural terms, as well as its support for well-being. In the
TSP context, the interviewees mentioned initiatives such as
planting native vegetation within the district and supporting local
butterfly populations through thoughtful plant selection and
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biodiversity efforts, highlighting including non-human entities
in urban planning (interviews 04, 12, TSP). The plans for
Kupittaa Core envisage environmental sustainability as a key
focus, with an emphasis on the circular economy, cycling,
walkability, green spaces, and public transport. The presence of
health centers and hospitals was deemed important in both
contexts. Melbourne, for instance, is home to a globally
renowned medical precinct near the MID. Green spaces are
highly valued in both cases and seen as benefiting both the
natural environment and district residents. There are plans to
enhance this aspect of the TSP via the Kupittaa Core, although
the nearby Kupittaa Park is also a significant asset to the area,
similar to the Carlton Gardens in Melbourne.

The multifaceted role of culture was highlighted in multiple
instances as well:

And RMIT, which also has a significant set of
cultural assets, is also developing that cultural
strategy. I think it’s innovative in that it is linked to
the work of the precinct. It is a mechanism for
inclusion, it’s a mechanism for attraction, and
engagement of people who are living and working
in the precinct. (Interview 07, MID).

From 2020 to 2021, a research project based in the TSP area
brought interactive art into public spaces (Oinas et al., 2023).
Despite the challenges posed by the pandemic, the project
demonstrated that art can serve as both a tool and a medium for
fostering social interaction. Preserving local culture, arts, and
architecture was also recognized as contributing to the area’s
sustainability and appeal. This highlights the potential of cultural
activities to foster various dimensions of inclusion and to
synergize with ID initiatives in creatively supporting their
attractiveness and long-term sustainability (Interview 11, TSP;
Heaphy and Wiig, 2020).

Inclusion in networks and societal engagement

In addition to transport, the role of digital technologies in
connecting surrounding areas was also discussed. The COVID-
19 pandemic demonstrated the potential of these technologies to
foster innovation and productivity, even in more remote
locations, and it was suggested that this strategy could be
directed more intentionally toward promoting inclusion:

So, I think the challenge for innovation districts
will be to serve the center and the regions, and to
connect with each other. They really need to talk to
each other and connect, and that is something that
digital technology makes possible, but I think it’s a
different mindset too (Interview 07, MID).
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Digital inclusion was also mentioned as a strategy with the
potential to enhance public engagement in IDs. For instance, QR
codes could be positioned in the public realm of the district to
engage with current issues and recruit research participants. The
potential of digitalization and virtual realities, particularly for
engaging youth, was noted, with activities from Denmark
serving as an inspiration. New schools and other developments
could initially exist in virtual reality or as digital games,
engaging young people interactively to gather their input
(Interview 13, TSP). Attention should also be paid to building
capacities and capabilities in digital technologies, which can
serve as avenues for delivering societal value (Morisson and
Bevilacqua, 2019). In Melbourne, residents have access to free
city-wide Wi-Fi, and Telstra, a mobile service company, allows
the public to use its payphones for free, which aids individuals
experiencing homelessness, domestic violence, or other crises
(City of Melbourne, 2025b; Corbin, 2023). A program that
recycled computers for homeschooling use during the pandemic
was also mentioned by interviewee 07 (MID). In sum, the role
of digital technologies and related strategies was seen as
important in bridging or overcoming the digital divide, as well
as in enhancing civic engagement and regional collaboration.

Overall, the role of communication and community outreach
was identified as an area needing improvement in both districts
to increase inclusion. Connecting spatial inclusion with
inclusion in innovation, places such as Melbourne Connect
(MID) and the visitor centre Joki (TSP) were mentioned as
important nodes for science exhibitions, social interaction, and
as idea showcases for the wider public. Interviewees also
envisioned the public realm being utilized more productively to
showcase innovation:

So that we would have different kinds of stands or
platforms, where people could share their ideas, or
where it would be visible [in the public realm] what
is being developed here and people could comment
on them, so that you don’t always have to look for
the information, but it would be visible just by
entering the space (Interview 14, TSP).

Making these activities visible could also help highlight local
strengths and differentiate the area from other business and
office districts. This connects to what one interviewee said about
collaboration and joint activities:

A lot of people just can’t seem to get their head
around the idea that it’s more than just putting
some signage up and saying, ‘this is the innovation
district’. It’s actually meant to be about what is
going on there (Interview 08, MID).

The respondents were concerned that individuals might miss out
on opportunities owing to a lack of information.
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The inclusion of diverse actors in networks and their
engagement is recognized as crucial (e.g., Battaglia and
Tremblay, 2011; Hansasooksin and Tontisirin, 2020). This is
understood as integrating various actors into the development
and collaboration processes within districts (Lee, 2023), which
include well-known theories of innovation such as the triple- and
quadruple-helix models (Etzkowitz, 2003; Carayannis and
Campbell, 2009), and also extend to democracy and civic
participation (Heeks et al., 2013; Liang et al., 2022). One of the
challenges identified in the TSP concerns social proximity, or
rather the lack thereof, between the internal TSP community and
urban residents:

Anyone can come here and access services for
business premises, information, or anything else,
but this can also be a challenge. The community
may appear so tight-knit that it is not easy to join
the discussions, listen in, or ask for help. (Interview
03, TSP; Battaglia and Tremblay, 2011).

While acknowledging the importance of TSP, another
interviewee also wondered how the actors within TSP measure
the outcomes of their collaborative activities and the added value
brought by the density (Interview 11, TSP). An interviewee from
Melbourne had similar thoughts on the MID:

We can’t just draw a ring around everything we’ve
done and say that’s the product of the Melbourne
innovation district, because what’s the point of
having it as an entity? It’s not adding anything new,
it’s just claiming the work that people are already
doing.” (Interview 08, MID).

It was also mentioned that the scope of the collaboration could
be broadened from an MID partner-centric approach to include
other institutions and businesses (Interview 09, MID).

In terms of civic participation and democracy, it was clear
that inclusion is a priority in all the partner institutions for
respondents from Melbourne (see, for example, City of
Melbourne, 2022). They also recognized this as increasingly
important to the ID phenomena globally (Katz and Wagner,
2014; Esmaeilpoorarabi et al., 2020a; Davidson et al., 2023):

We’ve known this before the pandemic, but it
became even more apparent that an innovation
district that excluded the general public and which,
in a sense, was inaccessible to all sections of
society would not work....and you can’t expect it to
evolve and change if you are not demonstrating
broader public value and inviting the community
in. (Interview 07, MID).

In TSP, and in the case of the City of Turku, several interviewees
emphasized the need for greater horizontal collaboration and less
siloed thinking, highlighting the importance of thematic
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leadership that brings together diverse expertise to address
increasingly complex societal challenges. For example, the
Turku spearhead projects have aimed for more comprehensive
and strategic planning and holistic development in the city across
various domains (Kallioméki, Oinas and Salo, 2024). Inclusion
and innovation can be considered similarly.

Inclusion, public participation, and dialogue with residents
were seen as important tools to support social sustainability and
decision-making, as well as to create a sense of agency and
ownership in the topics and solutions:

So that we can create innovations and support
economic development, it demands that we work
together, in collaboration with residents and
businesses ...In public participation, a chance to
influence the processes is central as well as the
ownership and agency around it, and currently, it is
only limited to the people who use [TSP] naturally
(Interview 12, TSP).

When asked how such collaboration could be enhanced,
interviewees from both cases offered a range of suggestions,
including joint resource allocation; appointing an ID
coordinator, secretary, or network leader; and assigning the
public sector or city the responsibility of leading the creation of
a collaborative platform.

Inclusion in innovation

Finally, a theme identified by this study as inclusion in
innovation (Heeks et al., 2013; Lee, 2023) was discussed from
multiple viewpoints by the interviewees. In the context of the
MID, the very concept of ‘innovation’ was examined. As
interviewees reflected on different forms of inclusion, it became
clear that combining innovation activities relationally with
urban, social, and cultural dimensions opens up opportunities to
understand ‘innovation’ in a more inclusive way, moving beyond
traditional, often technology-centric definitions (Interviews 07,
08, 09, MID; Fastenrath et al., 2023; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al.,
2024). For example, in Turku, interviewees highlighted the
strong humanities expertise at the University of Turku:

One way to develop an improved TSP in the future
would be to integrate researchers from the
humanities, be curious and ask them questions, and
receive different perspectives (Interview 11, TSP).

In the MID context, several interviewees emphasized the
importance of continuing to address Australia’s colonial history:

It goes to the recognition of Indigenous people, so
the First Nations of Australia, and the Custodians
of the Land that we’re on, the northern
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metropolitan region. [...] We have researchers
leading projects on land management and fire
management because, with climate change, we are
so susceptible to wildfire, and Indigenous people
managed fire very effectively for millennia. I think
there is a challenge and an opportunity around,
including Indigenous knowledges more fully in the
work of precincts. (Interview 07, MID).

This perspective is especially important in light of the historical
mistreatment of Indigenous knowledge systems in academic and
other institutional settings (Tynan, 2021; Gould, Martinez and
Hoelting, 2023). When it comes to marginalized communities, it
is crucial to provide recognition and support that empowers
bottom-up agency without necessarily relying on the dominant
metrics of the neoliberal innovation economy, instead placing
justice and respect at the center.

Social innovation

The MID area has a history of social innovation. Respondents
recognized that social innovators would also benefit from
concentrating their activities, thereby generating localized
benefits from the expertise in that area (Fernandez and Bentley,
2022; Davidson et al., 2023), a view that connects to the City
North Social Innovation District plans:

To me, it’s quite apparent that it could become quite known
for a certain type of thing and how it looks to support those
kinds of industries and what’s going to attract those types of
workers to it. Because obviously, today we’re online now,
but it’s all about getting people to see the benefits of it
actually being in place, isn’t it? (Interview 07, MID).

However, it was noted that current systems of measurement and
evaluation do not support this kind of activity very well, and the
definition of social innovation is also currently quite broad.
Nonetheless, it was noted as having potential in terms of
implementing mission-oriented innovation policy (Fastenrath et
al., 2023):

But to what extent does that translate to action on
the ground, or is it just talking? I think that’s where
social innovation is closing that gap between what
they say they want to achieve and actually being
able to trace back (Interview 08, MID).

In Turku, interviewees 13 and 14 made similar observations,
hoping that the new Kupittaa Core could become a place where
the public, private, and third sectors could meet and solve
societal challenges together:

It would be great if they opened up a little bit so
that the focus would be in the co-creation in issues
especially...could we take that [social innovations]
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as one of the objectives, through which we could
develop also the rest of the city and spread out the
information to other neighbourhoods, I think it
would be easier for people to connect with that
(Interview 14, TSP).

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study align with previous research, as the
interviewees recognized that many previously identified
dimensions of inclusion are important for cities in general and
for IDs in particular. Ten different relational dimensions were
identified from the data: social, economic, digital, and spatial
inclusion; capacity building; engagement of actors; inclusion in
networks; inclusion in innovation; environment and
sustainability; and inclusion in well-being. The contribution of
this study lies in its argument that, while these dimensions are
important and valuable in themselves, improved inclusion within
IDs might be achieved by considering their interconnectedness
and relational nature. For example, by addressing spatial and
economic exclusion through the specialized cross-sectoral
structure that IDs provide, new types of solutions can be found
for the complex challenges of disadvantage, as well as providing
increased societal value. The interdependence of these
dimensions influences the socio-spatial experiences that IDs can
offer.

Some of these dimensions are particularly connected to the
spatial aspects of inclusion, such as housing, accessibility, and
green environments, and they can be addressed through urban
planning and development as highly place-based issues. For
others, such as digital inclusion and inclusion in networks, the
potential solutions appear largely place neutral. Other issues,
such as urban inequality and inclusion in innovation, might
benefit from collaboration with other policy sectors, such as
education and social policy (Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017;
Lee, 2023). The current research reveals that one of the factors
complicating the task of enhancing inclusion in IDs is the
inherently exclusive nature of the prevailing knowledge
frameworks and systems upon which these districts are based
(e.g., Heeks et al, 2013; Heaphy and Wiig, 2020;
Esmaeilpoorarabi et al., 2020a, 2020b; Kayanan, 2022;
Kayanan, Drucker and Renski, 2022; Maalsen, Wolifson and
Dowling, 2023).

Implementing ID strategies without thoroughly considering
the local context and conditions, while bearing social
sustainability in mind, increases the risk of perpetuating the
exclusionary nature of IDs, which may exacerbate issues such as
socioeconomic polarization (Morales et al., 2025). Moreover,
inclusion that is limited to mere extraction or surface-level
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participation may be insufficient, as it can reinforce existing
power dynamics and uphold narrow narratives about what
qualifies as part of an ID within exclusive knowledge
frameworks. At worst, such approaches risk reducing inclusion
to tokenism or performative gestures with limited practical
impact (Arnstein, 1969).

CONCLUSIONS

This study aimed to answer two research questions: 1) How can
inclusive innovation districts be conceptualized from a relational
perspective? and 2) How do the relational dimensions of
inclusive innovation districts appear in the data? Prior research
established that, in theory, innovation districts (IDs) have the
potential to employ strategies based on inclusive innovation
policies (Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017). This is because
previous studies and policy documents from organizations such
as the OECD have emphasized the role of cross-sectoral
collaboration and policy mixes in achieving inclusive outcomes
(Planes-Satorra and Paunov, 2017; Morisson and Bevilacqua,
2019; Lee, 2023; Parsons et al., 2024). Additionally, cross-
sectoral and cross-organizational cooperation, as well as the
physical proximity of actors, are at the heart of the ID concept.

However, it was noted that the concept of inclusion, which
can be deployed rather ambiguously, has been assigned diverse
and multifaceted meanings in both scientific literature and policy
documents (Bunnell, 2019; Hu and Wang, 2019; Liang ef al.,
2022; Lee, 2023; Kalliomiki et al., 2024). Therefore, it was
necessary to conceptualize inclusion as something relational to
ensure the term encompassed the multiple dimensions it acquires
in the specific context of IDs. Figure 1 was created to illustrate
the interconnectedness of those dimensions. Nevertheless, what
is traditionally imagined as an ID usually does not include social
policy or other measures to aid those in the weaker
socioeconomic positions of society (Interviewees 02, 11, TSP;
Lee, 2023). In addition, even with inclusive measures in place,
systemic issues such as discrimination and racism in job markets,
inequality in the innovation economy, and the challenging path
dependencies of the urban form and segregation create a
complex system of exclusion from which IDs are not exempt
(Kayanan, 2022; Kayanan, Drucker and Renski, 2022; Maalsen,
Wolfson and Dowling, 2023; Lee, 2023).

Therefore, the results of this study should encourage a re-
evaluation of the purpose of IDs to include their utilization as
testbeds or living labs to promote inclusion through a wide
variety of experiments that specifically build upon their
integrative approach and a relational understanding of inclusion.
This might increase the possibility of enabling social and other
types of bottom-up or non-technical innovations in urban
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environments. Nevertheless, as noted by Morisson and
Bevilacqua (2019), this would require sufficient intention,
governance, and resources. Moreover, that avenue has
implications for both research and practice: future studies on
more inclusive IDs should consider the relational dimensions of
inclusion, while policymakers and urban planners can apply this
perspective to promote more socially sustainable and inclusive
knowledge-based urban development. The dimensions identified
in Table 1 can be used to evaluate the state of inclusion in each
ID within its specific context, and the framework in Figure 1 can
be adapted to reflect the relational connections and overlapping
impacts of the dimensions on ID residents, visitors, and users.

Broadening perspectives on what is considered part of an ID
could be a topic of future interest. Innovation districts might also
choose to attract entities such as social enterprises and not-for-
profit organizations, and support well-being, local arts and
culture, citizen engagement, and social innovations as integral
parts of their sustainability strategy (Fernandez and Bentley,
2022). Therefore, while this study acknowledges the roles of
economic development, city branding, and investments in
innovation ecosystems, it also strongly emphasizes the need to
assess the development of IDs from critical and diverse
viewpoints. This is to avoid reinstating the pitfalls already well
recognized in the literature. Cross-sectoral cooperation and the
recognition of different users’ and citizens’ needs through
relationality emerge as important aspects for increasing
inclusion in IDs. For future studies, intersectional perspectives
may aid in assessing the impacts of certain policy choices on
different groups as well as the power relations embedded within
IDs. Studies could further explore citizen perspectives via
qualitative studies using approaches such as focus groups. In
addition, social network analysis might aid in further unpacking
the relationality of IDs.
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