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1. Maija Halonen (University of Eastern Finland): Optimisation, 
polarisation, peripheralization: Alternative paths of peripheries?

2. Jakob Donner-Amnell (University of Eastern Finland): Peripheries as 
attractive and vital climate pioneers? Lessons from theories and 
case studies. 

3. Hanna Nieminen, Jani Lukkarinen, Pascale Blyth, David Lazarevic, Kari 
Oinonen (Finnish Environment Institute SYKE): Planning for 
transformations? Inserting fuzzy transition narratives to planning 
practice.

4. Irene Kuhmonen (University of Jyväskylä), Tuomas Kuhmonen 
(University of Turku), Annukka Näyhä (University of Jyväskylä): Role and 
potential of the rural in a post-carbon society
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Housekeeping issues

• Let’s keep ourselves muted when not talking
• When presenting and during discussions, please turn on the videos 
• Presentations: 20 min + 10 min discussion
• Timetable

Short introductions 
Maija Halonen 13.15-13.45
Jakob Donner-Amnell 13.45-14.15
Break 14.15-14.30
Hanna Nieminen et al. 14.30-15
Irene Kuhmonen et al. 15.00-15.30
Concluding discussion 15.30-16
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Background

• The project ‘Maaseudun paikka tulevaisuuden kestävässä
yhteiskunnassa’

• Funded by Makera
• 1.6.2020-31.12.2021
• Partners: 

University of Turku, Finland Futures Research Centre: Tuomas Kuhmonen
University of Jyväskylä, School of Business and Economics (Corporate 
Environmental Management): Irene Kuhmonen and Annukka Näyhä + 
Jenna Koskinen and Hanna Saarnio (master’s theses related to the 
project)
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Central premises of the project

• Sustainability transition implies a transition from a fossil-based economy 
to a circular bioeconomy

• Fossil-based energy and material sources are point-sources and their 
utilisation requires large capital base à fossil-based economy is 
centralised by its very nature

• Renewable and recycled materials are everywhere, and their utilisation is 
possible with smaller capital base à circular bioeconomy is decentralised 
by its very nature

• What are the implications of the transition from a fossil-based economy to 
a circular bioeconomy in the centralisation-decentralisation continuum? If 
we want to foster a transition with a decentralised logic, what are the 
leverage points of such a transition? 
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Fossil-based economy vs. circular bioeconomy
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Sustainability transition?

• What is sustainability transition?
“A gradual, continuous process of change where the structural
character of a society (or a complex sub-system of society) 
transforms” (Rotmans et al. 2001, 16)
“A radical transformation towards a sustainable society as a 
response to a number of persistent problems confronting 
contemporary modern societies” (Grin et al. 2010, 1)
“Sustainability transitions are long-term, multi-dimensional, and 
fundamental transformation processes through which established 
socio-technical systems shift to more sustainable modes of 
production and consumption.” (Markard et al. 2012, 956)
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Interlinkages with the transition literature

• Governance of sustainability transitions à contested sustainability 
visions and discourses

• Geography of sustainability transitions à what is the appropriate 
scale for transitions to take place (e.g. centralised vs. decentralised)

• Socio-economic metabolism in sustainability transitions à how 
changes in the central stocks and flows of the system affect the 
physical infrastructure and the social system as a whole?

• The rural in sustainability transitions à what is the role and potential 
of the rural in sustainability transitions? In which kind of 
constellations can this potential be maximised?
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The arena of transitions: the social system

• Social system (a socio-technical system, social-ecological system, socio-
economic system…) are complex systems that feature emergent 
behaviours (cf. structuration)

“there is a ghost in the machine”
“the sum is greater than its parts”

• To understand emergence and the ghost in the machine, it is useful to 
understand

The central stocks and flows of the system
The central feedback loops within the stocks and flows (reinforcing/stabilising)
The goal of the system (also the possibly conflicting subgoals held by different 
actor groups; typically related to managing the level of stocks)
The central attractors of the system (certain system patterns around which the 
system converges à dominant regimes)
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The rural in sustainability transition: 
some insights from existing literature
• Viewpoints

Renewable energy (e.g. Clausen and Rudolph 2020, Naumann and Rudolph 2020)

Rurality as a location for the materialisation of energy transitions: ruralities as eco-economies
Contestations around energy issues in rural areas: who owns, who gets the profits
Emancipatory potential of rural energy transition: justice

Cultural dynamics, narratives and framing of sustainability transitions in peripheral areas 
(e.g. Eaton et al. 2013, Häyrynen and Hämeenaho 2020, Karlsson and Hovelsrud 2020)

• In general, the rural dimension of sustainability transition is an underexplored 
phenomenon

• When it is discussed, it is framed in the light of the current structural 
constellations
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Rural futures images 
(Kuhmonen & Kuhmonen 2015)
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Alternative organisation models for a fossil-based and 
post-carbon society
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Research process and work packages
1. Vision analysis:

• What is a post-carbon society like? 
• What kind of (material) manifestations does this 

vision entail? 
2. Structural analysis:

• How do the manifestations relate to the question 
of centralisation/decentralisation? 

• Which manifestations are relevant for rural vitality 
and regeneration? 

3. Systems analysis:
• What are the leverage points for the diffusion of 

these manifestations?
4. Action analysis:

• What kind of measures are needed for these 
manifestations to diffuse further?
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WP1: Vision analysis

• What is the post-carbon society of the future like? What are its material 
manifestations?

• Grey & white literature from 2015 onwards: sustainability visions, scenarios 
and pathways for the whole Finland and the central sectors/subsystems

• The overarching idea/logic: 
“Policy narratives simplify complex environmental challenges and legitimise certain 
knowledges and worldviews while disregarding others.” (Karlsson and Hovelsrud 2020, 2; on Forsyth and 
Walker 2008)

• Tentative findings: sustainability pathways have been designed from the 
perspective of the current structures

Even though it is agreed that sustainability transition requires structural changes in the 
society, this understanding does not seem to translate into strategic/future thinking
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WP2: Structural analysis

• Manifestations of a post-
carbon (CBE) society: 
choosing ten examples that 
can have relevance from the 
viewpoint of rural areas

• Futures table: in what different 
ways can their potential be 
realised in a post-carbon 
society?

Examples of manifestations:
• Biogas
• Recycled/organic fertilisers
• Forest ownership structure
• Wind energy
• Renewable replacements for 

plastics
• Etc.
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WP3: Systems analysis

• 10 manifestations for rural vitality 
and regeneration towards 
sustainability à futures table à
the ‘rurally relevant’ options

• Why would the ‘rurally relevant’ 
manifestations of a transition 
towards a post-carbon society 
take place or scale up?

• Method: causal maps drawn 
together with approx. 60 
informants from different sectors
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WP4: Action analysis

• What kind of policies are needed for further diffusion of the rurally 
relevant manifestations of the post-carbon society? 

• Method: workshops with experts from the areas governance, 
policy making, politics
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Final remarks

• The research process is in its early steps
• Sustainability transition towards a post-carbon society implies a 

huge opportunity for rural and peripheral areas due to the 
structural changes related to the nature of the transition

• However, this development pathway does not take place 
inevitably, but it is (already) the subject to discoursive contestation

• The approach of ‘valuing sustainability’ is present in our approach: 
our focus is on those sustainability solutions that are rurally 
relevant à we want to find out ways to remove barriers from the 
way of these specific solutions
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Thank you!

Questions and comments: 
irene.a.kuhmonen@jyu.fi
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