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Contextualising the research 
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From a shared problem statement to a 
unique research question
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The current state of affairs relating to infrastructure in the 

Stellenbosch municipal area is that the existing landfill is 

full, sewage treatment plants have reached capacity, key 

components of the existing road infrastructure are failing 

and due for upgrading, water supply over the long-term is 

not secure and energy supplies are becoming increasingly 

expensive and are effectively capped until 2014/15 (or 

later). Therefore Stellenbosch cannot function properly 

and day to day management is under threat. Furthermore, 

there is a real risk that development applications cannot be 

approved in Stellenbosch because the required 

infrastructure to support future development is inadequate” 

(IIC 2014).



In pursuit of urban socio-technical transitions, how is it 

that urban actors learn, particularly as they engage within 

a facilitated ‘learning agora’, supported by 

transdisciplinary research efforts that serve to enrich 

their understandings in way that reinforce multi-level 

learning processes?



Developing a unique transitions 
perspective
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Space, intermediaries & learning in 
sustainability transitions
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A framework of urban learning
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Framework of urban learning

The Learning 
City 
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Management
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Transdisciplinary research at Stellenbosch 
University
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Collaboration underpinned by 
transdisciplinary research

• Unique and progressive research approach based on 

notion of joint problem structuring and knowledge 
coproduction

• Opportunity for researchers to become embedded in 

real world situations, responding to problems arising 

from context 

• TD emphasises relationship building and a mode of 

learning that has transformative impacts in society 

• Conventional research is often extractive

• Knowledge that is scientifically and socially robust—
useful 

– Systems knowledge: what’s happening now?

– Target knowledge: where/what do we want to move towards?

– Transformation knowledge: how do we achieve this? 



A transdisciplinary case from Stellenbosch 
Municipality
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Towards collaborative governance 



Towards collaborative governance

• Primary research objective: become an embedded 
researcher 

• Careful listening, relationship- and trust-building, active 

participation in a messy, complex, real world process

• Securing access and ‘becoming indispensable’

• Articulating the joint understanding of the problem and 

translating this into a research question

• Process-oriented research question—how it unfolded, 

benefits, challenges, lessons

• A ‘coming-together’ of researchers and officials to 

jointly address shared problems in an intermediation 

space that is simultaneously suspended and embedded

• Building a culture—continuity of contact 
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Infrastructure Innovation Committee

• Transition from Strategic Infrastructure Task Team to IIC 

• Initial focus was addressing massive infrastructure 

backlogs 

• Realisation in early 2014—cannot make decisions about 

infrastructure without an overarching vision of 

Stellenbosch’s future development that is grounded in a 

spatial reality 

• Quo Vadis internal document—building a shared 
vision of the future; transit-oriented development; 
informed by MSDF

• Resulted in unprecedented levels of cooperation and 

collaboration within SM and between SU/SM 

• Working Groups—towards a Strategic Infrastructure Plan 









Integrated Planning Committee
• Closely connected to IIC, but has a strong focus on 

planning within Stellenbosch town 

• Forum within which collaboration between SU and SM 
planners taking place—trust and relationship building 
and recent progress made in informal workshop 
discussions

• Shaping Stellenbosch—Stellenbosch Spatial 
Development Framework (10 months of conversations)
– SAG expert process facilitated by decision support (Eidos) to 

capture the logic and thinking

– Public campaign built on appreciative inquiry to gather people’s 
positive ideas and visions for the future of the town

• Unique, innovative and participatory approach to spatial 
planning

• Captured in the vision—compact, inclusive and 
sustainable town





























Reflections on learning
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(Some of many) Challenges 
• Short political cycles limit the planning horizon—IDP’s 

are five year strategies

• How to embed a binding, agreed and transformative long 

term vision of the future?

• Lack of integrated planning and coordination—

municipality operates in siloes and doesn’t collaborate 

much 

• How to achieve more meaningful integration both within 

government and between government levels, private 

sector, civil society etc? 

• Informal committee has allowed independence but are 

susceptible to politics

• How to create legitimate spaces where strategic and 

innovative thinking can be done in a committed and 

consistent manner?



(Some of many) Lessons
• Embedded action research is tough—requires patience, 

persistence and an ability to cope with uncertainty, but 
rewarding, unexpected

• Managing expectations must be high on the agenda—
honesty, transparency and sincerity of interactions is 
critical

• Achieving real change takes a long, long, long time—
champions need to keep at it, students as animators

• Partnerships are key as is meaningful participation—
diversity ensures more robust and representative options 
/ ideas 

• Talking is important—people need to hear each other 
out, mediating perspectives is critical to generating 
shared understanding (not consensus) 

• Transformation does not happen in a vacuum—needs to 
be thrashed out in a messy, political real world 
context



From an embedded researcher’s vantage 
point…

…I hope to leave with better questions, not solutions or 

answers. 


