
Comparative analysis (10 cities) | RQ1 + partly RQ2
To identify patterns of how design is enacted across municipal 
contexts. Supports analytic generalisation through replication logic 
and pattern identification (Yin, 2018)

• Literature review 
• Document analysis (Climate City Contracts, etc.)
• Secondary project documentation
• Informal observation - NZC project work 
• Semi-structured interviews with civil servants, NZC city advisors
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  4. Knowledge gap & literature review

  6. Expected Outcomes & Contribution

  7. Current status

Exploring the Role of Design in Municipal Sustainability Transitions 
A Comparative Study Across European Mission Cities

  3. Research Questions

Main RQ
What role does design play in municipal 
sustainability transition processes within the EU 
Cities Mission?

RQ1. How are design practices characterised in municipal 
sustainability transition processes in terms of their tools, 
processes, and principles?
What design is and does (characterisation)

RQ2. How are design practices positioned within municipal 
sustainability transition processes in terms of their 
placement, level of intervention, and design capacity?
Where and how design sits (positioning)

RQ3. How do design practices, if at all, influence how 
municipalities coordinate and act within sustainability 
transition processes?  
What difference design makes (role)

  1. Research context

The EU Cities Mission and NetZeroCities

To accelerate urban climate action, the European Commission 
launched the EU Mission for 100 Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities 
by 2030. The mission is implemented through the NetZeroCities 
(NZC) project, which aim to support 112 municipalities across 
Europe to develop systemic approaches and overcome institutional, 
and cultural barriers to achieve climate neutrality by 2030.

Empirical
Typology of design in 

municipal sustainability 
transitions.

This research develops a typology of how 
design is enacted across municipalities 
participating in the EU Cities Mission and 
explores how governance contexts and 
transition maturity shape its role.

Relevant for civil servants, transition 
coordinators, consultancies, and transition 
intermediaries.

This research develops an analytical 
framework for characterising, analysing, and 
interpreting design beyond individual projects 
and interventions.

Relevant for design researchers investigating 
sustainability transitions, public sector 
innovation, and systemic change.

This research advances understanding of 
the role of design in municipal sustainability 
transitions. It conceptualises design as a 
practice that operates across municipalities 
that are both managing climate transition and 
managing within transition.

Relevant for scholars in Design for Sustainability 
Transitions, Public Sector Design, Systemic 
Design, and Transition Studies.

Methodological

Analytical framework for 
identifying and analysing 

design in transiton contexts.

Theoretical
Comparative analysis of 
the role of design within 

municipal transition journeys.

Transition Management  
Systemic approaches require new municipal capabilities

Climate transition places significant demands on public administrations, 
requiring new capabilities (cross-departmental coordination, stakeholder 
collaboration, systems thinking, etc.) Cities need to reform their 
governance practices and explore new approaches.

Municipal Sustainability Transitions
Climate neutrality as a systemic challenge

Cities are at the forefront of climate action and play a critical role 
in achieving climate neutrality. Climate change is a wicked problem 

that requires systemic approaches, challenging traditional silo-based 
approaches to public administration (European Commission, 2020).

Knowledge gap
While public sector design research has examined the adoption of design within 
government organisations, and Design for Sustainability Transitions research has 

explored its potential contribution to systemic change, empirical understanding of 
how design is enacted and mobilised within municipalities engaged in large-scale 

sustainability transitions remains limited.

Municipalities are responsible for managing the transition 
by coordinating climate-neutrality efforts across sectors, 

stakeholders, and governance levels

Research has explored how design may contribute to 
transitions by tackling complexity through sensemaking and 
systems mapping (Irwin, 2015; Gaziulusoy & Ryan, 2017; Gaziulusoy & 

Öztekin, 2020)

Managing the transition Managing within transition

Simultaneously, municipalities are themselves undergoing 
transition as they must adapt their own organisational structures, 
and capacities to engage with complexity and systemic change.

Research has investigated the adoption of design within public 
organizations and its role in building and sustaining relationships, 
fostering collaboration among actors, and building trust 
(Boztepe et al., 2024; Blomkamp, 2018; Bason, 2010)

Systemic Design Transition design Design for SustainabilityTransitions Service Design Design for Public SectorDesign in Policy

Design as 
Relational Practice
• collaboration  
• trust  
• coordination  
• alignment

Design as  
Systemic Practice
• sensemaking  
• framing  
• systems thinking  
• mapping complexity

10 CITIES
Comparative 

analysis

Case selection
The research adopts an information-oriented approach based on 
maximum variation sampling (Flyvbjerg, 2006), selecting cases 
that differ across key criteria:

- Geographical & national diversity
- City size diversity
- Local enabling conditions
- Approach to design 
- Availability and accessibility of information

Comparative case studies

To address RQ3, findings are interpreted through relational and 
systemic dimensions derived from the literature. 

Analytical framework

 
 

-
Tangible and creative methods 

for telling, enacting and 
making.

Blomkamp (2018); Bason (2017); Brenner et al., (2016); Sander (2014)

Iterative stages of design oriented 
towards generating and testing 

new solutions to public problems.

Design principles articulate the 
underlying logics and values 

that guide actions.

Tools

Design characterisation (what) - RQ1

Processes Principles

 
 

When in transition processes 
design is enacted. 

Loorbach’s transition 
management phases (2010)

How, if at all, does design support 
coordination, collaboration, and trust-

building across actors and departments 
engaged in sustainability transitions?

How, if at all, does design help actors 
make sense of complexity, understand 

interdependencies, and coordinate action 
across socio-technical systems?

Where design operates from 
artefacts to services, to systems.

Buchanan’s (1992) four orders  
of design

Who introduces and carries 
out design activities, external 

or internal actors.

Placement

Relational practice Systemic practice

Design positioning (when and where) - RQ2

Design role (how) - RQ3

Levels of intervention Capacity

The analytical framework is used to identify and characterise design 
practice and their placement within municipalities (RQ1,2)

  5. Methodology

3 CITIES
In-depth case 

studies

In progress

Upcoming

Done

Cross-case 
Synthesis & 

Interpretation

In-depth case studies (3 of 10 cities) | deepening RQ2 + RQ3
To develop a deeper understanding of how design is enacted and 
embedded within municipal transition processes. Allows for detailed 
analysis of underlying processes and mechanisms (Flyvbjerg, 2006)

• Literature review 
• Semi-structured interviews with civil servants, NZC city advisors
• Semi-structured interviews with external consultancies, transition 
intermediaries, municipal departments
• Informal interviews with NZC partners

Analytical challenge: detecting design
Design is often distributed, externally facilitated, and embedded in 

broader governance activities, making it difficult to identify, analyse 
and compare empirically. The label “design” may conceal important 

variation in practice. Understanding this variation is key to explaining 
the different roles design plays in sustainability transitions. 
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  2. Research statement

This study investigates the role of design practice in municipal 
sustainability transitions within the EU Cities Mission. Adopting 
a comparative and exploratory approach, it examines how design 
is characterised, positioned, and enacted across ten European 
municipalities. By developing a typology of design configurations, 
the research explores how governance contexts, organisational 
conditions, and transition trajectories shape the enactment and role 
of design within municipal transition processes.


