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We are experiencing a serious environmental crisis in a world with many changes that 

appear to be very difficult to decode as a whole. The motivation for this article stems 

from the need to reflect on our practices and provoke debates related to environmental 

problems because we believe it to be a topic that deserves further exploration in the 

Territorial Development (DT) agenda. We need to give greater centrality to this problem, 

review trajectories and experiences, rethink our concepts, and try to answer some of the 

new questions that challenge us. The climate emergency is not the only issue that should 

be tackled, but it is undoubtedly one of the most urgent.

Addressing the climate emergency requires understanding its causes and, to do so, we 

propose new relations of territorial development, with development debates and practices, 

with globalisation, the main economic actors and the multilevel logic that includes policies 

in the different countries. It is a subject of high complexity and strong flows that we must 

make visible. After years of working in territorial development using the pedagogical 

approach and action research, there are lessons learned in our networks for which we 

want to find a more prominent place in current debates on transformation processes. In 

addition, we want to adapt our frameworks to better accompany the transition processes 

at the territorial level.

The lived experience has demonstrated a great deal of politically correct discourse but 

not so much action; this is valid both for the major summits and for the diversity of 

actors in a territory who, for various reasons, are unwilling to transform their ways of 

operating. Furthermore, we have seen very negative environmental processes in many 

areas that only stop when people mobilise, go out into the streets to protest, or seek forms 

of self-organisation that build alternative paths. To add to the complexity, there are strong 

economic interests that come into play to maintain the status quo, making it difficult 

for profound transformations beyond mitigation actions to occur. Likewise, the role of 

technology is debated, which is sometimes considered from linear approaches that do not 

address complexity, underestimating the social processes that allow for said technology to 

1. Motivation
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become solutions. Moreover, since technology is essential in the transitions that await us, 

it can also generate (or have generated) a discourse of excessive confidence in its solutions 

that hinders deeper transformations in our ways of life.

In this scenario, different approaches can be observed both in our territorial environments 

and the academic communities with which we interact concerning the nature of the 

problem we are facing and, consequently, the nature of its potential solutions. For example, 

certain approaches aim exclusively at reducing emissions to slow down warming through 

existing or emerging technologies. Frequently, this technological innovation arises without 

questioning the current modes of production and consumption, or even with the objective 

that these modes can be maintained without significant changes. However, there are also 

voices -both in politics, society as a whole, and academic research- suggesting that this 

problem cannot be solved without going to the root of it and to the relationships linked 

to production, consumption, and life itself that derive from capitalism, colonisation, or 

patriarchy.

Given this situation, we believe it will be necessary to build a sincere commitment to 

transformation that deepens democratisation and avoids replicating the injustices that have 

occurred in previous major transformations, while responding to the climate emergency. 

Our experience leads us to conclude that democratisation is not, as is sometimes argued, 

a ballast that slows down transformation and keeps solutions away. Quite the contrary, 

well-developed democracy and participation can accelerate change. In our case, this 

commitment has prompted us to review our work tools, i.e., the conceptual frameworks of 

the pedagogical approach and action research for territorial development. The objective 

is that through this review, our work can contribute better to responding to this challenge 

for all of us, integrating technology into more democratic and fairer ways of life.

The document has been structured as follows: after this presentation of our motivation, 

we share what the pedagogical approach and action research for territorial development 

are. In the third section, we introduce the challenges of the climate emergency, and in the 

fourth, we point out the contributions that the pedagogical approach and action research 

can make in the face of these challenges. The fifth section presents a critical reflection 

on our frameworks, and from there, we discuss what we need to incorporate to respond 



7The limits of territorial development.

PRAXIS Working Paper Series 

to that criticism. The sixth section focuses on elements that we have already integrated 

in some way but need to strengthen further, while the seventh looks at new aspects to 

incorporate. We end the document with some brief conclusions.

2. The pedagogical approach and action research for territorial 
development 

2.1. The pedagogical approach for territorial development 

This document aims to adapt the methodological frameworks of the pedagogical approach 

and action research so that territorial development processes are better equipped to 

respond to the climate emergency. For those approaching these approximations for the 

first time, we briefly present them in this section (for a more detailed description, see 

Costamagna and Larrea, 2015a).

The pedagogical approach has its genesis in training processes developed in Latin America; 

over time and practice, it has come to be considered as part of the territorial development 

strategy providing action frameworks with which to work on dialogue processes and 

capacity building in the territory.  This has made it possible to transcend the traditional 

accompaniment spaces developed up to now, which were more unidirectional in terms of 

knowledge transfer, with an absence of dialogue and/or denial of the conflict, and where 

capacity building was centred in the classroom.

The pedagogical approach is a way of understanding and building learning processes for 

change in the territory. It is proposed coherently, with a social and political construction that 

activates the participation of territorial actors. It also involves understanding knowledge 

through the interrelationship between theory and practice, and the recognition of the 

other (with deep respect for local knowledge, practices, and experiences). It establishes 

a link between territorial actors based on dialogue and conflict resolution, promoting 

democratic instances. One of the main contexts where the pedagogical approach took its 

first steps was the ConectaDEL project, which interpreted the approach as its own way of 

understanding the processes of generating capacities in the territory in Latin America and 

the Caribbean. The genesis of the approach can be seen in Costamagna, Spinelli and Perez 

(2013), and its current development can be found at www.conectadel.org.



8The limits of territorial development.

PRAXIS Working Paper Series 

The last decades have seen a network of trainers from the field of local/territorial 

development removing training exclusively from the classroom, the workshop, and the 

seminar through the pedagogical approach. Instead, training has been located in the 

territory itself and is integrated into the processes and actions aimed at finding a better 

path for territorial development. This has forced us to think beyond traditional teaching-

learning situations and understand how actors learn in everyday spaces, in their dialogues, 

relationships, and communication modalities, and how that is fed back. 

Furthermore, it puts the concept of praxis on the table, where theory and practice are 

fed back, and where the processes considered formative are not only those that take 

place in closed spaces but also those that occur in the process of experiences that allow a 

dynamic of reflection-action as an indissoluble relationship. Assuming that knowledge is 

not exclusive to academic fields, the approach incorporates experiences and knowledge 

produced from practices, making it possible to democratise and enrich the processes 

of knowledge creation. Thus, experience and tacit knowledge are revalued as bases for 

constructing knowledge, compared to traditional schemes where one knows and the other 

does not, and learning is a process of depositing knowledge in each other.

2.2. Action research for territorial development 

Action research for territorial development is an approach that has been developed to a 

large extent at the Orkestra-Basque Institute of Competitiveness, in collaboration with 

the University of Agder, in Norway, and greatly influenced by the pedagogical approach 

described in the previous paragraphs. Orkestra was created in 2006 with the mission of 

developing transformative research. The search for research methodologies that would 

influence transformation resulted in a commitment to action research, which, through 

practice, has generated an approach that has been systematised under the name of action 

research for territorial development (IADT) (Larrea, 2020, 2022a).

Action research is a strategy for real-time change where the elements of research, action, 

and participation are combined in a single process (Greenwood & Levin, 2007). In IADT, 

knowledge is co-generated between policy actors (members of governments and public 
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administrations) and research teams. This methodology is the result of moving from 

regional development based on regional innovation systems and primarily oriented 

towards technological innovation, to territorial development gestated at the intersection 

of technological and social innovation (Karlsen and Larrea, 2015).

IADT seeks to improve social research’s contribution to territorial development. Part of 

the problem is that it is looked upon as natural that the research teams belonging to the 

different scientific-technological branches collaborate directly with companies or other 

organisations in the search for solutions to specific problems. However, social researchers 

are considered observers of territorial development from the outside, making diagnoses 

and advising the actors. IADT proposes that those of us who carry out social research are 

actors in territorial development and can, together with other actors, be active agents in 

their processes of change.

IADT has been developed in spaces for dialogue between action research teams and actors 

linked to public policies and has had an impact on territorial development through the 

transformation of said policies. In these spaces for dialogue, work has been done to make 

existing conflicts explicit, and to build, through learning and negotiation, a shared vision 

and agreements for action. IADT also assumes that neither personal researchers nor 

research organisations are neutral in the territory since they seek its transformation in 

specific directions. In the case of action research, the basic principle is the democratisation 

of processes.

2.3.	 Shared ground by the pedagogical approach and action research 

Albeit with different genesis, the trainers and researchers who have developed these two 

approaches for more than a decade have worked in collaboration. The elements that unite 

us are the following:

• The focus on building individual and collective capacities for transformation in 

territorial development.

• The proposal of praxis (continuous cycles of reflection and action) as the context in 

which new knowledge is generated and capacities are developed.
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• The integration of complexity as an essential characteristic of territorial development 

and its challenges, along with the consequent consideration of conflict as part of the 

process.

• The assumption of politicality (neutrality is impossible) concerning the territorial 

actors, including trainers and researchers.

• The search for democratisation as a principle and also as a means to accelerate 

transformations.

• The commitment to co-generation as a way to integrate different types of knowledge 

(theoretical, experiential, and process).

• The relevance of the role played by the facilitators of territorial development, who 

create the conditions for territorial actors to reflect, decide and act.

Anyone interested in learning more about these approaches can consult a series of open-

access publications (Karlsen and Larrea, 2015; Costamagna and Larrea, 2017; Larrea, 2020; 

Larrea, 2022a).

3. The challenges of climate emergency from the perspective of the 
pedagogical approach and action research 

The objective of the reflection embodied in this document is to improve the conceptual 

tools of the pedagogical approach and action research so as to tackle the challenges of 

territorial development in the face of the climate emergency. However, before continuing, 

we first need to delimit the type of practical problems/challenges to which we refer.

It is important to clarify that our knowledge has nothing to do with the environmental 

sciences explaining the phenomenon of global warming, which we assume to be documented 

and scientifically proven. Here, we focus on how, from territorial development, responses 

to this problem are going to be articulated. Nonetheless, this position does not imply that 

we put aside the different interpretations that exist regarding the phenomenon in different 

communities, including those that may deny that warming is actually happening.

Nor is our knowledge directly related to the technological innovation necessary to face the 

challenge of the climate emergency. We are aware of its importance and the role it will 



11The limits of territorial development.

PRAXIS Working Paper Series 

play in humanity’s response to this challenge. Our reflection, nevertheless, has nothing 

to do with the specific technologies that are being considered, nor with the debate about 

which one should be prioritised.

Our knowledge concerns the social and political processes that accompany awareness of 

the problem and the mobilisation to solve it. Over the years, we have learned about the 

risks of assuming that “everyone” thinks like us about a given problem or that technology 

is neutral. The application of technology is accompanied by social processes that affect 

people’s daily lives, workplaces, and labour relationships; that is to say, relationships 

between organisations in a territory, between governments, between governments 

and companies, between companies and unions, as well as relationships in civil society 

organisations, and in international or multilateral organisations, among others. In all these 

relationships, mediated by power in different ways, a social reality is configured that is not 

neutral, where some interests are favoured more than others. Our knowledge is the result 

of a search, through praxis, where technology can provide solutions without contributing 

to increasing power imbalances. The methodologies we have been developing seek ways 

to articulate collaboration through dialogue and in the midst of divergences, help to find 

spaces of agreement for action.

The climate emergency is already generating tensions in our traditional areas of territorial 

development. We share some real situations that have inspired us to propose this document:

a) Certain processes we have worked on to define territorial strategies already consider 

sustainability as a relevant objective. While this objective will generate new activities 

and sectors, it is also perceived as a threat to activities or sectors which are not aligned 

with it. These interests can generate power games that slow down the processes.

b) We have verified that there are no univocal perceptions about how sustainable 

development or competitiveness is understood. We have participated in projects 

where it has been a challenge to balance, for example, business interests and the 

general interest in achieving this sustainability objective.

c) We have been part of processes in which we have the technology to move towards 

clean energy, such as wind power, yet there are resistance movements at the local 

level (“yes to wind power, but not like that”).
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d) Other projects we have worked on involve the government exploring ways to build 

collaborative modes of governance because there are concerns that if citizens are 

too distant from politics, this will accentuate authoritarian tendencies in the face of 

challenges such as the climate emergency.

e) We have seen how territorial groups install “their truths” through the press, 

networks, or incomplete governance, leaving those who have a different perspective 

without a voice and, in many cases, harmed by those “truths”.

f) We have also witnessed situations where those in power do not solve (or do not 

want to solve) a particular issue, and some groups take to the streets to defend their 

ways of life with levels of conflict that are not usual.

Certain debates and tensions show us that we cannot assume, as has been done in the 

past with a linear conception of technological innovation, that having the technology also 

means having the solution. If we are incapable of understanding the processes of social 

transformation that accompany technological innovation, we run the risk of not only 

slowing down this transformation but also generating social tensions, a loss of democratic 

quality, and a greater degree of injustice. It is important to act quickly because we intuit that 

the necessary transformations that are not built proactively by citizens and organisations 

will have to be considered later through different types of regulations that will accentuate 

tensions.

This document aims to critically review our conceptual and methodological frameworks 

in order to better facilitate the type of conflict situations described above. To carry out 

this critical review, we start by sorting out those concepts and frameworks we are already 

working with and which may be useful in this context. These are not new concepts, 

but in the following section, we try to rethink them from the framework of the climate 

emergency.

4. The pedagogical approach and action research: contributions to face 
the climate emergency  

Among the different conceptual and methodological frameworks that we have been 

developing in practice in recent years, we have selected the following as relevant for the 

objective set out in this document, i.e., to advance in the practical construction of solutions: 
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(1) praxis, (2) participation in complex processes, (3) the explicitation of politicity, (4) 

individual and collective capacities and (5) facilitation. Figure 1 presents a synthesis, and 

in subsequent sections, we share our reflection on how each of these elements can help 

territorial development respond to the climate emergency.

Figure 1. Synthesis of the elements of the approach and action research that can help 

generate processes in the face of the climate emergency

Source: own elaboration.  
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We now examine each of these features. 
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4.1. Praxis

Praxis is a certain way of understanding the relationship between theory and practice where 

practice is not a linear application of theory, but rather they are continuously interacting 

in cycles of reflection and action. Betting on praxis generates a continuous tension for us 

not to act without reflecting and, at the same time, not to reflect without acting.

We believe that the environmental crisis we are going through leaves the division between 

theory and practice greatly exposed between what we say and what we do, and between 

scientific-technical knowledge and other types of knowledge linked to practice. This is 

also reflected in divisions between science and politics, or science and major economic 

interests. This division leads us to situations in which, despite having technically viable 

solutions, problems persist.

Using praxis as the central axis can help overcome this division. In an emergency stage, 

like the current one, taking action is crucial. Undoubtedly, reflection is essential before 

acting, but sometimes we cannot wait until the theoretically perfect solution appears 

before starting to tackle the problem, not only due to lack of time, but also because 

theoretical solutions require practical knowledge to be viable. In complex situations like 

this one, where technical solutions exist in many cases and what is actually missing is for 

society to change its habits, it is important to learn from practice. Indeed, it is necessary 

to experiment, knowing that the solution we try first might not be the definitive one, but 

it will lead us to find increasingly better answers. Moreover, the solution will not come 

exclusively from technology, nor exclusively from social transformations. Praxis can help 

us learn how to combine both.

In summary, we believe that the deepening of praxis as the central axis of the pedagogical 

approach and action research will  benefit how we understand this challenge and will 

generate more actionable knowledge to respond to it.

4.2.	 Participatory approaches that integrate complexity 

As already indicated, our interpretation is that responses to the climate emergency require 

both technological and social transformations. Two major trends that affect territorial 

development should be highlighted. On the one hand, the existence of different types 
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of states and the fact that we cannot ignore totalitarian tendencies and the weakening of 

liberal democracies. On the other hand, digitalisation and the concentration of power in 

certain sectors mean a type of capitalism that is increasingly radical.

Although territorial development cannot fully address these major trends, it can 

create spaces where they can be strengthened or counteracted. The commitment to 

democratisation and participation are political commitments both in the pedagogical 

approach and in action research for territorial development. Our capacity-building 

strategy seeks to build knowledge more fairly and democratically, and participation is a 

decisive factor for this to be achieved. This idea of strengthening democracy has a strong 

axis in how decisions are made. Our practice of facilitating these decision processes is 

based on the individual and collective capacity to learn as well as on listening to different 

voices and interests. We believe that when it comes to a problem that belongs to everyone, 

sharing the ability to decide helps to solve it, and participatory learning processes help in 

this endeavour.

When reflecting on how participatory processes have been carried out in our territories, we 

have concluded that many of these forms of participation are obsolete and thus, new ways 

must be sought. And as these new ways are found, territorial development can become 

a space for strengthening fairer transformations. We point this out while recognising 

the difficulty this entails, but also from the conviction that many small changes in many 

territories can make a difference.

An important element in redefining participation is the integration of complexity. 

Complexity is related to how, in our practices, we combine variables that affect each 

other but that we do not always know about them, control them or are uncertain of them. 

Processes evolve beyond our intentions as a result of numerous influences, and we seem 

to be faced with increasingly difficult realities.

Another dimension of our interpretation of complexity is the fact that different visions 

and interests exist. The transformations linked to the climate emergency require 

everyone’s participation, given that production systems, mobility, consumption habits, 

and culture need to be changed. However, not all of us understand the problem and its 

possible solutions in the same way, and we often wait for others to start changing before 
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mobilising. Consequently, we are in a moment of inertia with neither the principal centres 

of decision-making and power nor a broad representation of the citizenry showing a clear 

tendency to change any habits, which are at the root of the problem.

This complexity poses considerable challenges to politics and policies. The decisions that 

will have to be made will not be popular either with citizens who feel forced to “renounce” 

aspects of life that were already conceived as rights or freedom, or with the principal 

centers of decision-making and power, who see their interests at risk. All of this in a context 

where climate change itself will generate scarcity of resources, migrations, etc. Against this 

background, new modes of participation will be called for that generate, through praxis, 

awareness-raising spaces beyond discourse. It will be crucial for this participation that 

integrates complexity to create spaces where citizens and politics can get closer and raise 

awareness of the problems, potential solutions, and the different visions and interests that 

can influence this path.

One of the lessons learned in territorial development is that it is not necessary to agree 

on everything to act. What is important is to look for what we are willing to work on 

together, even if we disagree on many other aspects. Territorial development can be that 

participation space to agree on the action needed to progress in highly complex situations 

linked to climate change.

4.3. Making the political dimension explicit  

The pedagogical approach and action research for territorial development have addressed 

politics to a large extent based on the work of Paulo Freire, who raises the impossibility of 

neutrality. Freire tells us that there is no neutrality since even the affirmation that we are 

facing a technical problem whose solutions should not be ideologised is in itself a deeply 

ideological approach.

In its reductionist form, the problem can be posed from a technical perspective, such 

as reducing CO2 levels to slow down warming. The global objectives are intended to be 

established in these terms, setting a maximum level for the rise in temperatures and 

reducing the generation of CO2 to levels compatible with said target temperature. From 

a distance, it appears to be a purely technical issue, and from this perspective, there are 

those that advocate non-politicisation or neutral positions.
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However, some questions inevitably arise in this context: Who owns the technology? Is the 

market the only mechanism by which technical/technological solutions will be distributed? 

Are there any new raw materials that are becoming relevant? Who has them? What is the 

role of large companies in this context? What about the state and governments? What 

about citizenship?

The answers to these questions are being raised from necessarily ideological positions. 

Not raising them openly is also the result of an ideological position. In this sense, within 

the framework of the pedagogical approach and action research, we have assumed the 

deepening of the democratisation of territorial development processes as a basic principle. 

A position that we recognise is not neutral, and which we refer to as the political nature of 

the pedagogical approach and action research. Likewise, the politicism of the governments 

with which we work is implied, as well as the university, the academy, and the spaces for 

creating knowledge of a different nature that contribute to territorial development.

Within this framework, a first step to tackle this issue is for all territorial actors to assume 

our political role in the sense that we are facing a problem that cannot be solved exclusively 

from a technical perspective. The challenge before us is deeply political: What kind of 

society do we want to build at this time when current societies are unsustainable? What are 

the requirements for technology to be integrated democratically and fairly in the decision 

processes of millions of people and organisations? We believe that territorial development 

can be a space that contributes to the search for the answer to these questions.

4.4. Individual and collective capabilities in educational and political 
processes 

Another lesson that has been central to our territorial development processes is the 

need to strengthen individual and collective capabilities to respond to the problems we 

have. One such space with considerable transformative capacity is the relational space 

between education and politics. It is fundamental to strengthen shared learning spaces 

between those who generate new knowledge around the multiple dimensions of the 

climate emergency and political decision-makers at all levels (local, regional, national, or 

international), including increasing citizen participation in these processes.
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In the field of territorial development, we have mainly worked in collaboration with those 

with political responsibilities in municipalities and regional governments. One of the 

main challenges in these spaces is to merge the ideas and forces that come from outside 

the territory with the identity bases, cultures, and other patrimonies specific to each place.

To be consistent with the previous sections, this dialogue and learning between the 

educational system and the knowledge generation centres on the one hand, and politics 

on the other hand has to be open to the rest of the territorial actors. One of the challenges 

we have encountered for our collective is how to integrate citizens and social movements. 

These are processes where complexity, interests, and different visions emerge with force. 

Our belief is that advances in this regard, however small, can give territories and territorial 

development a relevant role in the necessary transitions.

Source: Costamagna (2015)
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4.5. Facilitation

One of the lessons we have learned in our practices is that social transformation processes 

can be facilitated. The facilitator is the one who, individually or in the context of a 

team of facilitators, assumes the role of creating the necessary conditions for territorial 

development actors to be able to reflect, decide, and take action. This cyclical process 

generates collective capacities in the territory.

The climate emergency needs decision-makers to make the relevant decisions. However, 

deciding in complex contexts like those described here is no easy task. The difficulties 

that countries encounter in successive climate summits are a clear example of this. Our 

experience in territorial development shows us that deciding is a path that must be followed, 

and one in which you have to explore the possibilities of agreement between different 

parties, build trust, learn, and negotiate. These processes do not occur spontaneously and, 

in addition to decision-makers, require facilitators who create the conditions for decision-

makers to dialogue, trust, learn, and negotiate. It is vital to bring to light how necessary 

this role is in the transitions that lie ahead, as failing to do so can lead to the mistake of not 

integrating people of this profile into the processes.

Another important lesson is that it is not just about integrating those who play this role 

into the process; in fact, all the people participating should develop facilitation skills 

that help the decision process flow. In a climate emergency context, we need politicians, 

civil servants, business managers, scientists, researchers, and citizen facilitators. We set 

ourselves this challenge when developing our pedagogical approach and action research 

for territorial development in our processes.

5. A critical reflection on the previous framework    

Based on our experience, there are two reasons why the pedagogical approach and action 

research for territorial development can help territories tackle the climate emergency:

a) It is important that the response to the climate emergency does not generate more 

unequal, unfair, or authoritarian societies but instead allows progress in reducing 

inequality and increasing justice and democracy. In other words, major transitions 
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can be understood either as changes so that nothing changes or as a profound 

paradigm shift. The pedagogical approach and action research can provide reflection 

on this paradigm shift.

b) In many territories, approaches are still highly oriented towards technological 

innovation understood in a linear way, which implies that having the technologies 

that make decarbonisation possible means having the solution. We believe that 

technology is part of, but not all, the solution. The pedagogical approach and action 

research can accompany the social processes that allow citizens and organisations of 

the territory to appropriate technology in the search for solutions.

The basis for a critical reading of our methodological frameworks is that, although we 

have experience in social processes linked to the integration of technology in the territory 

(point b), our frameworks must continue to improve to openly address the challenges of 

inequality, injustice, or authoritarianism (point a).

This reflection arises from the work carried out in recent years to contrast our frameworks 

in various spaces: territorial development projects with decision-makers in policies, 

training processes for territorial development, training processes oriented towards 

methodological development, presentation sessions for doctoral projects or master’s 

degrees, international collaborative laboratories, seminars, or congresses, among others. 

We have tried to learn in all these spaces and use the criticism received to evolve.

No less important in this path has been the ongoing dialogue between the two authors of 

this document. In addition to being in harmony with regard to our objectives, we have 

experienced a continuous tension in our dialogue between views of territorial development 

and the processes of knowledge generation. The most direct way to synthesise this tension 

could be a dialogue between the global South and North, in which we have continuously 

felt mutually challenged and have become aware of different ways of looking at and 

understanding what is happening in the world.

The following section proposes the elements that can help improve our frameworks to 

face the challenge of the climate emergency. We start with those that we have already 

described but now require further study: (a) multilevel governance, (b) the role of cities; (c) 

communication in the territory, and (d) the integration of emotions. We then discuss other 
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aspects that should be integrated: (e) overcoming anthropocentrism, (f) the dilemmas 

linked to growth, (g) the new relations between the state and activism, (h) justice as the axis 

of territorial development, and (i) the feminist look.

6. Features to improve in the pedagogical approach and action research  

6.1. Multilevel governance

Global warming is a global problem, and our area of action is territorial development 

(municipal, regional, and subnational). Although we have looked at the multilevel in the 

pedagogical approach and action research for territorial development, our practice has 

been limited to relationships between the local and the regional, connected in some 

specific way to national policies. It is important to overcome this vision, integrating a 

more visible relationship between the global and the local, and this can take place through 

the role of countries.

That globalisation is accelerating is a certainty, but we cannot take it for granted that only 

the global will shape the future and we cannot do anything locally. The summits targeted 

at this issue (1992 Earth Summit; 1997 Kyoto; 2009 Copenhagen; 2013 Warsaw; 2015 Paris; 

2019 Chile and Madrid; 2021 Glasgow; and 2022 Egypt) have generated mixed feelings and 

have been described as insufficient steps towards the time to confront the problem. It is 

indeed crucial to continue advancing at this level, establishing objectives and agreements 

at a global level; even if their slowness exasperates a minority, they go unnoticed by the 

majority, and sometimes actually go backwards. However, responses must be developed 

simultaneously at the local level without waiting for the solutions to be given. Multilevel 

governance should serve to link these processes, seeking ways to strengthen each other, 

and generate critical visions that allow interaction for improvement.

In order to find these balances, we need better capacities in territories to interpret these 

relationships, which in turn may help to incorporate the territories more fully in the 

debate with the rest of the levels.

The construction of multilevel governance is considered, therefore, as a complex process 

of negotiation, dispute, and collaboration (Costamagna and Larrea, 2015b). Addressing the 

proposed change is no easy task; the prevailing centralist culture generates obstacles and 

conflicts in the face of this multilevel conception of the territory that proposes a shared 
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space as a platform where coordinated strategies are thought, designed, and implemented. 

It is a counterpoint to the mainstream perspective that for years did not take into account 

the local level, generating spaces with weak capacities, little decision-making power, and 

resources.

6.2.	 The role of cities

Within the framework of action research for territorial development, we have examined 

the specificity of cities (Estensoro, 2021). However, the role of cities in relation to the 

climate emergency has not yet been considered.

Given the population concentration, economic activity, and, therefore, C02 emissions 

in cities, special attention must be paid to the dynamics of territorial development in 

this area. This axis has strong connections with the previous one, multilevel governance. 

The relationship of municipal governments with regional ones and the governments of 

different countries is one element of multilevel governance that has already appeared as 

relevant in our work.

Nevertheless, we have decided to define a specific section for this reflection since the 

ecosystems of cities are privileged spaces to understand how the social relationships 

that enable technology to be integrated into people’s daily lives are made. In addition, 

cities concentrate the possibilities of real change because everything is closer in terms of 

distance and power; and actions of closeness can interact and question the powerful actors 

that have a presence in the territory.

6.3.	 Communication in the territory 

Communication is another concept that territorial development has integrated (Canto 

Farachala, 2019), but it will need to be reinforced further to take on the challenge of the 

climate emergency. From the pedagogical approach, it has already been proposed that 

communication in territorial development must have the following characteristics: (a) 

political conviction to help transform the territory and transform ourselves; (b) recognition 

of the knowledge of each and every territorial actor that participates in development 

processes; (c) conceive, build, and manage communication in territorial development 
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processes from the very heart of local state policies, including a diverse number of 

sectors and sometimes even involving contradictions and conflicts among themselves; 

(d) the political position and the action of the researcher and the facilitator; (e) “giving 

battle” in practice to build other ways to narrate experiences communicatively and also 

another way to approach them methodologically, working to create spaces where things 

happen; (f) rethinking  environmental policies as part of the development strategy of local 

communities where the focus is not reduced to a sectoral dimension, but to a collective 

construction of the territory; (g) participation of the institutions and actors in drawing 

up the agenda and managing local policies, with special emphasis on the endogenous 

potentialities and without the expectation that any specific formula exists (Spinelli, 2020).

We now have the challenge of giving new meaning to these approaches in the context of 

the climate emergency and of developing modes of communication that help transitions.

6.4. Considering emotions in territorial development   

Another lesson learned that has been partially integrated into the pedagogical approach 

and action research for territorial development is that the social transformation needed 

cannot be done exclusively from rationality.

We have known for a long time that the planet is warming up and that it is a problem that 

puts the survival of the human species at risk. Yet we are not reacting. From action research 

for territorial development, we have explored the concept of love as one that helps us to 

look into the intersection between reason and emotions to achieve the mobilisation that 

this process requires (Larrea, 2022b). However, this dimension is still at a very incipient 

level of development in our processes.

It is clear that the emotional dimension can lead to situations of manipulation when 

managed in a way that is not very honest or transparent.  But in the case of territorial 

development, the conditions of closeness and trust relationships that are already in place 

can help incorporate emotions honestly and transparently. This can make it easier to 

navigate these paths full of difficult decisions and helpless situations.

We want to confront the idea that “nothing can be done” and advance hand in hand both 

with small and important changes, adding hope and criticism to the forms of power that 

obstruct change.
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7. New dimensions for the pedagogical approach and action research 

The dimensions proposed here have sometimes crossed our debates, but they have yet to 

be integrated into our frameworks, meaning they are not being considered systematically 

in our processes. These are dimensions that we want to explore to transform our work 

methodologies.

7.1. Overcoming anthropocentrism in the interpretation of territory 

We start here with a lack that we detected both in the approach and in action research for 

territorial development: the need to overcome anthropocentrism and the interpretation 

of technology as a tool to “dominate” nature for the benefit of human interests. We 

have been developing this critique based primarily on two influences. One is that of the 

epistemology of the South, which has influenced us above all through the collaboration 

with CLACSO. The other influence is human inquiry, which we have had access to mainly 

through the Action Research + network and Hilary Bradbury.

Anthropocentrism implies that human beings have placed themselves above nature 

and at the centre of everything in a relationship of exploitation that must be rethought. 

Overcoming anthropocentrism is becoming part of our responsibilities and a necessary 

step in the search for solutions to the climate emergency. Territorial development cannot 

be oblivious to this need; in other words, territorial development must establish a different 

relationship between people and nature.

In the case of the pedagogical approach and action research for territorial development, 

we have worked in recent years with a definition of territory taken from Alburquerque 

(2012) that places the actors at the centre of the territory, which is described as being 

a set of actors that lives in a place, with its social, economic and political organisation, 

its culture and institutions, as well as the physical environment of which they are part. 

Certainly, we are now aware that this definition indicates that territorial actors are part of 

the physical environment. However, the concept of territorial development accompanying 

this definition of territory does not emphasise this aspect, highlighting that territorial 

development is the process of mobilisation and participation of different actors (public 

and private) in which they debate and come to an agreement, i.e., agreement on strategies 

that can guide individual and collective behaviour.
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We need to advance in our definitions, going beyond focusing on the actors interpreted 

exclusively as human beings who mobilise and participate in the definition of strategies. 

How can we incorporate nature into our definitions of territory and territorial development?

In this search, we are not starting from scratch. Proposals rooted in people with an ancient 

tradition exist and force us to carry out an ethical search that gives new meaning to actions 

in the territory. In territorial development, these criticisms should be seen, considered, and 

worked on to accommodate non-hegemonic perspectives that allow a new relationship 

between ecology and anthropology. We need to move away from environmental 

aggression, which requires overcoming the technical conception that leads us to believe 

that our problems are solved by knowing how to discipline. One source of inspiration 

already pointed out is the epistemology of the South, characterised by the imperative 

need to acknowledge the systemic relationship between social and ecological dynamics in 

the analysis of reality, as well as the importance of recognising ancestral knowledge in this 

regard when it comes to constructing alternatives.

7.2. The dilemmas of growth in the praxis of territorial development   

At the start of his workshops or training processes, one of the phrases most heard from 

Francisco Alburquerque, a benchmark for territorial development in Latin America 

and Spain, is that we should not confuse growth with development. The definitions of 

territory and territorial development that we have used over the years are inspired by 

his contributions. In this way, we have been part of the game that Alburquerque opened, 

where a posteriori, together with other authors who raised the debate on development, we 

have experienced that this is a concept that is always in tension.

From action research for territorial development, we have also contributed to the debate 

on the role of action research in the face of the rise of increasingly extreme forms of 

capitalism (Fricke et al., 2022). Thus, we have proposed that territories can articulate 

responses and resist these tendencies that depoliticise the person (reducing them to their 

role as consumers who decide from a rationality that maximises individual benefit) and 

communities (dismantling, for example, workplaces as mobilisation spaces). To do so, 

however, it is necessary to move from the discourse that a model based on the continuous 

growth of consumption and production is sustainable, to the specific decisions that 
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governments, companies, and citizens must consider in the short term in this respect.

We have also collaborated with Andrew Cummings (2021), whose recent article carries 

out a critical dialogue about knowledge from the Latin American field of conceptualising 

alternatives for territorial development. He presents arguments of emblematic authors 

of decolonial thought who are critical of development, such as Boaventura Sousa Santos 

and his contribution to the decolonisation of knowledge from the Epistemologies of the 

South, Arturo Escobar on the decolonialisation of the mind in relation to development, 

and Eduardo Gudynas on differences between alternative developments (including what is 

understood as local development) and alternatives to development, or post-development.

These contributions, with the theory of good living, bad development, or the idea of 

decrease, seem to cause unease because they are interpreted exclusively in terms of the 

disappearance of productive activities, jobs, and, consequently, the well-being of the 

people of a territory. None of these frameworks sets that as a goal, but instead opens a 

rediscussion on how things are being done that cannot be ignored. Failing to open this 

discussion and continuing to grow can result in a headlong flight. It may be because of 

its complexity or because of existing interests, but growth is a debate in which we often 

come across a deep-rooted belief that nothing can be done to change it. We have also 

experienced how fear can lead us to avoid dealing with certain issues. However, we believe 

territorial development must have the courage to address them.

Our reflection is based on the premise that, in essence, the climate crisis stems from the 

unsustainability of our production and consumption system. We cannot grow infinitely 

on a finite planet. While there may be arguments about how technology could change 

these balances in the future, global warming is a sure sign that we have been above the 

sustainability threshold for many years. The urgency of the situation calls for the territorial 

development of today and our near future to be addressed under this premise.

Territorial development actors are already facing decisions where care for the environment 

is opposed to activities, products, and processes that degrade it. Both small and big decisions 

can have immediate impacts in certain sectors. Will we be able to face these dilemmas 

with courage? Would that lead us towards some kind of orderly degrowth? These will be 

scenarios that territorial development will have to deal with through practical decisions. 

The sooner the frameworks are in place to accompany these decision processes through 

reflection, the greater our contribution to the territorial actors who make these decisions.
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7.3. Territory as the framework for the relationship between the state and 
social movements  

As we have addressed them so far, the pedagogical approach and action research for 

territorial development have assumed a central role for the state in territorial development. 

At a time when disaffection with politics among citizens is growing, we do not renounce 

politics to transform the world; instead, we are committed to a new way of understanding 

it. This political/ideological position has been made explicit in many of our publications 

and tacitly integrated into others.

The challenge of the climate emergency indisputably requires the mobilisation of citizens. 

Citizens’ disaffection with politics means that when they mobilise, they do so against 

politics, which is a healthy way in a democracy to generate pressure for transformation. 

Given that it is difficult for politics to transform without this external pressure, we believe 

that mobilisation against politics alone may not be enough. In this regard, we consider 

whether it is possible to conceive a new form of relationship between politics and social 

movements that accelerates the transformation.

We also consider whether territorial development can be a space to experiment with 

this new form of relationship: Is it possible to conceive of a relationship mode in which, 

without hiding differences or reducing pressures, it is possible to collaborate on certain 

issues? Would it be possible to find meeting spaces that catalyse the transformations? It is 

undoubtedly a challenge that territorial development must explore in the coming years, 

along with the question of the university’s role in these relational spaces.

7.4. Justice 

In recent years, our efforts have focused on exploring how to promote the democratisation 

of our processes. Another concept that has emerged strongly in the debates we have held 

is that of justice.

A framework that integrates justice in the face of the climate emergency is one with fair 

transitions. This framework proposed by the International Labour Organization (ILO) 

and the United Nations Convention against climate change aims to maximise benefits 
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in activity and employment while minimising the negative impacts of the ecological 

transition and decarbonisation. This was a way for the unions to raise the importance of 

tackling the climate challenge so that changes do not come at the expense of workers. On 

these premises, the ILO guidelines exist for a just transition towards economies with low 

carbon emissions.

However, our reflection on justice has been strengthened by addressing the tensions that 

arose in our own team regarding how the global North and South interact. In this debate, 

the effects of colonisation and the tensions generated by the North-South relationship 

in the face of new major transformations have been integrated. It is clear that the 

transformations of sectors such as energy, food, and modes of transport can create new 

winners and losers. Thus, another question cannot be ignored: Are we about to replicate 

old patterns, or will we know how to approach new relationships more fairly?

Once again, these are questions that will not be answered at the territorial level, but that 

will impact territories that can build capacities to deal with them. An important factor will 

be the coexistence models of the different communities that live in a territory and the 

migratory challenges, with the risk of exacerbating intra-territorial differences. Citizen 

participation, which we have pointed out as a great force for transition, should be thought 

of in this light; and in these terms, fair transitions could be worked on from the perspective 

of territorial development.

7.5. Learnings from feminism 

Another of the lessons learned in recent years has to do with care. Within the framework of 

the pedagogical approach and action research for territorial development, we have defined 

care as a praxis (it includes a way of thinking and acting) based on mutuality, oriented 

towards people but which strengthens the process and requires a series of individual 

and collective capabilities. The care thus defined materialises in the following ways: (a) 

committing ourselves to the construction of relationships of trust; (b) spending quality 

time in informal spaces; (c) speaking openly and transparently; (d) listening to understand 

the conditions surrounding the other person’s work and tailoring our interventions to 

their needs; (e) offering reflections to the other person in favour of his/her process as 
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well as criticism from a positive place, in dialogue and managing the moments well; (f) 

making the facilitation of the other person (which generates favourable conditions for us) 

visible to the other actors; and (g) exercising our leadership in a relational way, even when 

we have high hierarchical positions, which implies positioning ourselves horizontally in 

relationships and being accessible.

This first approach to the concept has led us to conclude that there is a need to deepen 

and give more centrality to this concept in territorial development. To achieve this, 

our challenge is to integrate learning from feminism (sometimes feminist positions in 

territorial development and feminist action research) that can help us put life and care 

more at the heart  of territorial development.
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Conclusions

This document is an initial reflection on what we hope will become, in future years, a work 

to redefine the pedagogical approach and action research for territorial development. 

We want these frameworks to contribute to creating spaces for dialogue, action, and 

mobilisation in our territories that respond to the climate emergency in an effective, 

democratic, and fair manner.

Here, we first described those lessons learned from past experiences that may be relevant 

to current challenges. We then outlined some of the dimensions that need to be integrated 

into our frameworks so that they contribute to the desired objective.

Our own objective is to gradually integrate these concepts and ideas in future publications 

and, above all, in our practice of territorial development in order to advance on this path 

from praxis.
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