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Abstract 
 
 
Urban literature and policy research on social innovation, call for agency building and 
influence on institutional planning as the main expected outcomes. Empirical evidence for 
this hypothesis is being tested in some European cities, but the hypothesis does not yet 
seem sufficiently explored in the cities of the Global South.  
Focusing on Colombia's capital, Bogotá, this article reports on the potential of Bogotá’s 
urban cultural places as spatial platforms for the manifold manifestations of social 
innovation and urban policies and planning.  
The analysis builds on mixed qualitative methods, through a series of case studies, whose 
description makes it possible to recognize in specific urban places a fertile ground for the 
generation of the premises for and the materialization of the effects of social innovation. 
The knowledge produced shows that these places can become intermediaries between 
bottom-up initiatives and institutional planning, but only if they are networked and 
structured in a reciprocal loop of exchange and dialogue with both parties.  
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Introduction  

Cities are seen as ideal grounds for investigating and testing socio-institutional transition 
strategies, which are essential for the development of circular urban governance (Bourdin 
et al 2022, Schröder 2022, 2023). This transition is driven by an increasing integration 
among socio-technical systems, infrastructures, local movements, human and non-human 
agents (Winslow & Coenen 2023, Amin and Thrift 2002) within urban environments. Given 
the broad scope of urban agglomerations worldwide, it becomes necessary to differentiate 
between them, particularly when adapting and applying concepts to planning and 
governance. In this paper, we aim to investigate the potential of social innovation, 
particularly considering places as pivotal component in circular urban design strategies 
within megacities of the Global South. Bogotá, as a representative example, will serve as our 
testing ground. We will delve into this concept through the analysis of five carefully selected 
case studies. 
The sudden and prologued effects of long-lasting crises (Latour 2017), unprecedented 
shocks and stress, and societal and economic transformations reveal the difficulties that 
cities’ governments alone face in adapting to uncertain consequences (Ponzini 2016; 
Tulumello, Saija, & Inch 2020). This is especially evident in rapidly growing urban regions 
where conventional, dominant, and regulatory policy and planning tools alone are 
insufficient to address the dynamic and complex urban agglomerations.  
The disconnection between limited knowledge of ongoing dynamics, formal planning tools, 
and social and economic policies, underscores the critical importance of acknowledging and 
nurturing, grassroots social innovation practices at various levels and scales (MacCallum et 
al. 2008; Nyseth & Hamdouch 2019). These are commended for their dynamics, oriented to 



answer both unmet societal needs while potentially being able to alter the spatiality of social 
relationships (Van Dyck and Van Den Broeck 2013) as well as the institutional governance 
configuration (Gerometta et al. 2005, González and Healey 2005). While it is recognized that 
the outcomes of these practices are not without controversies (Bragaglia 2020), often partial, 
problematic, and challenging (Ostanel 2023, Martinelli 2012), many of their outcomes can 
be retained. These practices are believed to create a widespread and context-specific agency 
(Sennett 2018) and are conducive to communities of practice (Wenger et al. 2002), 
facilitating the generation of ad-hoc alliances. In their constantly evolving form, however, 
they often do not lend themselves to formal institutional mechanisms, other than in a 
position of collateral effect (Nyseth & Hamdouch 2019).  
Various attempts to integrate their values into dialogues with socio-institutional policy 
settings (Winslow & Coenen 2023, Castan Broto 2015) have been conducted, primarily in 
Europe and North America. The lack of studies addressing this matter in cities of the Global 
South calls for research in urban conditions of these regions. This exploratory research will 
not only inform discussions but stimulate more comprehensive scientific inquiries. 
Megacities in the Global South are becoming a dominant form of the global urban 
phenomenon whose dynamics have not been adequately investigated or theorized (Kraft 
2016, Grubbauer 2019, Roy 2009), especially in view of their resilience to change and crises. 
Novel embedded, critical, and creative methods and concepts are needed to formulate theory 
and create new comparative structures that include local, and non-academic perspectives 
and practices (Robinson 2022).  
The lack of trust, money, and social priorities from governments is a frequent condition 
preventing the resilient planning of their living environments (Koch 2015). Studying the 
interplay between civic practices within a spatial framework emphasizes the importance of 
addressing the multifaceted challenges facing urban environments.  
To tackle these topics, among other strategies, in recent years participation has become a 
widely discussed topic to integrate citizens into urban planning and governance (Koch & 
Sánchez 2016). However, the majority of the systems of planning and practices in the Global 
South do not facilitate the integration of bottom-up practices (Koch & Sánchez 2016, Yunda 
& Sletto 2017). Furthermore, a more differentiated view on informality in cities of the Global 
South and its inherent capacity for innovation (Guma 2023) needs a new contextualization.  
An urban design perspective, where social, spatial, and cultural aspects are taken into 
consideration as active assets for planning and policy development with a trans-scalar view 
(Cavalieri & Viganò 2019, Schröder 2023) represents a novel approach, particularly in cities 
of the Global South. Based on these premises, places are suggested as dialectic 
infrastructures for interaction, serving as intermediaries. Uniting these aspects provides a 
new process-driven perspective for planning and governance. Bogotá is widely recognized 
as a forerunner for innovative urban planning and governance concepts (Leite et al. 2019) 
and therefore serve here as a discursive test field to develop and discuss new urban policy 
concepts for cities of the Global South based on social innovation and circularity.  
In many cities, crises have expanded possible horizons and various possibilities for novel 
theoretical and practical development on adaptive and flexible urban governance (Ibert et 
al. 2021, Keil 2020) also considering mechanisms fostering interaction among multiple 
levels and actors (González et al. 2010; Ostanel 2023). In this field, one of the most important 
considerations is the possibility for institutional governance to be unfavorable or not 
resilient to the change brought about by social innovations. The flexibility of a governance 



system and its receptiveness to change also depend on the possibility for certain practices to 
establish a permanent presence within the governance mechanisms (Williams 2021, Eshuis 
& Gerrits 2021). Moreover, the internal adaptability of the institutional context mirrors the 
availability of practices to engage in an institutional discourse without the fear of losing their 
radical charge and power (Raws 2016, Savini et al. 2015).  
Original urban governance models should be capable of adapting, in a transformative and 
reversible manner, to something that has not yet been foreseen or imagined, converting 
uncertainty and indeterminacy into an engine of innovation. At the same time, the urge 
emerging from literature (Vicari Haddock and Moulaert 2009; Nyseth & Hamdouch) is to not 
give up or eliminate the possibility of planning, but to create complementary and distributed 
forms. This approach can produce circular territorial dynamics (Schröder 2023), going 
beyond a sectoral perspective on flows, metabolism, or economic development (Bourdin et 
al 2022), but supporting the agency of communities of practice as agents of governance 
change. 
In this context, drawing from the concept of territorial resilience (Schröder 2022), which 
highlights the ability of complex territories to be adaptable, redundant, and robust, there is 
urgent requirement to update institutional territorial management strategies. While 
research and concept development mainly rely on references from Euro America (Roy 
2009), across the Global South municipalities are also seeking to update their institutional 
instruments to proactively interact and partner with the practices (MacCallum and Haddock, 
2016) with the aim to merge their operative nature with a strategic line of work. Megacities 
of the Global South are often reduced to “problems, requiring diagnosis and reform” (Roy 
2009, 820), while cities of the West have been viewed as places of global reference 
(Chandokes 1991) for theory and policy. These relations need to be critically revised. 
Realities of the large and rapidly growing urban regions in countries with middle to low-
income levels and a colonial past in quantitative terms are now the global “normal case” of 
urbanity (United Nations 2019) and hence need to be put in the center of specific theory and 
policy development. Local characteristics like diffuse rapid growth, zoning-focused planning, 
and relatively limited consideration given to the dynamics of local communities and their 
interactions within the planning process (Yunda & Sletto 2020) are to be considered. 
A fundamental question concerns the need for novel circular urban governance models and 
the means to effect substantial transformation in cities of the Global South, moving beyond 
isolated and dispersed pilot initiatives. In this concern, we explore places in their capacity to 
become “intermediate” (Orioli & Massari 2023, Balducci & Mäntysalo 2013), bridging and 
connecting local government boundaries and localized cultural knowledge production 
processes. Our analysis focuses on urban cultural places (Cancellieri et al. 2018) hosting 
important initiatives for their tendency to be generative (Hobson 2016) and going beyond 
traditional and formally initiated participatory spaces, taking variable morphological forms 
in cities and providing original solutions for the ways of living, working, meeting and caring.  
The question remains whether urban cultural places can potentially encourage interaction 
between institutional policy and planning and social innovation, in a Global South context. 
Furthermore, in a city such as Bogotá, is the creative and cultural knowledge generated in its 
potential intermediate places able to foster innovative circular governance concepts? 
The hypothesis that the paper empirically investigates is whether the bases for innovative 
forms of urban governance can be triggered/found in potential intermediate places and how 
these could become boundary infrastructures (Star 2010) that facilitate the interaction 



between policy and planning, cultural and creative activities, and social innovation practices. 
Investigating the urban context of Bogotá in Colombia reinforces the importance of 
understanding and activating the unique cultural, social, and economic resources of 
megacities in the Global South for context related urban design concepts. Specifically, five 
case studies in Bogotá were examined in their ability to act as intermediate places, stressing 
their importance as boundary infrastructures that coagulate and spread as well as the need 
to support and intensify their capacity to be part of local and global networks. 
The multiple novelty of this perspective lies in a) using social innovation as a circular tool in 
urban planning strategies for the Global South, a relatively unexplored approach; b) 
emphasizing the role of networks of places as boundary infrastructures for social and 
institutional innovation; c) providing open and creative urban design-thinking incorporating 
social, spatial and cultural aspects in planning and policy development. Applying these 
perspectives to the Bogotá context can pave the way for developing urban design concepts 
starting from the specific setting and potentials of megacities in the Global South overcoming 
the limitations of applying Western urban development models in these regions.  
 
Material and methods 
The paper supports a discourse about new approaches in urban planning and governance in 
cities of the Global South based on places constituted by and generating social innovation. 
To archive this, we explore an array of case studies applying a mix of qualitative 
methodologies following an abductive scheme (Timmermans & Tavory 2012), for a cross-
case study analysis (Yin 2003) of five cultural spaces in Bogotá. The case studies are meant 
to illustrate the potential of the proposed concept while also highlighting the necessity for 
more local in-depth research.  
Abductive reasoning allows for crafting a research design that is flexible and adaptive, 
tailored to the exploration of unstable processes in Bogotá’s cultural places. It allows for the 
incorporation of multiple perspectives, enabling a richer understanding of the case studies 
without limiting the possibility of conflicts or dissent.  
The selected representative places in Bogotá are analyzed to enable a heuristic discourse 
and interpretation of ongoing dynamics (Foqué 2010), allow generalizations, and generate a 
test field to verify and adapt the initial hypothesis (Groat & Wang 2013). They have been 
selected based on their potential to become key promoters of innovative governance models. 
All analyzed cases are polyvalent places of private initiative where cultural-creative 
activities overlap and interact with social innovation.  Many of these places have similar 
potentials but are different concerning their networks and organizational structures.  
The selected places are either catalysts for creative design and cultural development, socially 
and culturally sustainable innovative models of entrepreneurship offering inclusive and 
shared spaces and new models of heritage and social regeneration. Hence, these are not the 
only places with this potential in Bogotá, but they present useful dynamic factors that allow 
appreciating their different capabilities for circular governance integration.  
Data collection used a multi-method strategy that included a high degree of participatory 
observation (Kawulich 2005, Clarck et al. 2009, Hunter & Brewer 2015) as well as the study 
of self-representation of the places on websites and academic analysis. Descriptive material 
was collected through documents (websites, reports, articles) produced on the case studies 
to outline their critical points. This is still a research process in progress insofar as the 
experiences described are dynamic, having impacts on several dimensions of the 



relationship between planning and social innovation. In this sense, continuously oscillating 
between empirical observations and theory, allowed significantly to broaden their 
comprehension of both theoretical concepts and case studies. 
The analysis of these selected places pursues exploratory and explanatory goals (Groat & 
Wang 2013) to examine their potential to verify, adapt and expand their capacity to bridge 
innovation in urban governance and hence fall into the intermediate places’ description.  
The knowledge synthesis of these different sources of information has been developed 
through careful contextualization and a reflexive professional and everyday experience of 
the city (Wildner 2015). This pragmatic approach is an appropriate methodology due to the 
lack of comprehensive in-depth empirical research about these aspects of the city and the 
necessity to bridge disciplinary gaps. The synthesis of the findings is marked by designerly 
thinking, a disciplinary research approach applying skills from architecture and urban 
design practice (Wolfrum & Janson 2015). They allow for a nuanced interpretation of 
findings, showcasing how social, spatial, and cultural aspects interact and influence the 
cases. Furthermore, a useful cross-pollination occurs generating original contributions by 
mixing established theoretical contributions and new knowledge.  
The reported discussions and conclusions are composed of different stages of research, as 
well as of the different positions of the writers in the observation and analysis activity. 
Doctoral research work allowed a privileged observation/participation point of the 
processes and initiatives promoted within them. The overall research was carried out within 
the paradigm of grounded theory in which observation and theoretical elaboration went 
hand in hand, feeding off each other (Charmaz 2000).  
To address the research questions, this paper is organized as follows: this method section is 
followed by an exploration of the investigative context and the theory under examination. 
The results offer an overview of the reference context and the challenges specific to 
megacities like Bogotá, emphasizing the necessity for adaptive, responsive, and circular 
forms of governance. 
The purpose of the discussion section is to stimulate further investigation and dialogue on 
intermediate places in Bogotà. Remarks of policies and practices’ recommendations are 
presented as conclusions. 
 
Context 
Bogotá, Colombia’s capital, with 11 million inhabitants1, is one of the six megacities in Latin 
America. Situated inland on a high plain, the city is the political, economic, and cultural center 
of the country. It is the densest and fastest growing megacity in Latin America, a continent, 
where 80.7% of its inhabitants live in cities (United Nations 2019) and which has the highest 
percentage of inhabitants of megacities (17.6%). The radical urbanization of the continent 
took place during the second half of the 20th century when the urban population rose from 
41.3% in 1950 to 70.7% in 1990.  
Bogotá is a big and young city, marked by dynamic processes and the vivid evolution and 
transformation of urban space and culture, which makes it a representative for other 
megacities in Latin America and the Global South. Aside from the shared postcolonial 
condition and the rapid urbanization of the last century, it features the simultaneity of 
different cultures and historical periods in dense urban conditions, characteristic for Latin 
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American metropolises, that often effectively lead to conflicts, segregation, and hybridization 
(Huffschmid & Wildner 2013). In addition, in this article Bogotá will be considered an 
example of a megacity of the Global South, challenging studies focused on the recording and 
solution of “’third world problems’: air pollution, megacity size, traffic management, slums, 
and water scarcity” (King 2006, 20-21). This approach of problematization and the 
associated search for quick and application-oriented solutions, has been reflected in 
planning throughout the second half of the 20th century. The often simplified multi-layered 
realities, actors, and processes of the dynamic urbanization process, that are tackled in this 
paper. 
Bogotá’s 20th century planning history is overall marked by quickly developed and 
implemented planning approaches focusing on zoning and large-scale infrastructures with 
little attention paid to local processes and community interaction. The “crucial dimension of 
the complex yet situated struggle between state actors, powerful private conglomerates, and 
marginalized groups” (Yunda and Sletto 2020, 11) makes more grounded research on this 
phenomenon necessary.  
A remarkable exception of recognition of the relationship between self-built and self-
organized (“bottom-up”) urban space and formal planning are the Juntas de Acción Comunal 
(JACs). These civic, social, non-profit, and solidarity organizations with their own legal status 
and assets were founded by the communities of emerging neighborhoods during the first 
years of the hyper-urbanization in the 1950s (Torres 2009). From 1959 on they were legally 
recognized and later also made responsible for enforcing minimum urban design standards, 
so-called “normas mínimas” (Rosero & Gomez 1983). The members of the JAC not only built 
their single homes themselves, they also organized and established the technical and social 
infrastructure of the neighborhoods, such as sewage canals and the provision of fresh water 
and electricity, paved the streets, negotiated access to transport and constructed and ran 
schools and health stations (ibid.). One key place they created in each of the neighborhoods 
were the denominated “salones comunales”. They constitute a collectively owned and used 
building, a space where the community gathers for organizational issues, decision-making 
takes place as well as festivities and social encounters. They are places that represent the 
activities of local JACs, relate them to a multi-level organizational network at the interface of 
formal planning regulations and social innovation practices, by moving and translating ideas, 
data, information, and meanings among various contexts and actors. The JAC program from 
a government’s point of view had the intention to economically support the setting up of 
infrastructure on a local level. At the same time, through the establishment of responsibilities 
and networks, the administration gained understanding and control over the processes in 
the self-organized settlements (ibid.). Depending on the neighborhood, JACs are still an 
important social infrastructure and the salon comunal is actively used as the center of the 
community. However, today many of them cannot keep up with the second and third 
generation of these neighborhoods. Hence their community structures are often underused 
for further and necessary urban renovation. On the other hand, inhabitants who arrived later 
in the neighborhoods and younger generations often lack similar structures and places. 
The JACs and the salones comunales can be understood as an example of a network of place-
based social innovation. In a phase of planning crises, they had been legally recognized and 
integrated in a makeshift urban governance strategy. However, later implemented planning 
legislation did not consider, protect, or support socio-spatial processes and community-
based transformation (Yunda & Sletto 2017).  



 

Theoretical framework 
It appears increasingly clear that the rising plurality and the global and culturally variegated 
multitude of urban challenges require new forms of circular interaction with bottom-up, 
creative social innovation practices (Brandsen et al. 2016, BEPA 2014). Studies investigating 
the different manners for this interaction to manifest, however, highlight several 
contradictions. In the past decades, the trend toward stressing citizen participation in urban 
planning has showing mixed results (Koch and Sánchez 2016). The term is blurry and often 
long-lasting networks of social self-organizations are not fully recognized as such nor are 
multiple forms of initiatives that can be framed as social innovation (Busacca 2020, Ayob et 
al. 2016). Castan Broto (2015) suggests that without a dialectic approach, the risk is to 
prioritize one aspect over the other, rather than a collaboration to enable change. Another 
common criticism revolves around the excessive scale of intervention or the exclusivity of 
participatory processes (Palermo & Ponzini 2010). Other scholars argue that the mere 
assimilation of such practices in a policy agenda might generate uneven and hidden power 
dynamics (Winslow & Coenen 2023, Savini & Bertolini 2019) while controversial results 
from integration resonate in unjust spatial configurations (Brandsen et al. 2016, Drewe et al. 
2008). Creating more porous principles and a shift from rigid planning towards more 
responsive and adaptive urban and territorial governance concepts (Orioli & Massari 2023, 
Remøy et al. 2019, Ahern et al. 2014) remains a challenge, particularly in resource 
constraints contexts.  
As architects and urban designers, we relate this approach by proposing socio-cultural 
places as boundary infrastructures (Star 2010) for social and institutional innovation. 
Specific places can be rediscovered and enhanced as nodes of interaction, spatial platforms 
hosting the metamorphic features of the ongoing urban and territorial transformation 
(Cavalieri & Viganò 2019, Schröder 2023) generated by social innovation. A place-based 
conceptualization enables us to closely examine the involvement of communities within 
their local context and foster reflective dialogues, creating opportunities to unearth valuable 
local insights (Horlings 2018). It also serves as a bridging concept that works both as a means 
to strengthen integration and interactivity aspects and as a framework for understanding 
the dynamics of practice-mainstream relations, whether in constrained contexts (Mehmood 
et al. 2020).  
The role of places has been redefined, focusing on their relational dimension (Hillier 2013, 
Amin 2004, Graham & Healey 1999), being enabling (Falanga 2022), porous (Sennett 2018), 
with liminal borders (Sennett 2012), open centralities inspiring and aggregating local 
initiatives emerging as a reaction to the effect of global dynamics. Latour's theory provides 
a useful notion for delving into the relational dimension of places, introducing the concept of 
mediation (Latour 2005). This concept highlights how places, where power dynamics and 
negotiation take place (Horlings 2018), possess transformative agency (Mehmood et al. 
2020) and are capable of policy-acting while actively shaping and impacting social 
interactions and behaviors. They owe this characteristic to their dual constitution, material 
and symbolic at the same time, that of the culture that produced it, but also the meaning 
attached by its user and observer (Le Strat 2018). Le Strat further describes places and their 
mediation feature, as being formed through ongoing experiments and interactions which, 
often stem from charity or voluntary practices. What sets certain places apart is their 
performativity and generativity in facilitating community connections and the establishment 



of bonds (Shin & Yang, 2022; Daryanto & Song, 2021). These characteristics differentiate 
them from traditional social infrastructures or intermediate bodies, like schools, libraries, 
and civic centers. The waning influence of intermediary social institutions has resulted in a 
societal void, stemming from reduced confidence in both public actors and markets, affecting 
all societal levels. In light of the current absence of effective social intermediaries, novel 
types of social infrastructures are stepping in to complement the traditional ones, providing 
a space for the emergence of new communities of practice (Wenger et al. 2002). These new 
social infrastructures address the gaps that have arisen by responding to emerging societal 
needs. They foster creative production processes, strong project-related engagements, and 
promote the creation, transformation, and dynamism that bridge the gap between 
traditional workplaces and community gathering spaces within urban cultural 
environments. 
However, the constantly changing context of cities demands a redefined role for these 
emerging urban infrastructures, extending their role and responsibilities (Venturi & 
Zandonai (2014). It is necessary to move beyond conventional negotiation methods (Sennett 
2012) and to elevate the significance of these spatial nodes. Sini and Pasqui (2020) 
emphasize the necessity of these qualities as a kind of “transcendental substance 
represented not by mere co-presence, but by sharing” (ibid., 55-56) defined by multiple 
points of view and one’s relationships with it. This sharing point of view makes it possible to 
describe environments that are able to accommodate heterogeneous design capacities, 
enabling generative urban processes through pacts, trust, and reciprocity. However, the way 
sharing among apparently equal subjects is performed and regulated in certain places might 
hide de-responsibilization from some individuals to the detriment of others (Savini 2019). 
This, in turn, runs the risk of diluting the radical potential of insurgent practices or excluding 
agents who lack power (Swyngedouw 2005).  
Delegating the responsibility and power to address societal issues through social innovation 
practices to specific places carries several inherent risks. One key concern is the potential 
for the creation of such places by the upper class, often driven by socially aware groups. The 
selective nature of these privileged groups means that they may only cater to a limited 
segment of the population, excluding those who do not fit the established criteria or who face 
systemic barriers to access (Martinelli 2012). Furthermore, they may inadvertently 
perpetuate conscious or unconscious biases, as these spaces may reflect the values and 
perspectives of their creators and benefactors. Therefore, careful consideration and critical 
examination of these dynamics are essential to ensure that the power delegated to specific 
places for social innovation remains inclusive and truly impactful for the broader 
community. 
To address these risks, a perspective framing places as boundary infrastructures can be 
beneficial. Guided by locally and collectively defined conditions, urban places can foster 
multifunctional environments that translate (Latour, 2005), connect, influence, and 
engender knowledge from the encounter of different positions and interests. As boundary 
infrastructure, they can act as intermediaries (Bourdin & Nadou 2020) where they promote 
innovation via physical proximity, trust via spatial concentration, motivation via openness, 
and free sharing of knowledge, fueled by advanced facilitation methods. As nonstandard 
places they might provide a platform for creating diverse dialogues (Franco-Torres et al. 
2020), producing alternatives (Acuto et al. 2019), and connecting local and global networks 
with different governance levels (Cash 2000).  



This approach aligns with the concept of “Third Spaces” frequently used to describe such 
dynamic and ambiguous urban configurations (Soja 2007, Hernandez 2010, Oldenburg 
2002). The theory of Third Spaces originally developed by Bhabha (1994) describes 
postcolonial power agencies in India. Since then, however, it has evolved into a useful figure 
to describe the ambiguity and polyvalent dynamic of urban spaces where different cultures 
meet and merge, where spaces “can be appropriated, translated, rehistoricized and read 
anew” (Bhabha 1994, 37).   
In rapidly growing megacities of the Global South, where the unsolved internal conflict over 
a centuries-long silent debate about still existing (post)colonial structures represents a 
complex social situation, the risks deriving from a mere policy exploitation of social 
innovation practices escalates dramatically. To contextualize, apply, expand, and adjust 
these reflections to the ongoing and emerging activities in megacities, local phenomena need 
to be put in relation. Common definitions of informality, reducing the interpretation of their 
structures and dynamics to legal frameworks, might be reframed to reinterpret bottom-up 
solutions in this context as autochthonous examples of social innovation. Informality, in the 
sense of self-organization due to the lack of formal planning, needs to be understood as the 
dominant form of all urban spatial production (Roy 2009) penetrating any kind of built 
environment, not exclusively reduced to slums. This mode of spatial production requires a 
high degree of social organization, creativity, and adaptation skills. These capacities need to 
be recognized without falling into the “poverty porn trap”: privation thwarts and 
complicates progress, but the effort and organizational forms that the inhabitants have 
developed represent social and spatial potential. 
Particularly in self-constructed neighborhoods spaces can be found “where the certainties 
and norms of the contemporary world order are bluntly rendered inadequate. [...these 
spaces] where the poor live transcend the dualism of east and west, periphery and center, 
third and first world”. (Hernandez 2010, 97). They are Third Spaces characterized by 
ambivalence (Bhabha 1994), “a liminal site between contending and contradictory positions. 
Not a space of resolution, but one of continuous negotiation” (Hernandez 2010, 95). This 
continuous negotiation resonates with the urge for a dialectic approach not limited to 
establishing winners or losers (Palermo & Ponzini 2010, Savini et al. 2015) nor to reach a 
consensus, but to provide a platform for multiple positions to emerge and interact. In this 
perspective, the urban infrastructures in which social innovation practices operate should 
be able to foster the creation of multiple arenas of open confrontation, redistributing and 
reassigning responsibilities at different governance levels where plan action could intercept 
highly heterogeneous goals and interests (Balducci & Mäntysalo 2013). 
This reading permits us to see sites of self-organization in Global South cities, as places of 
bottom-up initiative and innovation (Guma 2023). The inherent capacity to evolve and adapt 
comes to the fore.  
Drawing from these premises, we further investigated how specific Global South cities’ urban 
cultural places perform in fostering bottom-up practices and their capacity to become a 
nexus for innovation in urban policies and planning tools. By delving into the city of Bogotá, 
we question if they can function as boundary-spanners (Acuto et al. 2018) and 
infrastructures (Star 2010) able to transform, translate, and transmit knowledge by 
triggering dynamism and creation, enabling contributory and conflictual interactions.  
Additionally, we assess their potential to serve as the catalyst for institutional 
transformation and as a platform for reevaluating how local practices impact others. This 



reevaluation, in turn, can pave the way for the integration of new demands and claims into 
policymaking processes, thereby gradually mitigating the risks associated with an 
indiscriminate application of social innovation as a universal solution. This indiscriminate 
use can inadvertently contribute to the fragmentation of urban spaces (Savini 2019), and to 
the exclusivity inherent to participatory processes (Ostanel 2018) exacerbating uneven 
power dynamics. 
A concrete picture of their approaches, tools, and partnerships produced by different places 
further contributes to ground social innovation in an urban dimension.  
 
Results 
The empirical analysis investigates urban cultural places in Bogotá. The analysis was carried 
on with a view of their potential in facilitating interaction between planning and social 
innovation practices and how the bottom-up practices they host are able to provide 
knowledge for innovative governance towards circular, adaptive models. Developing more 
flexible principles and moving away from rigid planning methods toward adaptable urban 
and territorial governance concepts is a significant challenge in many cities in the Global 
South. Places are proposed as dynamic structures for interaction, serving as intermediaries 
and shared resources that foster dialogue and interaction, rather than promoting a single 
dominant position, thus opening up multiple possibilities for change. This is a novel 
approach for cities in the Global South and the context of Bogotá acts as a testbed to verify 
this assumption. The study of Bogotá, however, is not intended to deal with the city of the 
Global South in a truncated manner, using a single example as a blueprint for the rest, but 
rather framing the specificity of certain preconditions of regional and urban characteristics, 
which can certainly be transferred to other postcolonial and urban constellations and 
regions (Huffschmid & Wildner 2013).  
Five cases have been observed with their related ability to incorporate the creative act that 
produced them and re-propose it on the actors themselves, to continually transform urban 
social relationships. 



 
Figure 1 Location of case studies in Bogotá. Graphic by authors based on a map by Calderon (2016) Territorios Simultáneos. 

Formas de territorialización de la Sabana de Bogotá. Barcelona, Universidad Politécnica de Cataluña. 

A firs example of these typologies is Potocine2 a community-based, self-organized, and self-
constructed cinema in one of Bogotá’s poorest city districts, Ciudad Bolivar. The name makes 
reference to its neighborhood, Potosí, a fully self-organized settlement with lack of public 
space and cultural, educational, and leisure infrastructure. The project was initiated and 
carried out by two collectives: the Potosí-rooted and locally founded community film school 
Ojos al Sancocho, an important local cultural and community agent, and Arquitectura 
Expandida, an architectural and activist collective based in Bogotá, founded by Colombian 
and European architects with links to international cultural institutions. The two collectives 

 
2
 https://arquitecturaexpandida.org/potocine/ 



and their expanded networks organized and executed the project, stating its relation to the 
local community. The non-profit cinema run by Ojos al Sancocho is a place to screen movies 
and offer audio-visual production classes within the local self-organized educational 
framework. While Potocine is a symbolic source of empowerment and a recognized 
centrality for the local community, it may be challenging to measure its long-term impact on 
education, employment, and overall community well-being. Its success appears tied to key 
individuals within the collectives driving the project. The sustainability of such initiatives 
can be jeopardized if the leadership changes or if there is a lack of follow-up planning. 
Furthermore, there may still be challenges in ensuring that all segments of the community 
have equal access and benefit from the project within Ciudad Bolivar. The latter point, 
however, is counterbalanced by the low threshold of encounter and the flat hierarchies that 
render Potocine as a place of porosity while at the same time the larger networks it is 
inscribed in enable it to create linkages to formal institutions.   

 
Figure 2 Map by authors; image by https://arquitecturaexpandida.org/potocine/ 

A similar approach is shown by Casa B3 a non-profit foundation and cultural center in a 
historic house in the central traditional, poor neighborhood of Belén. The project was 
founded by a group of culturally and internationally oriented Colombian friends with strong 
links to the neighborhood as well as to local and international cultural organizations. The 
aim since then has been to create a place for alternative education for the children, youth, 
and women of the local community and sustainable neighborhood development. Women’s 
circles, a “cinehuerta” (cinema garden), an urban garden, and audio-visual productions seek 
the recovery of memory and the construction of a future in the community (Holmanova 
2020). The project is run by one coordinator and several volunteers of different 
backgrounds: the backbone consists of dedicated people from the initial network and local 
community members, who are complemented temporarily by students from a nearby 
university and foreigners from diverse networks. This reliance on dedicated individuals, 
especially those from the initial network, can be a strength but also a vulnerability as changes 

 
3
 http://procasab.org/index.html 



in leadership or a decrease in volunteer commitment may impact its continuity. At the same 
time, the project's association with culturally aware groups and universities as well as 
international recognition may lead to perceptions of elitism, which can deter some 
community members from engaging with Casa B as the local community may feel that the 
project caters more to outsiders and the upper class. 
On a financial side, its continuity is granted by (international) donations, regular cultural 
charity events, and the sales of in-house products, covered by a community brand, during 
local events. 
Despite this, the project has had a significant impact on the empowerment of the local 
community and the image of the neighborhood inside and outside Belén. Furthermore, it has 
improved linkages to different communities inside and outside the neighborhood for further 
collaborations and development (Holmanova 2020, http://procasab.org/index.html). As the 
project improves the neighborhood's image, however, a tendency potentially leading to the 
displacement of long-time residents can emerge. 

 
Figure 3 Map by authors; image by https://www.instagram.com/procasab/?hl=es-la 

Transitioning from an informal context, yet still within vulnerable districts, another case is 
coming to the forefront with its ability to facilitate dialogues with institutions and enrich 
cultural practices primarily targeted at marginalized and vulnerable communities. Estación 
Cultural de los Oficios (ECO) is located in the Estación de la Sabana, the former central station 
in the central neighborhood of Voto Nacional. The space, which is a national monument of 
cultural interest, covers 7.6 hectares and is owned by the Instituto Nacional de Vías (Invías) 
and administered by the Colombian Ministry of Culture. ECO is a space created by the 
eponymous Foundation within the Station, with the aim of building technical and craft 
knowledge through manufacturing and cultural practices (from theater to the production of 
musical instruments). ECO developed other ways to narrate heritage and bring its meaning 
closer to the public through interdisciplinary and inclusive work that draws inspiration from 
the spaces and their cultural dynamics (Boeri et al. 2020). The activities performed in ECO 
are concerned with updating and creatively translating traditional know-how into useful 
knowledge to address contemporary challenges in an area with a strong social vulnerability. 



Within its incrementally and tactically recovered space, multiple identities and heritages 
coexist. These include the documentary archive of Ferrocarril de la Sabana employees, the 
Taller de Construcción de Escenografías del Teatro Colón − the place where the design of 
scenery, costumes and props for the theater's plays are designed and built, the Fundación 
Circo Colombia and Circo Para Todos, a school that promotes the dissemination and 
preservation of circus practices. The material, cognitive and cultural resources that ECO 
deploys are thus creatively recycled to generate new paths of innovation, strongly place-
based but projected to transcend the local scale. Currently, part of the Estación de la Sabana 
is administered by the Ministry of Culture, which can lead to administrative complexities and 
potential conflicts regarding its management and potential for empowerment of cultural, 
radical practices. Also, thanks to an agreement with the local Mayor's Office of Los Mártires, 
the place is providing training to the city’s team of environmental managers and workers 
and to local community members interested in being trained in artisanship and 
sustainability issues.  
While collaboration with the public seems to offer longer-term sustainability opportunities, 
the risk of disempowering or constraining certain practices has not been addressed 
adequately. This risk is partially addressed by allowing the space to enable free 
appropriation: visitors can attend a workshop or an exhibition or be part of a stage 
performance according to their tastes and their ideas of heritage. Protecting, safeguarding 
and redefining the space, is up to policymakers, but above all to those who live with this 
heritage on a daily basis.  
 

 
Figure 4 Map by authors; image by 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Estación_de_la_Sabana#/media/File:Andén_Estación_de_la_Sabana.JPG 

Shifting our focus away from exclusive community-based spaces, certain cases demonstrate 
the capacity to harness a multitude of locally rooted energies, open new perspectives for 
resources’ valorization that extend their influence globally. One of these is examples is Mini-



mal4 a restaurant located in Chapinero, an upper middle class mixed neighborhood. The 
restaurant was founded by an agricultural engineer and artists who created a gastronomic 
experience based on traditional dishes of Afro-Colombian, indigenous and peasant origin. 
The initial relationship to the mussel harvesters on the Pacific coast has been replicated with 
local food producers. It is a place where the variety of Colombian gastronomy is served in 
fusion dishes but it also aspires to open a window to bring Colombian territory in contact 
with the public and thus show the value of different community initiatives around 
environmental protection and sustainable land management, the protection of cultural 
traditions and the strengthening of the social fabric. The extent to which Mini-mal is 
integrated into and directly benefits the local community, especially considering its location 
in an upper-middle-class neighborhood, can be a point of scrutiny. However, the restaurant's 
procurement of products from local communities across the country have been helping 
create a network that benefits these communities and strengthens the social fabric. For 
example, it is closely related to foundations supporting local traditional mussel harvesters 
on the Pacific coast and sustainable food culture in Bogotá5. Over the years many restaurants 
have been following its concepts. International recognition includes Slow Food, the best 
restaurants in Colombia and invitation to food festivals and embassies abroad. 

 
Figure 5 Map by authors; image by https://www.instagram.com/restauranteminimalbogota/ 

The primary value of Mini-mal largely lies in its potential for dissemination, a feature it 
shares with the music scene in Chapinero, albeit in a different cultural context. The music 
scene in Chapinero is where Bogotá’s music business and independent musicians cluster in 
a dynamic structure of different places. The neighborhood of Chapinero is a rather privileged 
area of the city, where local culture and creative industries have been established due to the 
proximity of nearby universities and nightlife venues. The network has evolved over decades 
and is constantly changing and adapting, but is rooted to the city district and its diverse 
collaborations. Record labels, studios, clubs, radio stations, faculties and schools of music 

 
4
 https://mini-mal.org 

5
 http://habitat.aq.upm.es/dubai/08/bp1986.html 



have been the breeding grounds for a vibrant scene combining and creating urban sounds 
and traditional rhythms. Relationships are mostly local, but Bogotá as the capital enables 
relationships with all parts of Colombia and with international collaborations and 
productions6. The sites are often places combining gastronomy, offices, workshops, and 
stores also related to other fields of cultural and creative production and services. Almost all 
places are run by their owners or founders; the scene is very well connected internally and 
most of the related people, bands and artists are driven by their dedication. The recognition 
of Bogotá as a UNESCO capital of music is directly linked to this network. However, there is 
no formal organization that represents the network. The absence of a formal organization or 
branding to represent the network may hinder its ability to collectively address challenges, 
seek support, or engage in entrepreneurial upscaling lacking a unified direction and causing 
fragmentation. Framing these dynamics as mere cultural activities prevents the broader 
recognition of all creative industries involved that beyond cultural subsidies could receive 
more specific support for individual entrepreneurial development. Furthermore, the 
constant evolution and adaptation of the network may disrupt established relationships and 
collaboration, posing a challenge in maintaining a cohesive community. The music scene's 
sustainability over the long term is a critical point, especially given the constant changes in 
the creative industries.  

 
Figure 6 Map by authors; image by 

https://www.instagram.com/p/Csfo13nMl98/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&igshid=MzRlODBiNWFlZA== 

These case studies in Bogotá and the considerations they highlight provide a foundation for 
rethinking urban governance and embracing a more responsive, adaptive, and inclusive 
approach. By leveraging socio-cultural places, recognizing the value of social innovation, and 
addressing hidden power dynamics, these urban cultural places might represent platforms 

 
6
 Among others https://music.britishcouncil.org/projects/watch-mestizo; https://theculturetrip.com/south-

america/colombia/articles/meet-ondatropica-the-supergroup-bringing-colombian-music-to-the-world/; 

https://www.facebook.com/matikmatik/ 
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of encounter for different social groups that enable new relationships between local and 
international actors, complementing established and formal cultural, educational, 
entrepreneurial and urban renewal processes. Concepts of culture, education and 
entrepreneurship are framed anew and employed for community transformation as well as 
personal and professional development. The blurring of the limits between these fields of 
action is represented differently in each case. However certain generalizations can be made. 
They are important sites of creative production and cultural evolution, but they also play an 
important role in social cohesion and local urban development. In addition to their creative 
background and local impact, these places show connectivities to the Colombian territory 
and beyond. At the same time, the under-recognition of long-lasting social self-organizations, 
the exclusivity and scale of participatory processes, the assimilation of social innovation 
practices into policy agendas can affect the effectiveness and inclusivity of such initiatives. 
These issues highlight the need for a dialectic approach that collaboratively enables change 
and avoids the primacy of one perspective over others. This supports the need for novel 
circular urban governance models. These models should go beyond isolated pilot initiatives, 
offering networked actorship, adaptable impacts, and redundant processes to address 
complex urban challenges. These key lies in creating governance systems that can adapt and 
incorporate various practices without losing their radical potential as discussed in the 
following paragraph. 
 
Discussion 
Bogotá is a city that, to a high degree, is built on diverse and heterogeneous private 
investment (Yunda & Sletto 2020) due to the lack of planning, money and social 
prioritization of the public throughout the hyper-urbanization of the 20th/21st century. 
Even though innovative planning tools have been introduced in the last decades, effective 
participation, recognition and integration of on-going community-based spatial, cultural and 
economic activities still need to be revised and improved (Leite & Banduki 2019). Social 
innovation broadens these aspects, frames anew ignored and underrated dynamics of self-
organization and offers novel potentials for places and spatial relations as complex and 
competitive boundary infrastructure. This perspective can be transferred to other cities of 
the Global South where similar phenomena are present. 
While many studies mostly focus on the private financial investment aspect, the analyzed 
examples go beyond private social investment, highlighting the relationship of specific sites, 
social innovation and creative industries. The non-formal character of collaborations has 
engendered low threshold engagement of different actors that in many cases have stabilized 
over time (Potocine, CasaB, Mini-mal). However, these constellations highly depend on 
personal relations and individual trust and commitment.  
Exploring their potential role as intermediaries to foster innovative governance concepts by 
taking advantage of their agency in generating creative and cultural knowledge offers a novel 
view of how creative dynamics effectively work in cities of the Global South. It can also show 
how the power of these relationships of places, people, and economic opportunities is a 
potential complement to planning and policy orientations.  
The intention is not to neglect the need or effect of institutional strategic frameworks but, as 
a hypothesis, to propose a multi-layered, networked strategy for further development, 
exploiting the potential of the circular dynamics on the territory. 



To achieve this, three interpretative lenses are used to address the questions through the 
case studies analysis: what are the lessons learned from the configurations of actors, what is 
the innovation provided by the process implemented, and how are the impacts achieved 
complementary to the city’s planning framework. The results are summarized in the 
following table 1 
 
Table 1 - sinthesis of the results emerging from the cases in Bogota 

 What are the lessons 
learnt from the 
configuration of 
actors?  

What is the innovation by the 
process implemented? 

How are the impacts achieved 
complementary to the city’s 
planning framework? 

Can urban cultural 
places potentially 
encourage 
interaction between 
institutional policy 
and planning and 
social innovation in a 
Global South 
context? 

cultural places can 
be empowering for 
actors of the civic 
society.  
 
collective decision-
making and flat 
hierarchies are 
effectively bridging 
the gap between 
social, cultural and 
entrepreneurial 
challenges. 

close relationship between 
bottom-up and professional 
stakeholders based on 
exploration and 
experimentation.  
 
local and global dynamics meet, 
social needs and offers interact, 
different disciplines and actors 
are united in a single place. 
 
continuously reflection on the 
process, replacing the linearity 
of the formal path 

empowered local communities by 
the creation of new localized 
institutions, closer to the 
communities  
 
more direct monitoring distorting 
phenomena of local spatial 
transformation processes  
 
support for other bottom-up 
initiatives 

In a city such as 
Bogotá, is the 
creative and cultural 
knowledge 
generated in its 
potential 
intermediate places 
able to foster 
innovative circular 
governance 
concepts? 

hybrid arrangement 
promote change 
among the actors by 
influencing the 
power dynamics 
within the processes 
 
mutual trust 
generated in 
administration and 
private stakeholders 

codification of diverse 
languages, engaging with 
bottom-up initiatives while also 
change-provoking in the 
institutional mechanics. 
 
changes in which agency is 
negotiated, roles are assigned, 
and power relations are altered  
call to follow and interpret, 
rather than confine and pre-
determine outputs 

instead of being subsidiary to the 
public administration, a circular 
dialogue to foster knowledge and 
education is established 
 
creation of a spatial and territorial 
platform, based on exchange 
through languages other than those 
of politics that can enable new ways 
of making policy, from the bottom, 
through artistic and collaborative 
practice 

 
The first lens concerns the actors' relationship and governance mechanisms of the analyzed 
experiences. The interdependence and autonomy of governance actors and the formalization 
of horizontal relationships through negotiations between public and private range from 
collaboration to flexible arrangement to partnership, which is different from the usual 
subsidiary logic. Multi-stakeholder governance mechanisms as in Casa B or Potocine 
illustrate how cultural places are governed by collectives that complement their 
relationships to the local communities and to formal cultural foundations and institutions. 
Both groups have supplemented each other to create and run these places. They represent 
forms of collective decision-making and flat hierarchies, contrasting anonymous top-down 
master planning concepts. These new forms of collaboration can create trust and refresh the 
basis for further collaboration. Foundations as in ECO, Mini-mal and Casa B are employed to 
bridge the gap between social, cultural and entrepreneurial challenges. All places have 



influenced their urban environment, and decisions concerning the communities are given a 
forum. The places are references for local communities, formal institutions and the third 
sector. The cross-pollination involving public, private, and social actors implies that the 
collaborating parties adopt some attributes or elements of the actors they work with. This 
hybrid arrangement promotes change among the actors by influencing, even if only 
temporarily, the power dynamics within the processes, avoiding the risk of prioritizing one 
side over the other, rather than fostering a collaborative environment (Castan Broto 2015). 
One important risk is the uncertainty of the networks. This regards financial aspects and the 
continuity of personal involvement beyond individual key figures but also the possibility of 
maintaining the places themselves. The embeddedness in larger networks could provide 
more stable frameworks helping to increase continuity of action and the sites.   
Another point regards the process implemented in urban cultural places in Bogotá, which 
explored their potential to engender relationship-creation between communities and 
institutions. Interaction between bottom-up and professional stakeholders and social 
innovation practices appears not limited to short-term tactics or “emergency” interventions 
but applies to a strategy based on exploration and experimentation. One important aspect is 
the search for resources within the contexts and the activation of conversations with new 
subjects. In the case of Potocine it is the local film school, which is linked through the 
architectural collective to international cultural institutions; Mini-mal is connected to the 
remote association of mussel harvesters by a non-profit foundation; and many of the places 
in Chapinero are sites where local and global dynamics meet, social needs and offers interact 
and different disciplines. Furthermore, by constructing projects that are capable of changing 
while in progress, able to continuously reflect on themselves and abandon the linearity of 
the path, many places are fostering unusual collaborations. These are mainly oriented 
towards the detection of situated needs first and the translation in an unexpected outcome 
second. An outcome that relies on a vast array of cultural expressions: performative, like 
Circo para Todos, musical, like the Music scene in Chapinero, the culinary link in Mini-Mal. 
They codify diverse languages, engage both with the bottom-up and provoke some changes 
in the institutional mechanics. This change also refers to the ways in which agency is 
negotiated, roles assigned, and power relations altered (Murdoch 1998). 
It follows what is expressed as the action of mediation to “transform, translate, distort, and 
modify the meaning or the elements they are supposed to carry” (Latour 2005), challenging 
us to follow and interpret, rather than confine and pre-determine outputs. This is apparent 
in the case of ECO, whose activities are based on learning-by-doing, research and 
experimentation, oriented to the development of entrepreneurship. This aptitude provides 
the chance for participants to be motivated to invest in innovative career paths.  
Urban cultural places have also created new kinds of professionals via networking: urban 
activists trying to negotiate processes of change in specific neighborhoods, professional 
collectives who bring skills to social movements by enhancing a pro-commons philosophy, 
the tactical and strategic involvement of NGOs, cultural and international agencies, and new 
governance agreements that run parallel to institutional actions.  
Following this, a third observation concerns the impact on the transformative capacity of 
places in terms of innovation in two domains: urban policies and spatial design. The explored 
cases prove useful in producing and contributing to the design of bottom-up policy 
mechanisms. Through the agency of empowered local communities, many were able to 
support bottom-up initiatives by building new localized institutions, better at monitoring 



distorting phenomena of spatial transformation processes in neighborhoods. ECO embodies 
this vision as a production and service place, which is not subsidiary to the public 
administration, but is engaged in a circular dialogue to foster knowledge and education, by 
merging art, performance, artisanship and culture for future generations. The platform they 
create is strategic both for local resources, practitioners and institutions (e.g., ECO is a linking 
platform for metropolitan institutions, local peripheral entrepreneurs, artistic companies, 
experienced professionals, and residents of a small community).  
Innovation in spatial design is also an impact in the analyzed cases. The transformation of a 
neighborhood can be seen in the case of Casa B, giving the communities a place of reunion 
and expression and improved their educational situation for children and teenagers. 
Complementary abilities taught and experienced in Casa B created new working 
opportunities within and beyond the platform. Regular events inside and outside the place 
showcasing the services and products of Casa B have strengthened relationships to 
institutions and areas for a better urban integration. The polycentric network of creative 
Chapinero has shaped the city district and turned it into an attractive area for music 
business, creative industries, gastronomy and nightlife.  
Lessons learned from the actors, the process and the impact provided by the analyzed urban 
cultural places in Bogotá suggest that urban cultural places in Bogotá can potentially become 
instruments of dialogue and approximation towards divided and conflictual, but plural 
positions, devices that allow an order made up of relationships, of reciprocity between 
subjects, even unintentional ones, that happens in a space. Their ability to “localize the global 
and re-dispatching the local” (Latour 2005) puts them in a good position to further ground 
social innovation in an urban dimension but also to be involved as key observers in the 
making of future innovative urban policies.  
The unforeseen and unpredictable dynamics, moved by urban cultural places’ dynamics in 
Bogotá, can overturn the constituent dimensions of institutional planning, by facilitating a) 
the translation and dissemination of policies to urban society with new languages, through 
the interpretation of relevant problems and possible answers emerging from bottom-up 
practices; b) the encounter between social instances and spatial arrangements, through the 
promotion of dialogue between urban stakeholders within architectures that creates a 
simultaneity and performative potential, meaningful spaces for encounter and a 
representation of symbolic value within the city; c) the transfer of local knowledge to 
decision makers thanks to the construction of innovative procedural structures that can 
translate and codify the governance of socio-economic processes in space into new urban 
rules. However, their ability to influence the construction of policies depends on the length 
of time they last and the intensity with which they manage to express themselves, the 
strategic scope of their demands as well as favorable circumstances. Despite some minor 
efforts to integrate social innovation impacts into institutional schemes, literature shows 
(Savini et al. 2015,) that such models often carry the risk of reducing the disruptive effect of 
the practices by binding them in inflexible patterns. When institutions are engaged, their 
involvement runs the risk of normalizing and depowering the most radical ideas, removing 
them from the emerging context. The mere integration and utilization of the outcomes of 
practices, risk of interpreting social innovations as acceptable forms of government 
reduction in the delivery of public services, instead of additional resources for planning. 
These variables can highly influence and limit urban cultural places’ ability to affect urban 
governance and urging its mutation towards circular, adaptive models. An indispensable 



mutation that goes beyond the inner technical ability by involving open-mindedness, 
creativity and even empathy to work on what already exists and has accumulated economic 
and symbolic values in cities. For urban cultural places to be understood as a tool for action 
with the goal of changing a predetermined situation and not only a disruption for urban 
governance (Sendra and Sennett 2022), they must find an adaptive context. In this regard, 
the infrastructural and relational network required to fulfill these important roles remain 
still underdeveloped.  
 
Conclusions 
Even though many mega cities in the Global South in the last 20 years have successfully 
implemented urban and territorial planning strategies targeting social, cultural and mobility 
infrastructure, the upgrading of self-constructed settlements as well as several forms of 
participation and empowerment, continuing and upcoming challenges are to be faced. 
Ongoing and new urban crises, need further adaptation and complementation of currently 
applied planning principles. This regards especially the possibilities to act quickly and 
effectively in topics and areas tangential to the issues proper to urban plans.  
The paper explores the importance of exploring circular urban governance strategies in the 
context of Global South cities, given their unique characteristics and the complex challenges 
they face. While urbanization continues to expand worldwide, a one-size-fits-all approach to 
planning and governance is not suitable. In the face of persistent crises, shocks, and societal 
shifts, it is evident that traditional governance tools alone cannot effectively address the 
dynamic urbanization processes (Tulumello, Saija, & Inch, 2020; Savini & Bertolini, 2019). 
Recognizing the value of independent grassroots social innovation practices at various levels 
is crucial to bridging the gap between limited knowledge of ongoing urban dynamics and 
formal planning tools and policies. However, it is important to acknowledge that social 
innovation practices, while adaptive and responsive to urban crises, often encounter 
limitations when attempting to change established institutional systems. Although bottom-
up social innovation practices have always compensated for the absence of local-level 
planning, these are often not recognized as viable and strategic by institutional policies. The 
absence of backing up by institutions makes them ephemeral and temporally limited, and 
the inability to adhere to broader strategies affects their effectiveness. This highlights the 
need for a dialectic approach that collaboratively enables change and avoids privileging one 
perspective over others (Castan Broto, 2015). Novel circular urban governance models 
should go beyond isolated pilot initiatives, offering networked actorship, adaptable impacts, 
and redundant processes to address complex urban challenges (Winslow & Coenen, 2023). 
These models should be capable of incorporating various practices without losing their 
transformative potential. 
The dynamics generated by interactions within urban cultural places in Bogotá can be a 
driving force behind the city's capacity to respond to urban challenges and citizens' needs 
across various scales. These places can serve as instruments of dialogue and approximation, 
promoting a sense of reciprocity and co-creation between urban stakeholders. They can also 
play a role in grounding social innovation in an urban context and contributing to innovative 
urban policies. However, their ability to influence policy construction depends on various 
factors, including their duration, intensity, scope of demands, and favorable circumstances. 
The analysis has highlighted how some lessons can be drawn from these places to planning, 
in particular by observing their flexible aggregations of actors involved, the unprecedented 



processes of management and co-production, and the impacts in terms of knowledge and 
relationships established in the territory. The analyzed places appear as strategic knots 
within the urban structure, they suggest new impulses, anticipate solutions to challenges and 
engender lasting effects of transformation (Cavalieri & Viganò 2019). From an urban point 
of view the examples can be read as “primary elements” and “catalysts” (Rossi 1966), 
generating and connecting urban innovations and social dynamics.  
However, when taken individually, these places act as levers of change (both on policy and 
in some cases on space itself), but this does not seem to be enough to really affect a future 
planning dimension. One possible avenue suggests strengthening and developing linkages 
among them to establish a network of places. For this, first existing structures need to be 
registered, then defined in their potential, and finally enabled by the political and urban 
context (Cavalieri & Viganò 2019). Economic, financial, technological, social, institutional, 
and even spatial innovation can be stimulated through the densification of internal networks 
and the expansion of external ones, thereby fostering the circulation of knowledge. The 
establishment of (even temporary) stable connections within these networks, can foster the 
growth of localized knowledge, serving as the catalyst for the design of new communities of 
practice (Wenger et al. 2002). 
Against this background, urban cultural places are proposed as a constellation of physical 
intermediaries between different types of knowledge at the local, city, national and global 
level. An adaptive constellation of places with improved territorially distributed capabilities 
and competencies, would be more likely to turn into new socio-cultural infrastructures 
distributed in the territory, filling the gap left by the lack of traditional social infrastructures. 
What this network of intermediaries can offer over traditional participatory methods is the 
idea of engaging the socio-cultural systems associated with places, rather than just individual 
or aggregated stakeholders. The reciprocal loop of exchange between the agencies attached 
to places, via locally rooted actors and stakeholders and policy makers can create a circular 
concept of territorial visioning. A vision that resonates with a territorial resilience 
framework, for which the ability of a system to adapt increases with the number of actors 
able to extend its capacity to act and react to urban necessities. Continuous negotiations and 
adaptations, characteristic for Third Spaces, are here key elements for policies based on 
these principles. Furthermore, skills developed by bottom-up experiences (the valorization 
of minor or mainstream local cultures, and the use of artistic languages of multiple 
dimensions, to name a few) and through these processes, established new resilient social 
infrastructure and strategic nodes in the urban structure. This can foster a more informed 
planning practice, as they are centrally involved in the interface with the systems of 
production and distribution of culture, knowledge and creativity. 
However, this approach requires understanding these places not as counterparts, an 
informal (even “illegal”) deviation of a top-down planned city, but as laboratories for 
satisfying social, cultural and economic needs and desires, renders them valuable partners 
and complements to a circular governance strategy. The analyzed cases constitute particular 
places within the megacity of Bogotá with respect to the character of their social innovation, 
diverse stakeholders and engendered polyvalence and versatility. However, they are not 
unique and stand for an array of similar potent sites. Other places, such as the longstanding 
and established “salones comunales” of the JACs, small-scale libraries inside Transmilenio 
stations or newly created community spaces along the pillars of the Transmicable cable car 
are strategic nodes inside the urban structure. Often reduced to the function of necessary 



social infrastructure for neighborhood communities they have an underappreciated 
potential for informing circular governance development. 
Circular governance in planning would require space for divergent positions, different 
cultures, and multiple actors, to be intentionally part of a context and a collective experience 
in which to mutually learn. The necessary dialogue constitute a strategic base for resilient 
problem-solving and visioning. Here the role of interaction and mediation is defined in 
spatial terms, as places of intermediation. The preconditions for innovative forms of urban 
governance arise from the diffusion and translation of localized instances and knowledge, 
which is stabilized and circulated, in random, distorted, but shared and negotiated ways.  
These dynamics can be found in urban cultural places, which, however, lose their 
effectiveness if not considered in their network dimension. Only in networks can these 
"intermediate" places potentially mediate between urban and territorial institutional 
planning, cultural and creative activities, and social innovation practices.  
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