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Abstract 
By 2050, an estimated 6.3 billion people or 66% of the world population will live in cities. 
Therefore, cities are in a high impact position regarding sustainability. The question is, how do 
we increase awareness of the sustainability challenge among these populations and gain 
citywide buy-in and multi-stakeholder collaboration to address this challenge? The Sustainable 
City Year Program (SCYP) at the University of Oregon offers one approach to tackle this issue 
by matching higher education institutions (HEI’s), with local and regional cities to address 
their sustainability related needs through publicly engaged scholarship. The objective of this 
research was to examine how SCYP contributes to strategic sustainable development (SSD). 
Our research methods included a peer-reviewed literature review, semi-structured interviews, 
surveys and further document review. Our sources included SCYP co-founders, partner city 
program managers, strategic sustainable development experts, and municipal planners from 
around the world. Our research suggests that SCYP creates a subtle paradigm shift towards 
sustainability among partner city staff and community members while accelerating practical 
implementation of sustainability related projects. Furthermore, the added layer of SSD 
concepts can increase the efficacy of this approach and allow the model to embrace a larger 
systems level perspective over time. 

Keywords 
Sustainability Challenge, Sustainable City Year Program (SCYP), Strategic Sustainable 
Development (SSD), Publicly Engaged Scholarship, Municipal Planning 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 
 
Our planet and society, collectively known as the socio-ecological system, is being 
systematically degraded at a rate and scale that requires immediate attention. Our ecological 
resources are being depleted by society and these anthropogenic pressures are creating extreme 
social dynamics that are eroding trust among one another, which is the foundation of a strong 
and healthy social fabric that society needs. Reversing this systematic decline of ecological 
resources and negative social barriers that prevent people from meeting their basic human 
needs is the sustainability challenge. City infrastructure and urban communities play a 
significant role in creating these impacts. As over half the world’s population is estimated to 
live in cities, and urbanization is on the rise, cities are a strategic focal point for addressing the 
sustainability challenge.  
 
Since combining economic, ecological and social aspects of society and nature is the challenge 
the world faces today, it can be effectively tackled through a holistic approach to education, 
which requires interdisciplinary and science-based research in sustainable development. 
Higher education institutions (HEI’s) are uniquely situated at the junction of research, 
knowledge acquisition, and knowledge transfer, and therefore play a crucial role in addressing 
the challenge. As science is a universally agreed upon language around the world, it provides 
tested and validated information to use as a baseline for further assessment and decision-
making. The scientifically founded sustainability principles of SSD, offer a well-grounded set 
of criteria to use as boundary conditions to guide academic thinking across disciplines to 
achieve sustainability. Casting specialized academic disciplines within these boundary 
conditions and taking a broad systems level perspective into account ensures that focused 
academic thought will lead in the right direction toward sustainability. Therefore, an SSD 
perspective can bring strategy and a scientific definition to the field of sustainability education.  
 
As previously noted above, cities are rapidly growing as the Earth’s population continues to 
rise. Therefore, taking a strategic approach to the development of these areas is essential for 
integrating sustainability at a systems level. An SSD planning approach in such municipalities 
would allow for a better overall understanding of the complex intertwined systems that 
converge in urban areas. This can play a valuable role in municipal strategic planning that helps 
break down large-scale sustainability planning challenges into small and achievable steps.  
 
Furthermore, higher education institutions and communities have an inevitable relationship. 
Communities provide resources for universities to deliver quality education, and universities 
educate students who eventually work professionally within these communities. Historically, 
higher education institutions have focused on providing excellent theoretical education and 
research, but have lacked the integration of practical application. This has resulted in a gap 
between theory and practice and has left both communities and students in need of practical 
application of relevant knowledge that addresses current local, regional, and global needs. This 
is where the Sustainable City Year Program (SCYP) comes into play. 
 
The Sustainable City Year Program (SCYP) is a relatively new academic model developed at 
the University of Oregon that is currently expanding domestically and abroad. This model 
brings the sustainability challenge that cities deal with in contact with universities. The 
program aims to bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge in academic courses and 
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practical application of solutions to sustainability related problems with a municipal partner, 
while providing mutual benefit for all stakeholders involved.  
 
Research Purpose 
 
Since proponents of the SCYP approach believe it has the potential to enhance student learning, 
improve local government efforts in addressing city-wide sustainability concerns, and help 
move society towards sustainability, the purpose of our research was to answer the following 
primary research question: 
  
Primary Research Question (PRQ): How does the Sustainable City Year Program contribute 
to strategic sustainable development? 
 
The results of our primary research question developed deeper understanding and perspective 
that informed the direction of inquiry to pursue the following secondary research question: 
 
Secondary Research Question (SRQ): How can strategic sustainable development concepts 
contribute to the Sustainable City Year Program? 
 
The aim of this research was to understand the Sustainable City Year Program at the University 
of Oregon and to further the discussion on how this model can be used as a leverage point to 
move society towards sustainability.  
 
Methods 
 
For this research we used the basic tenets of illuminative evaluation research of an innovative 
program described by Parlett and Hamilton to include: discovering how it works, how it is 
influenced by various school situations where it is applied, and what are considered to be the 
advantages and disadvantages of the program. Our data collection methods included 
interviews, surveys, and document review that occurred in three phases of research.  
 
Phases I and II were designed to answer the primary research question utilizing support 
research questions to guide our inquiry. Phase I guided our research to understand the 
underlying sustainability premise of the program and the structure of how the program works. 
Phase II guided our research to understand how the SCYP experience impacts partner cities, 
the participating university, and the participating students. Each phase was intended to focus 
our research in order to extract contributions to SSD in the process.  
 
Following the results of phases I and II, phase III emerged and was designed to initiate research 
that may lead to answers of the secondary research question. This phase also utilized support 
research questions to guide our inquiry. Our research focused on exploring the value of 
integrating SSD concepts into higher education, understanding the financial viability of using 
the FSSD in municipal planning, and exploring additional realized benefits of using the FSSD 
in municipal planning.  
 
The Conceptual Framework 
 
This research was cast within the strategic sustainable development (SSD) conceptual 
framework, which can be broken down into the following 4 categories: 

• The Sustainability Challenge 
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• Sustainability Principles as Boundary Conditions  
• The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development  
• The ABCD Strategic Planning Process 

 
SSD is an evolving concept that provides context for the sustainability challenge, a clear 
definition of sustainability in the form of boundary conditions within which society can 
continue to function, a five level framework that helps solve complicated problems in complex 
systems, and a strategic planning process that helps identify prioritized actions for strategic 
stepwise implementation (Broman and Robèrt 2015). 
 
Results 
 
Phase I - The SCYP Design and Structure: Our research revealed that the University of Oregon 
has an understanding of the sustainability challenge and that sustainability awareness is 
embedded within the programming the university offers. SCYP recognizes the gap is not in the 
knowledge, but rather putting it into practice and stimulating behavior change. To that end, the 
program takes a vague approach to defining sustainability. From an SSD perspective, the 
intentional use of a broad definition of sustainability can be viewed as a strategic move on the 
part of SCYP in order to engage with communities at a level they will respond to. Therefore, 
exercising thoughtful communication around the sustainability concept and speaking the 
language of the partner city staff and community members allows the door to open and begins 
the stepwise process of integrating sustainability.  
 
Structurally, the program brings together up to 500 students and multiple faculty that support 
local communities and partner cities throughout the region on an annual basis. Collectively, 
they provide 40,000 - 60,000 hours of work, integrating 10 - 12 disciplines engaging in 
approximately 25 projects per year. The partner cities identify ‘sustainability related’ project 
needs and the SCYP program staff match the proposed city projects with existing faculty and 
classes on an opt-in basis that express their interest to participate in the program. From an SSD 
perspective, the model design is a strategic attempt to make the most significant sustainability 
impact in regional cities that is possible within the constraints of the current university system.  
 
Phase II - Impact of the SCYP Experience: Our research revealed the most significant impacts 
upon the partner cities were the more subtle and less tangible contributions to SSD. As the 
model is designed to create mutual benefit for all involved, an effective collaborative effort is 
required. This collaboration begins with developing a shared mental model for the partnership, 
which involves finding a common language to speak. Furthermore, it develops trust among 
students, faculty, city staff and community members, which is the critical component for a 
strong social fabric, and is a social sustainability achievement in and of itself. The trusting 
relationships allow all parties to feel empowered, energized and creative, which are essential 
characteristics needed to effectively address complex and challenging problems. Perhaps the 
greatest impact is the subtle paradigm shift the SCYP experience initiates among community 
members and city staff who may initially be resistant to integrating sustainability in their local 
community.  
 
Regarding the impact upon the university, SCYP enables the integration of theory and practice 
to occur between higher education institutions and regional cities. This connection has internal 
and external impacts regarding sustainability. Internally, SCYP increases motivation to teach 
and bring forth the faculty’s best work to transfer to students, who then take that knowledge 
and experience to the communities, which is a positive contribution to SSD, both in theory and 
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practice. SCYP has also lead to funding initiatives that may help sustain the education model 
itself and advance research on applied sustainability education. Externally, it increases the 
visibility and viability of the academic work taking place on campus and builds credibility, 
which leads to local communities increasing their support of the university. Furthermore, the 
national visibility of the program builds sustainability awareness by attracting new students 
and faculty across the nation to participate in addressing the sustainability challenge.  
 
In terms of the student impact, our minimal results revealed that during the SCYP experience, 
students are exposed to ‘reality’ and learn how to contextualize their idealism in a way that 
they can actually apply their knowledge in the real-world, which is a critical skill when entering 
their professional careers in order to be effective change agents for sustainability. The 
experience builds confidence for students while simultaneously developing their professional 
networks that may foster a smooth transition from academia to the professional world. This 
can be viewed as a strategic educational approach to position students in empowering roles to 
affect further sustainability related change during their professional careers.  
 
Phase III - Future Perspectives to Consider: Our research in phase III was an initial exploration 
of additional perspectives to consider that may support the SCYP approach. This section was 
intended to stimulate thought and motivate further research. However, some initial suggested 
conclusions include the following points.  
 
Regarding the value of integrating strategic sustainable development concepts into higher 
education, the most tangible benefit was a clear scientific foundation that supports both faculty 
and students to put discipline specific topics in a sustainability context in a way that minimizes 
confusion and provides structure in a complex field of study.  
 
In terms of the financial viability of using the FSSD in municipal planning, our research 
revealed that there is minimal clear hard data that directly supports the financial benefit of 
using this framework. This is primarily due to the complex nature of external factors that need 
to be considered, which are difficult to quantify in financial terms. However, the majority of 
our data sources reported receiving multiple alternative financial benefits by incorporating 
FSSD into their municipal planning experience.   
 
Furthermore, our initial research regarding additional realized benefits of using the FSSD in 
municipal planning revealed that the framework allows for a bigger picture overview, which 
supports both design and prioritization of actions and projects. It is a tool that can easily be 
combined with other tools to increase sustainability success, it provides beneficial perspective 
during strategic planning, and it can serve as an education tool as well.  
 
Discussion 
 
In our discussion we explore how SCYP contributes to SSD and how SSD may further 
contribute to the SCYP approach. We discuss both sides of this relationship through the 
structure of the SSD conceptual framework previously introduced.   
 
In essence, SCYP offers many strengths and effective contributions to SSD. The program has 
a recognition of the sustainability challenge and a vision of what it takes to get knowledge into 
practice while operating within the constraints of the higher education system. The tangible 
and subtle strategies of SCYP enable the program to integrate with local and regional 
communities in a collaborative effort that builds trusting relationships and lays the groundwork 
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for collectively addressing complex challenges. Although many partnership projects may 
appear to produce incremental change, they may also be viewed as stepping stones along a 
strategic stepwise process to achieve sustainability.  
 
The value that an SSD perspective offers SCYP is clarity of a scientifically founded definition 
of sustainability that can guide the overall direction of municipal planning and the student 
project work. These concepts may be integrated into academic curricula and within the 
municipal planning approaches of the partner cities. This perspective in combination with 
SCYP’s strategic practical approach can enhance the efficacy of achieving sustainable 
outcomes educationally, socially and ecologically. 
 
Conclusion 
 
SCYP integrates sustainability through a strategic approach in a thoughtful collaborative effort 
with regional partner cities. The program creates a healthy social fabric, built on trust, and 
engages multiple community stakeholders in a multidisciplinary educational process that 
develops solutions to community determined sustainability related needs. Furthermore, the 
program fosters a subtle community paradigm shift toward increased sustainability challenge 
awareness, openness to apply sustainable thinking to community needs, and motivation to 
address the sustainability challenge. The research also leads to the recommendation to apply 
the sustainability principles as boundary conditions for municipal planning of partner cities 
and within the academic curricula, such that all proposed project needs and solutions lead in 
the right direction in a stepwise process over time.  
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Glossary 

Academic Term: An academic term is a portion of an academic year, when the educational 
institution holds classes. The schedules vary widely among universities. The University of 
Oregon operates with four terms per academic year. 
 
Backcasting: A strategic planning method where planners first create a future vision of 
success, and then ask, “What do we need to do today to reach this vision?” 
 
Biosphere: The biosphere is the global sum of all ecosystems, the place where life exists. It 
stretches approximately from the top of the lower atmosphere down to the bottom of the lowest 
layers of soil and ocean sediment where the Earth’s crust begins.  
 
Brundtland Report: A World Commission on Environment and Development report, which 
proposes a 'global agenda for change' and specifies how sustainable development can be 
achieved.  
 
Earth Summit in Rio 1992: The United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED), also known as the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit, Rio Summit, and 
Rio Conference. It was a United Nations conference held in Rio de Janeiro from June 3-14, 
1992, designed to develop a global strategy to reduce human impact on the environment.  
 
Prisoner’s Dilemma: The prisoner's dilemma is a standard example of a game-theory 
construct about trust and behavior in game theory that shows why two completely "rational" 
individuals might not cooperate, even if it appears that it is in their best interest to do so. In 
1950, Albert W. Tucker formalized the game with prison sentence rewards and named it, 
"prisoner's dilemma", whereas two people, charged with a joint crime, are held separately and 
both are asked if they confess their crime or not. Their answers will lead to varying effects on 
their time in prison, depending on what the other person’s answer is.  
 
Systems Thinking: The organized study of systems, their feedbacks, and their behavior as a 
whole. Systems thinking is the process of understanding how those things which may be 
regarded as systems influence one another within a complete entity, or larger system. 
 
Tbilisi Declaration: The world's first intergovernmental conference on environmental 
education was organized by UNESCO in cooperation with the U.N. Environment Programme 
and was convened in Tbilisi, Georgia from October 14-26, 1977. The Tbilisi Declaration 
updated and clarified The Stockholm Declaration (1972) and The Belgrade Charter (1975) by 
including new goals, objectives, characteristics, and guiding principles of environmental 
education 
 
Tenure: In the United States and Canada, tenure is a contractual right that grants a teacher or 
professor a permanent position or employment. It is given as a legal protection against 
dismissal without just cause. The purpose of tenure is to give teachers the freedom to pursue 
research and teach as they see fit without concerns of a political nature. It is often very hard to 
remove a tenured teacher, as severe misconduct must be proved. In general terms, tenure is a 
guaranteed job contract that is given to individuals who have over a period of between two and 
seven years, proved their skills. Therefore, a faculty member in a probationary position prior 
to tenure is said to be in a ‘tenure-track appointment.’ 
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The Natural Step: Founded in Sweden in 1989 as non-profit organization by scientist Karl-
Henrik Robèrt, The Natural Step aims to accelerate the transition to a sustainable society. 
Today, The Natural Step has offices in 11 countries and numerous associates and ambassadors 
around the world.  
 
The Natural Step Framework: The Natural Step Framework is a simple science-based 
framework for analyzing the complex issues associated with sustainable development. In 1989, 
Karl-Henrik Robèrt described the system conditions for sustainability based on science. He 
sent this description to 50 scientists, asking them to tell him what was wrong with his paper. 
On version 22, Robèrt had scientific consensus on what was to become The Natural Step 
Framework. When we talk about the framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD) 
in our thesis, we talk about the Natural Step Framework   
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1 Introduction 

This section discusses the global sustainability challenge, the significant impact that cities 
make and the role that education can play in addressing this challenge. It provides a background 
argument for the value of a strategic sustainable development approach within education and 
municipal planning. Additionally, this introduction discusses the value of community 
engagement and public scholarship between higher education institutions and municipalities 
by describing key characteristics for effective collaboration to achieve sustainable outcomes. 
This section then introduces the Sustainable City Year Program education model that was 
developed at the University of Oregon, which leads to the primary research question of how 
this model contributes to strategic sustainable development and the secondary research 
question of how strategic sustainable development may contribute to the Sustainable City Year 
Program. Finally, the introduction concludes with the purpose, scope and limitations of our 
research. 

1.1 The Sustainability Challenge and City Impacts 

Throughout Earth’s history prior to industrial times, human society played a relatively small 
role and had minimal impact upon the natural ecosystems within the biosphere. Currently, 
however, humanity has matched and even exceeded natural rhythms in terms of changing the 
biosphere and impacting natural Earth systems (Steffen et al. 2004). According to the 2004 
International Geosphere Biosphere Programme (IGBP) Global Change report, over the past 
150 years, human society is responsible for exhausting over 40% of known oil reserves and 
transforming approximately 50% of surface land resulting in significant negative impacts upon 
biodiversity, soil structure and nutrient cycling (IPCC 2014). Surface and underground 
freshwater resources have been contaminated and are becoming depleted due to human use, 
concentrations of greenhouse gases have rapidly increased furthering climate change impacts 
and coastal and marine habitats have been significantly altered (Steffen et al. 2004). The 2014 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Summary for Policymakers report 
confirms the ongoing and increasingly severe consequences of human actions since the 2004 
IGBP report (IPCC 2014).  

City infrastructure and communities play a significant role in creating this impact. To date the 
earth’s population almost reached 7.4 billion and it is estimated that 54% of people live in cities 
(United Nations 2014). Whereas in 1800 only 2% and in 1900 only 15% of the world’s 
population lived in urban areas, rapid urbanization is happening in many parts of the world 
nowadays. Zhang (2015) estimated that by 2050 6.3 billion people will be situated in urban 
municipalities, which emphasizes the significant impact that cities have within the overall 
sustainability challenge (Zhang 2015). 

Additionally, the demand for natural resources and changing climate conditions are pressuring 
society in ways that are yet to fully unfold. In the process, communities across the globe 
continue to experience desperate poverty, human rights abuses, corruption, discrimination, and 
lack of access to education. The 2014/15 State of the World’s Human Rights Report highlights 
massive atrocities such as the war crimes committed by the armed group calling itself the 
Islamic State (IS, formerly ISIS) and the unraveling Syrian refugee crisis across Europe 
(Amnesty International 2015). These are just a couple examples of how anthropogenic pressure 
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upon the socio-ecological system that we are all a part of are contributing to severe social issues 
around the world.  

1.2 The Role that Higher Education Can Play in Addressing the 
Sustainability Challenge  

Education plays a crucial role in addressing the sustainability challenge, allowing 
multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary thinking, and to create the necessary behavior change 
needed within society (OECD 2009). Education as a key element for dealing with today’s 
sustainability challenges has gained in importance on national and international agendas since 
The Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 (Martins et al. 2006). The roots of environmental 
education can be traced back as early as the 18th century when Jean-Jacques Rousseau stressed 
the importance of natural education or an education that focuses on the environment in his 
book Emile, or On Education (Tosato-Rigo 2012). Modern environmental education, however, 
has roots in the 1970s. The Tbilisi Declaration from 1977 stated that environmental education 
is important for the relationship between human behavior and nature, with the goal to better 
use natural resources in satisfying human needs (Jabareen 2012). Further developed in Rio in 
1992, the term sustainability was adopted as the fundamental principle to support the 
development of mankind at all levels (Martins et al. 2006). This new discipline differs from 
environmental education in scope, content, concepts and strategies. Education for 
sustainability takes a broader perspective and includes social, political, and ethical issues, such 
as feminism, multiculturalism, democracy, civic engagement and human rights, and not just 
nature-oriented concerns and environmental anxieties (Jabareen 2012).  

Combining economic, ecological and social aspects of society and nature is the challenge the 
world faces today - a challenge that can be effectively tackled through a holistic approach to 
education, learning and understanding (Martins et al. 2006). However, this requires 
interdisciplinary and science-based research in sustainable development. Therefore, higher 
education institutes (HEIs) play a crucial role. An OECD-report from 2009 highlights the 
importance of HEIs carrying the “Zeitgeist” of climate change knowledge and other 
sustainability issues (OECD 2009). Barth et al. (2007) found that HEIs contribute to a 
sustainable future through enabling people to not only acquire the latest knowledge, but also 
to reflect on future impacts of the complexity of behavior and decisions from a global 
perspective (Barth et al. 2007).  

UNESCO has also acknowledged the need to use education at all levels to deal with the 
sustainability challenge. In 2002, the United Nations General Assembly declared the period 
between 2005 and 2014 as the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (Jabareen 
2012). With this, UNESCO views education as a motor of change and an opportunity “to enable 
citizens to face the challenges of the present and future and leaders to make relevant decisions 
for a viable world” (UNESCO 2005). 

Martins et al. (2006) predict that, “in the future, environmental literacy will be a basic skill in 
a sustainable society, independent of the background, level of education or professional activity 
of its members. Sustainability must be at the core of academic curricula and will require a 
lifelong and worldwide commitment at all social and economic levels” (Martins et al. 2006, 
36). 
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1.3 The Value of a Strategic Sustainable Development Perspective in 
Education 

Given the inherent need for education that applies sustainability concepts, it is reassuring that 
the field is emergent and developing (Sterling 2004). Common concepts used in this field are 
Environmental Education (EE), Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), and Education 
for Sustainability (EfS). However, there is still confusion between the meaning of these terms 
(Jabareen 2012). According to Jabareen (2012), the confusion can be caused by three main 
problems: a lack of a conceptual framework, vague themes, and the inconsistent goals of 
sustainability education (Jabareen 2012).  

More specifically, these challenges are due to the complex, uncertain, and multidisciplinary 
nature of the concept (Jabareen 2012). Jabareen (2012) also concludes that the field lacks a 
comprehensive theoretical framework that explains the inherent scope, nature, and assumptions 
of sustainability education (Jabareen 2012). This indicates a need for a strategic approach, a 
generic and unifying framework, a vision with clear goals, and a scientifically-based definition 
of sustainability (Broman and Robèrt 2015). According to Tilbury (2005), many countries have 
adopted strategic frameworks to help them reorient Environmental Education practices towards 
sustainability in order to provide guidance for current and future initiatives (Tilbury et al. 
2005).  

A strategic sustainable development (SSD) perspective can bring strategy and a scientific 
definition to the field of sustainability education. The framework for strategic sustainable 
development (FSSD), is an overarching and unifying framework that operates within well-
defined system boundaries, which are developed by scientists from different disciplines 
(Broman and Robèrt 2015). The strategic sustainable development concept could support a 
pedagogic model that aims to teach and work with sustainability. The value of this framework 
is that, throughout its two decades of existence, it has been continuously developed and tested 
between practitioners, scientists and students (Missimer 2015). The unifying and generic 
qualities of the framework for strategic sustainable development also involve analysis of 
additional frameworks, concepts, methods, and tools, to evaluate how they relate to and support 
the full scope of strategic sustainable development that the framework aims to cover (Broman 
and Robèrt 2015). The result is an encompassing and operational definition of sustainability, 
and a systematic approach to plan and act for fulfillment of the transition towards a sustainable 
society (Broman and Robèrt 2015). Incorporating such a strategic approach in sustainability 
education may bolster the value of the educational approach and yield effective results. 

1.4 The Value of SSD Planning in Municipalities 

It is clear that education is necessary to develop a whole systems perspective while confronting 
the sustainability challenge. Within that understanding, it is also beneficial to learn and use a 
strategic methodology while attempting to further sustainable development through an 
educational lens. Furthermore, it is equally important to approach the challenge strategically 
from within the various subsystems including municipal planning as well.  

Interestingly, there are two things happening in parallel when it comes to urban development. 
By 2020, the number of cities with populations greater than one million will still be growing, 
and at the same time forecasts from UN-Habitat suggest that the bulk of new urban growth is 
taking place in smaller urban areas of less than 500,000 residents. Around seventy-five percent 
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of the global population will live in conurbations of this size in 2020 and beyond, which gives 
municipalities a key role in planning for sustainable development (UN-Habitat 2011).  

The success of implementing strategic sustainable development planning in municipalities 
depends on various factors. They include: 

“the importance of a clear, shared vision and engaged politicians; the size and 
organizational structure of the municipality and its willingness and capability to act; 
the organization of the process and extent to which stakeholders have been involved; 
the need for clarity about financial aspects, such as planned financing of 
implementation; and the need for greater clarity concerning selection of targets and 
their relevance to global climate and energy trends” (Fenton et al. 2015, 213).  

Once a municipality succeeds to include a strategic planning approach towards sustainability 
it can gain further value on different levels. One benefit would be a better overall understanding 
of complex systems such as a municipality with its great number of stakeholders and the 
growing number of people involved, as stated above. This better understanding is often the 
result of a well-arranged planning process from the current reality of a municipality towards 
its sustainability vision that allows participants to simplify, categorize and design actions 
within certain predefined boundaries. This helps to break down a large-scale challenge to 
various small and achievable steps (Robèrt 2000). 

1.5 The Need for Community Engagement, Applied Learning and Public 
Scholarship in Higher Education 

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are in a position to potentially play a key role when it 
comes to addressing the sustainability challenge. There is also value in taking a strategic 
approach in sustainability education curriculum and program design as well as in municipal 
sustainability planning. The question, however, remains, how do these concepts come together 
and complement one another? 

There is an inevitable relationship between communities and higher education institutes 
(HEIs). According to Jacob et al. (2015), communities help provide necessary human resources 
for higher education systems to foster quality education. HEIs then train students who 
eventually fill job vacancies and establish their own businesses that support communities 
(Jacob et al. 2015). 

However, Jongbloed at el. (2008) noticed a fundamental change in the social contract between 
science and higher education institutions on the one hand, and the state and local communities 
on the other hand. It is not enough anymore that HEIs only provide excellent education and 
research. Rather it is important to deliver those outputs in ways that are relevant to shaping the 
knowledge of society (Jongbloed et al. 2008).  

Bernardo et al. (2012) believe that community engagement is not just a structural element in 
education, but rather it is a philosophical belief that fosters and progresses higher education 
learning for local, national and international communities (Bernardo et al. 2012). However, in 
reality the picture is often a different one. Karp (2012) identifies that communication between 
credentialed specialists and the complexity of communities within society is a casualty of the 
specialization era (Karp 2012). HEIs are pulled in two opposing directions at the same time. 
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They are expected to develop specialists with detailed and specific knowledge, and at the same 
time they are required to be relevant and engaged in applying that knowledge to society (Karp 
2012). By analyzing public scholarship, Karp (2012) found that society is composed of people 
who live in complex and overlapping communities versus seemingly unrelated and 
independent communities (Karp 2012). Therefore, this highlights the need for HEI’s to engage 
with communities through public scholarship in order to avoid going too deep into specialized 
work that may not be relevant and useful for society as a whole. Jongbloed at el. (2008) also 
argue that it is necessary in today’s network society, that providers of higher education be in 
constant dialogue across community stakeholders and engage in close working relationships 
with them (Jongbloed et al. 2008). 

Schlossberg and Larco (2014), founders of the Sustainable City Year Program, found two 
arguments for fostering community engagement in higher education (Schlossberg 2014 and 
Larco, 1-2): 

1. “Communities have an unending list of ‘real world’ project needs. 
2. Communities have ‘citizens, including specialists who understand the complex and 

often competing demands of these projects, who can give honest feedback on a range 
of learning areas: from technical content to soft skills, such as public presentations, 
engaging with clients, cultural competency, accepting criticism, facilitating public 
process, and helping students fully understand the economic, social, and political 
constraints inherent in going from theory to practice.’” 
 

Community engagement, through its various forms, is beneficial for all involved parties. Since 
universities can generate new knowledge through applied learning, they have the capacity to 
simultaneously respond to an expressed need of a community (Bernardo et al. 2014). For 
Bernardo et al. (2014), universities are even morally accountable to society, through 
scholarship, research and leadership with the communities they serve. This moral 
accountability includes the responsibility of using higher education for social transformation 
(Bernardo et al. 2012). Jongbloed et al. (2008) also recognize the pressure on universities to 
provide tangible benefits for society. They identify this pressure as being an opportunity rather 
than an unnecessary burden for HEIs in the rise of community engagement. According to 
Jongbloed et al. (2008), universities that are taking this new role seriously play a more broad 
and visible role in the educational, social and economic well-being of local communities and 
the nation (Jongbloed et al. 2008). 

Despite all positive effects that emerge from community engagement and applied learning, 
these partnerships can be counterproductive if the university does not fully understand the 
dynamics of the communities with which it seeks to work, or if the educational institution is 
not flexible enough to adapt their agenda to the current needs of the communities (Bender 
2008). This whole process requires leaders who are able to facilitate whilst respecting the 
cultural identities of both parties (Bernardo et al. 2014). This is where the Sustainable City 
Year Program education model comes into play.  

1.6 The Sustainable City Year Program Description 

The Sustainable City Year Program (SCYP) is a relatively new academic model developed at 
the University of Oregon that is currently expanding domestically and abroad. This model 
brings the sustainability challenge that cities deal with in contact with universities. The 
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program aims to bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge in academic courses and 
practical application of solutions to sustainability problems with a municipal partner, while 
providing mutual benefit to students and faculty at the university, and to regional municipalities 
(Schlossberg and Larco 2014).  

The model consists of a city that applies to partner with the university for a full academic year. 
The university coordinates all relevant classes across multiple disciplines and elaborates their 
curriculum to incorporate the sustainability related needs that the partner city aims to work on 
through specific projects determined by the city. This becomes a university wide collaborative 
effort that aims to capitalize on the latest theory, best practices, curiosity, creativity and energy 
of students while applying this knowledge to real sustainability initiatives with the partner city. 
This model relies heavily on community engagement, applied learning and public scholarship 
as the backbone of success for the program (Schlossberg and Larco 2014). 

"   In my view, there is an urgent need to communicate with the public and help to explain where 
there is consensus, and where there are doubts about the issues of sustainable development." 

- Jeffrey Sachs 

1.7 Research Purpose 

The SCYP model intends to integrate and apply theoretical knowledge with real-world 
sustainability problems in small to mid-size regional municipalities through a large-scale 
collaborative effort with the University of Oregon. Proponents of this approach believe it has 
the potential to enhance student learning, to improve local government efforts in addressing 
city-wide sustainability concerns, and to help move society towards sustainability.  

The purpose of conducting this research is to answer the following primary research question: 

Primary Research Question (PRQ): How does the Sustainable City Year Program contribute 
to strategic sustainable development? 

In order to answer this question, we first present the conceptual framework for strategic 
sustainable development to serve as a reference point for further assessment. Then, our research 
initially focuses on developing an understanding of the underlying intention and sustainability 
premise of SCYP, the structure of the model, and the impact that it produces. The consolidated 
results of the above research points identify how SCYP contributes to strategic sustainable 
development. 

The results of our primary research question developed deeper understanding and perspective 
that informed the direction of inquiry to pursue our secondary research question: 

Secondary Research Question (SRQ): How can strategic sustainable development concepts 
contribute to the Sustainable City Year Program? 

In order to answer this question, we explored potential leverage points for integrating strategic 
sustainable development concepts into the municipal planning structure of the partner cities as 
well as how these concepts can be woven into the academic curriculum.  
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The aim of this research is to understand the Sustainable City Year Program at the University 
of Oregon and to further the discussion on how this model can be used as a leverage point to 
move society towards sustainability. This research may benefit universities currently working 
with or considering adopting the SCYP model, universities that are developing their own 
sustainability education programs, and universities that are working with a strategic sustainable 
development approach. Regional municipalities seeking new ideas, development strategies, 
and new ways to improve their efficiency may also find this research beneficial. 

1.8 Scope and Limitations 

The limited timeframe available for this study narrowed our research scope to focus on this 
particular version of SCYP at the University of Oregon and the associated partner cities. Taking 
the limited scope into account, we were interested in exploring how such a model may 
contribute more broadly to society’s transition towards a sustainable future. The potential for 
significant social change through community engagement and public scholarship efforts 
fostered through this model, may be a powerful leverage point for integrating sustainability 
into university education and municipal planning. By focusing on one version of this model, 
we intended to extract the relevant learnings of such an educational approach. Therefore, other 
universities and communities may take these learnings into consideration when exploring the 
potential benefits and challenges of initiating or participating in a similar program and/or how 
such a model can build upon current programming and sustainability efforts at different 
institutions.  

However, it is important to keep in mind that the results of this research indicate regional 
impacts that are determined by the level of investment of each partner city as well as by the 
various academic disciplines that choose to participate in any given year. Additionally, it is 
important to consider that the quality of student work may vary along the spectrum of poor to 
excellent, which also affects the overall impact of the partnership. Such variables may have 
significantly different implications depending on the context of the university/city partnership 
where this model is utilized. Therefore, this research is designed to highlight the impact of this 
approach in one particular context that can be used as a baseline assessment for the value of 
how this model contributes to overall strategic sustainable development, and how it can be 
applied in different educational and municipal planning contexts. 
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2 Methods 

The research was conducted using an evaluation research approach, more specifically, it drew 
on elements of illuminative evaluation to meet our specific research needs. According to Savin-
Baden and Major (2013) evaluation research is applicable when seeking to provide insight into 
educational purpose and practice regarding curriculum, philosophy and social implication 
(Savin-Baden and Major 2013). Illuminative evaluation aims to study an innovative program, 
how it works, how it is influenced by various school situations where it is applied, and what 
are considered to be the advantages and disadvantages of the program (Parlett and Hamilton 
1972). This approach was clearly relevant for our assessment of the SCYP education model, 
and it was integrated into the research design.  

2.1 Data Collection 

There are many iterations of the SCYP model that are currently in use and developing across 
the United States, and some that are emerging internationally as well. Due to the limited 
timeframe available for this study, the scope of our research focused on the SCYP model at the 
University of Oregon where the concept was developed. Additionally, the three regional cities 
of Salem, Springfield, and Medford that participated as partner cities in the program between 
the years 2010 to 2014 were included in the study.  

This research did not include the first partner city of Gresham as it was the pilot year for the 
program and we were unable to make contact with the city staff. Additionally, during the 
2014/2015 academic year no publicly available project reports were produced. At the time of 
this research, the city of Redmond was actively engaged in the middle of their partnership year 
and they had not yet produced project reports, and Albany will be next year’s partner. 
Therefore, these cities were not included in the study.  

The methods of data collection included interviews, surveys, and document review. Of these 
techniques, interviews were the primary data source in this research. Savin-Baden and Major 
(2013) suggest that interviews are the most common qualitative data collection method and 
they are integral approaches in most qualitative research traditions (Savin-Baden and Major 
2013). Interviews offer the researcher opportunity to establish rapport with the interviewee and 
to probe deeply into a participant’s experiences. They allow for exploration of understanding, 
opinion, memory of events, attitude and emotion (Savin-Baden and Major 2013). A semi-
structured interview approach was used to provide consistency across interviews while 
allowing for deeper understanding and clarification when necessary. Surveys were used to 
increase the breadth of the data collection and to support or negate the perceptions derived 
from the primary interviews. Document review was also used to provide background 
information and additional perspective. 

2.2 Research Phases 

In order to answer the primary and secondary research questions and address the purpose stated 
above, the research approach was broken down into the following research phases. Phases I 
and II build upon each other to develop a logical understanding of the SCYP approach (phase 
I), and the impact of the SCYP experience (phase II). Each phase was composed of additional 
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support research questions that guided the focus of the research. Collectively, phases I and II 
formulate understanding of how SCYP contributes to strategic sustainable development, thus 
answering our primary research question. 

Phase III emerged from the results of our primary research question and aimed to research 
additional perspectives to consider. Each support research question in this phase was geared 
toward exploring a potential leverage point for integrating strategic sustainable development 
concepts and their associated benefits into the SCYP model. Therefore, this phase sought to 
answer our secondary research question of how strategic sustainable development concepts 
may contribute to SCYP. Phase III did not produce an exhaustive list of potential leverage 
points, rather it was a cursory look into potential opportunities for future iterations of such a 
model. Further research would be valuable to explore more in-depth opportunities as well.  

 

 

Figure 2.1. Research Design Overview 
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2.3 Phase I - The SCYP Design and Structure 

This phase of research focused on developing an understanding of the SCYP model and the 
intentional thought process behind the model design. To achieve this understanding, we used 
the following research methods: 

● New interviews with some SCYP co-founders were conducted, transcribed and coded 
and previously transcribed interviews were reviewed and coded as well. All results 
were clustered into themes. 

● The SCYP Informational Podcast Series was reviewed. 
● Lectures from the SCYP Conference were reviewed. 
● Webpages and documents from the SCYP website were reviewed, coded and the results 

were clustered into themes.  
 

The following is a source/methods matrix that identifies which sources and methods were used 
to answer each specific support research question. This matrix highlights the use of multiple 
sources and methods to triangulate the research, and therefore increase credibility. 

Table 2.1. Source/Methods Matrix for PSRQ (a), and PSRQ (b) 

 

2.3.1 Method Details and Credibility 

To answer PSRQ (a), we first explored this topic in interviews with two of the program co-
founders. We initially sought out three of the five program founders, however we were only 
able to secure interviews with two of them, as the third founding faculty member was too busy 
to find time to speak with us. The interviews with the co-founders helped develop a general 
picture of the underlying sustainability premise of the program. However, we felt that we 
needed a more clear understanding so we explored the Office of Sustainability website at the 
University of Oregon. This webpage provided us with an additional university wide overview 
and sustainability stance that the university aims to uphold. Furthermore, we sought out the 
perspective of the director of the Office of Sustainability at the university through email 
correspondence to investigate how sustainability is being incorporated into the curriculum 
within each discipline. He directed us more specifically to individual departments and their 
faculty. It was difficult to gain access to speak with individual faculty. Therefore, this led us to 
conduct a document review of cross discipline curricula from the departments that typically 
work on SCYP projects. Additionally, the faculty survey that we sent out included a question 
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regarding the integration of sustainability into the curriculum. Although the results of this 
particular survey are weak since we received only five responses out of forty potential 
responses, the few responses we did receive also reflect some perspective on the underlying 
sustainability premise of the program.  

To answer PSRQ (b), we first reviewed a previously transcribed interview with SCYP co-
founder Marc Schlossberg that is cast within a larger report titled: Community Engaged Design 
Education written by Gilad Meron who participated in The 2012 Fellowship for Social and 
Institutional Change at Cornell University. Schlossberg gave us this report and his permission 
to use the transcribed interview within it. The interview focuses on how the SCYP model 
works. Another document titled: A New, Radically Simple Model for Publicly Engaged 
Scholarship: The Sustainable City Year Program written by program co-founders Marc 
Schlossberg and Nico Larco served as a foundational source of understanding to answer this 
support research question as well. SCYP also has an informational podcast series that is 
available on their website that we reviewed and used in conjunction with our other sources to 
develop a thorough understanding of the model design and structure. It is a series of 11 short 
podcasts that explain SCYP step by step how. In this podcast series, it is unclear who the 
primary source of information is. However, it appears to be the collective voice of SCYP staff 
and the podcasts confirm the statements and descriptions from our other sources. Additionally, 
we attended the annual Sustainable City Year Conference. The conference lectures on ‘how to 
run a sustainable city year program’ were reviewed and used in our assessment of how the 
program works. Collectively, these sources and data collection methods provided a thorough 
understanding of the model design and structure. 

2.4 Phase II - Impact of the SCYP Experience 

This phase of research focused on understanding the impact of the SCYP experience. More 
specifically understanding the impact upon the partner cities, the participating university and 
the participating students. This information was important to collect in order to be able to 
understand how this model contributes to strategic sustainable development by identifying 
strategic sustainable development concepts that are evident throughout the partnership 
experience, and furthermore, reflecting on how these impacts and concepts merge and 
ultimately support society’s transition towards sustainability. To achieve this understanding, 
the following research methods were used: 

● SCYP co-founders were interviewed, transcribed, coded and clustered into themes. 
● The SCYP city managers were interviewed, transcribed, coded and clustered into 

themes.  
● Student project reports and city strategic plans and council goals were reviewed and 

coded to identify from where and how the project ideas were determined and to identify 
strategic sustainable development concepts within the reports.  

● Surveys were conducted among three target groups including city staff project leaders, 
SCYP participating faculty, and SCYP participating students. The results were 
analyzed, coded and clustered into themes.  
 

The following is a source/methods matrix that identifies which sources and methods were used 
to answer each specific support research question. This matrix highlights the use of multiple 
sources and methods to triangulate the research, and therefore increase credibility. 
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Table 2.2. Source/Methods Matrix for PSRQ (c), PSRQ (d), and PSRQ (e) 

 

2.4.1 Method Details and Credibility 

To answer PSRQ (c), we started by conducting interviews with the SCYP partner city program 
managers from Salem, Medford and Springfield. These three interviews provided thorough 
perspectives on how the partnership impacted their respective cities. We then followed up the 
interviews with a survey for all city staff members that were project leaders on any SCYP 
project in each of these cities. We received 10 responses out of 32 potential responses. These 
survey responses provided additional insight and support for the perspectives that emerged 
from the interviews. Even though these survey results generally support the overall 
perspectives of the city program manager interviews, it needs to be noted that only 31% of 
those that received the survey actually responded. Therefore, the survey results do not 
necessarily reflect the opinions of the majority. To further clarify how the projects were 
determined, it became clear during the interviews that most project ideas evolved from each 
city’s strategic plan or council goals during their partnership year. Therefore, we reviewed these 
documents along with the project reports written by the students to see how the projects were 
determined, how they fit into the bigger picture of each city’s planning and project 
implementation process, and how the student project work contributed to that process. This 
background information provided additional insight to help answer the underlying question of 
how this work contributes to strategic sustainable development by understanding how these 
projects, both individually and collectively, fit into the perspective of global systems thinking.  

To answer PSRQ (d), our primary data collection source was an interview with SCYP co-
founder Marc Schlossberg. Our secondary source of information came from perspectives 
shared through the faculty survey. However, as previously mentioned, the faculty survey only 
had a 12% response rate with 5 out of 40 possible responses. Although the research may suggest 
some conclusions that can be inferred from these responses, this is not a highly credible 
research sample. Additionally, multiple attempts have been made to establish contact with 
upper administration staff at the University of Oregon to seek their perspectives on the impact 
of SCYP upon the university as a whole. However, we were unable to communicate directly 
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with them. Therefore, the results of this section should be understood more as potential 
implications for the university rather than highly confirmed impacts.  

To answer PSRQ (e), our primary data collection sources were interviews with SCYP co-
founders and interviews with the partner city staff program managers. These interviews 
provided the most thorough outside perspectives of the impact upon the students. The faculty 
survey also sought opinions from the faculty perspective. However, as stated above, the faculty 
survey only had a 12% response rate with 5 out of 40 possible responses. Although some 
conclusions may be gleaned from these responses, this is not a highly credible research sample.  

We also made multiple attempts to hear directly from participating students. However, the 
participating student perspective is also under-represented. We endeavored to conduct a student 
survey distributed through current participating faculty during the winter 2016 academic term. 
4 of 13 faculty members were willing to distribute the survey, and one of those faculty 
ultimately decided against it based on the lack of Internal Review Board (IRB) approval, and 
ultimately this survey did not produce any responses. IRB approval is not required for research 
of this type in Swedish universities, and therefore it was not pursued. Further attempts were 
made to conduct a large-scale student survey endorsed by and distributed through one of the 
program co-founders. However, it proved difficult for the program staff to find the time to 
consolidate student rosters from previous classes over the years and to prepare the survey 
recipient list within our allotted timeframe for this study. Therefore, this survey was also not 
conducted and no results were documented. Our final attempt to conduct a survey for 
participating students was geared toward this year’s classes only, as those rosters were more 
readily available to use for distribution. The intention was to do a collaborative survey with the 
program staff so that our research and SCYP would both benefit from the results. However, the 
extra time needed on the part of the program staff to design and distribute the survey also did 
not align with our research timeframe. 

2.5 Phase III - Future Perspectives to Consider 

This phase of research focused on gathering data that answers our secondary research question. 
The focal points of this research phase emerged over time as we collected the data in phases I 
and II. Based on the initial research results, we chose to explore three potential leverage points 
for integrating strategic sustainable development concepts into the SCYP model. These three 
areas are not an exhaustive assessment of how strategic sustainable development concepts can 
be integrated into the model, rather they are just a starting point for further considerations. The 
limited timeframe of this study did not allow for more thorough research. These three topics 
are intended to serve as a catalyst for further exploration. To address each secondary support 
research question and ultimately the overall secondary research question, the following 
research methods were used: 
 
● Interviews with the strategic sustainable development concept co-creators were 

conducted, transcribed, coded and clustered into themes. 
● Interviews and email correspondence with Blekinge Institute of Technology faculty 

were conducted, transcribed, coded and clustered into themes. 
● A broad literature review focused on concepts for successful sustainability education. 
● Interviews and email correspondence with global sustainability practitioners that use 

the framework for strategic sustainable development were conducted, transcribed, 
coded and clustered into themes. 
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● Municipality case studies from The Natural Step archives were reviewed. 
● Interviews and email correspondence with global municipal planners that have used the 

framework for strategic sustainable development were conducted, transcribed, coded 
and clustered into themes. 

● The most recent academic paper on strategic sustainable development was reviewed.  
 

The following is a source/methods matrix that identifies which sources and methods were used 
to answer each specific support research question. This matrix highlights the use of multiple 
sources and methods to triangulate the research, and therefore increase credibility. 

Table 2.3. Source/Methods Matrix for SSRQ (a), SSRQ (b) and SSRQ (c) 

 

2.5.1 Method Details and Credibility 

To answer SSRQ (a), we interviewed the founder and further co-creators of the strategic 
sustainable development concept and the founders of the Master’s program in Strategic 
Leadership Toward Sustainability at the Blekinge Institute of Technology. Additionally, we 
surveyed the opinions of 109 faculty and staff at the Blekinge Institute of Technology across 
seven departments in the School of Engineering. We received seven responses. Furthermore, 
we conducted a thorough literature review to research widely agreed upon key components of 
a successful higher level sustainability education model. The intention of this research was to 
cross analyze and identify which strategic sustainable development concepts are largely 
accepted as essential components for effective sustainability education, and therefore highlight 
the value of the concept. The search criteria for this literature review included the following 
points:  

(a) Screening different libraries, including BTH Library, Scopus, Eric, Web of Science and 
World Cat. 

(b) Focus on articles that are cited by multiple scientific writers, which is important to 
support a sustainability education model with components that are widely recognized 
and accepted in the field.  
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(c) Balance between articles that were published before and after 2010. Older articles serve 
as a source for pioneer-knowledge in this relatively young field, and more recent 
articles capture the benefit of the latest information. This is especially relevant in a 
rapidly changing field such as sustainability education. 
 

To answer SSRQ (b), we interviewed the founder and further co-creators of the strategic 
sustainable development concept as well as multiple sustainability practitioners that work with 
the framework to seek clear evidence of the financial benefit of using the framework for 
municipal planning. Furthermore, we reached out to 32 municipalities in eight different 
countries that have integrated the framework into their municipal planning. We received 
responses from nine of these cities (eight within Canada and one in the United States). Refer 
to Appendix A for a list of these municipalities. Additionally, we reached out to 11 different 
Natural Step offices around the world and we received two responses, one from Canada and 
one from Sweden. We also prepared a brief survey for municipalities that have used the 
framework that was distributed through a regional sustainability practitioner in western 
Canada, but we did not receive any responses to that survey.  

To answer SSRQ (c), we sought further perspectives from the same research sample mentioned 
above regarding additional realized benefits of using the framework for strategic sustainable 
development in municipal planning. 
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3 The Conceptual Framework 

This section is focused on developing an understanding of the strategic sustainable 
development concept to serve as a reference point for further assessment of the Sustainable 
City Year Program. To achieve this understanding, we reviewed and synthesized the most 
recent published academic paper written by the concept co-creators. This version of the paper 
titled: A Framework For Strategic Sustainable Development written by Goran Broman and 
Karl-Henrik Robèrt in 2015, reflects upon the 25-year learning process that has evolved into 
the concept known as strategic sustainable development.  

3.1 The SSD Concept 

The strategic sustainable development (SSD) approach is an evolving concept. Ongoing 
discussion and debate among scientists and practitioners in conjunction with assessment of 
practical application have led to the current design and various components that comprise the 
methodology known as strategic sustainable development.  

The development of this approach has been guided by and rooted in thorough interdisciplinary 
literature review including the fields of Earth system science, resource theory, leadership 
theory, organizational change theory, economics, and sociology among other fields. Logic 
reasoning, hypothesis testing, modeling, action research, case study review, etc. are all methods 
that have been utilized throughout the development process (Broman and Robèrt 2015).  

Strategic sustainable development can be broken down into the following 4 categories: 

● The Sustainability Challenge 
● Sustainability Principles as Boundary Conditions  
● The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development  
● The ABCD Strategic Planning Process 

3.2 Why Consider an SSD Approach? 

According to Broman and Robèrt (2015), it is essential to establish a thorough understanding 
of the magnitude and urgency of the sustainability challenge as well as the benefits for taking 
a competent and proactive approach toward addressing the challenge. This understanding 
validates and clarifies the scale and rate of societal change that is necessary to make progress 
toward achieving sustainability (Broman and Robèrt 2015). Additionally, strategic sustainable 
development provides a methodical and scientifically grounded approach that is cast within 
ecological and societal boundaries that guide actions across disciplines and lead in the right 
direction (Broman and Robèrt 2015).  
 
Broman and Robèrt (2015) identify that the observed problems we see in the world today are 
actually symptoms of an inherently unsustainable societal design and mode of operation. These 
indicate a systematically decreasing potential of human well-being. They believe it is also 
essential to understand the potential self-benefit of being proactive in working to reverse the 
systematic decline of the socio-ecological system (Broman and Robèrt 2015). Strategic 
sustainable development is designed to promote a complete understanding of the challenge, to 
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develop a common language that can be understood across cultures through a clear definition 
of sustainability, and to identify associated opportunities of proactively pursuing stepwise 
solutions to the global sustainability challenge (Broman and Robèrt 2015). 
 
Backcasting is an essential strategic planning method that is embedded within the strategic 
sustainable development approach. According to Broman and Robèrt (2015), backcasting is a 
valuable technique for long term strategic planning in complex adaptive systems. Backcasting 
involves defining a future vision of success and then asking what needs to be done today in 
order to achieve that future vision (Broman and Robèrt 2015). Furthermore, they suggest that 
backcasting from principles (or boundary conditions) is a generic, intuitive and practical 
approach that allows for the most relevant actions to develop on an ongoing basis.  

3.3 The Sustainability Principles as Boundary Conditions 

In order to determine the boundary conditions or basic principles upon which sustainability 
can be achieved, the following question must be asked: 

“What are the essential aspects of the ecological and social systems that need to be 
sustained in order to not systematically undermine the capacity of people to meet their 
needs, now and in the future, and what are the overriding mechanisms by which these 
essential aspects can be degraded” (Broman and Robèrt 2015, 6)? 

Natural and social science research identifies key areas that are essential to sustain. With that 
knowledge, it is necessary to determine the primary ‘upstream’ mechanisms of relevant 
causality chains where humanity can systematically degrade these essential areas. From that 
point, in order to derive principles for sustainability success, adding the term ‘not’ to each 
mechanism of destruction results in the sustainability principles or boundary conditions within 
which society must operate to achieve sustainability (Broman and Robèrt 2015). There are 
three ecologically based principles and five socially based principles and they are listed below.  

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing…  
1. … concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth's crust. 
2. … concentrations of substances produced by society. 
3. … degradation by physical means. 
 
And, in a sustainable society people are not subject to structural obstacles to…  
4. … health. 
5. … Influence. 
6. … competence. 
7. … impartiality. 
8. … meaning-making. 
 
This principle-based definition of sustainability establishes the necessary conditions for 
ecological and social systems to not be systematically degraded. They comprise the boundary 
conditions within which society, in the long term, can continue to function and evolve (Broman 
and Robèrt 2015).  
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3.4 The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) 

This leads to the framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD), which is designed 
for the purpose of sustainable development planning based on future visions framed by a 
principled definition of sustainability (Broman and Robèrt 2015). With a clear understanding 
of the sustainability challenge, the potential benefits of proactively addressing the challenge, 
and a common language defined by scientifically grounded principles, we need a conceptual 
model to piece it all together. This model is composed of five different levels that work in 
conjunction with one another. It is not designed to be a linear progression, but rather a structure 
that allows for iterative adaptation on an ongoing basis. This is known as the framework for 
strategic sustainable development, and components of each level are described below.  

Systems Level: Includes a big picture scientific understanding of the global socio-ecological 
system. From an organizational perspective, this level includes a systems-thinking 
understanding of relevant interdependencies, and how the organization is nested within value 
chains and key stakeholder networks (Broman and Robèrt 2015).  

Success Level: Includes the definition of the vision that is framed within the sustainability 
principles since it only makes sense to cast a vision that can actually exist based upon the socio-
ecological boundary conditions. From an organizational perspective, this level may include 
additional success criteria such as a core purpose and core values (Broman and Robèrt 2015). 

Strategic Guidelines Level: Includes guidelines for how to approach the principle-framed 
vision in a strategic stepwise approach. The backcasting technique is realized at this level to 
generate ideas and actions. This level guides the process of prioritization taking into account 
feasibility, return on investment (financial, social, etc.), and considerations for a stepwise 
process (Broman and Robèrt 2015). 

Actions Level: Includes the prioritized actions formulated into a strategic plan through the use 
of the strategic guidelines, backcasting, and the vision to inspire, inform and scrutinize them 
(Broman and Robèrt 2015). 

Tools Level: Includes methods, tools and additional forms of support needed for decision-
making, monitoring, and reporting to help ensure achievement of the vision (Broman and 
Robèrt 2015). 

3.5 The ABCD Strategic Planning Process 

The framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD) serves as a shared conceptual 
model. However, in and of itself, it is not enough to achieve sustainability. The final step of the 
strategic sustainable development approach is the ABCD strategic planning process. This is an 
application procedure for organizations that operationalizes the FSSD by utilizing a structured 
workshop design that allows for the co-creation of strategic transitions and is designed to be 
used by strategic planning teams (Broman and Robèrt 2015). Similar to the FSSD model, this 
is an iterative process that can be enhanced by re-visiting previous stages as new ideas evolve. 
This process is comprised of the following four steps that are described below: 

Step A: This step of the workshop begins with a description of the sustainability challenge and 
related opportunities, an explanation of the FSSD in general, and an overview of the ABCD 
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procedure. The planning team discusses the subject of the planning endeavor and design a 
preliminary vision of success cast within the sustainability principles. As mentioned 
previously, the vision may include the organization's core purpose, core values and overall 
desirable outcomes when the vision is achieved (Broman and Robèrt 2015). 

Step B: During this step, workshop participants assess the current situation of the organization 
in relation to the vision created in step A. The goal is to identify current challenges and assets 
that hinder and support the transition towards the vision. The assessment should reveal how 
the organization contributes to society's violation of the sustainability principles and how their 
current assets contribute to society's compliance with the sustainability principles. It is 
important at this stage to identify relevant subsystems and the associated dependencies 
(Broman and Robèrt 2015). 

Step C: This step is an opportunity for active brainstorming to identify possible solutions to fill 
the gap that is created between steps A and B. Participants list all possible ideas to address 
challenges and capture opportunities that lead toward achieving the vision. It is important to 
include ideas that utilize the existing assets as well. The ideas should be scrutinized with 
respect to the vision within the sustainability principles (Broman and Robèrt 2015). 

Step D: During this step the workgroup applies strategic guidelines to prioritize proposed 
actions established in step C into a strategic plan. At a basic level the planning team should use 
guidelines that help identify actions that are flexible platforms that can lead to further actions 
over time. This develops a strategic stepwise process that supports society's transition towards 
sustainability and takes the organization to their sustainability framed vision. Additional 
prioritization considerations include striking a good balance between the pace of progress 
towards the vision and return on investment to ensure continued success (Broman and Robèrt 
2015, 8). Cross discipline and sector collaboration is required during this step. This allows for 
resources, values, and preferences to be weighed against each other and in relation to the 
sustainability principles through strategic dialogue and leads to the most effective strategic 
planning decisions (Broman and Robèrt 2015). 

3.6 Summary 

In summary, the strategic sustainable development concept includes an understanding of the 
global sustainability challenge and the sustainability principles that serve as boundary 
conditions for a clear definition of sustainability. This concept also includes a 5 level 
framework for strategic sustainable development and a strategic planning process that puts it 
into practice. 
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4 Results 

4.1 Phase I Results - The SCYP Design and Structure 

This phase of research was divided into two primary support research questions with the 
intention to understand the underlying sustainability premise of SCYP, the design of the model 
and the overall approach. This understanding was used to clarify how this educational approach 
contributes to SSD. For detailed methods used in this phase, refer to methods section 2.3.  

4.1.1 Primary Support Research Question - PSRQ (a) 

What is the underlying sustainability premise that the Sustainable City Year Program is built 
upon? 

Definition of Sustainability: When asked about the underlying sustainability premise of SCYP, 
co-founder Marc Schlossberg explained that SCYP is based on a rather broad definition of 
sustainability, which was an intentional decision. Co-founder Robert Young confirmed this 
perspective by describing that all the faculty in the SCYP had a different approach to 
sustainability, “It wasn't that we got together and said this is the definition of sustainability. 
That was defined by each of us in our own classes.” Furthermore, these statements are 
supported by the faculty survey. From the faculty that responded, three of four see that using 
current best practices in their specialty is the most effective way to move towards a sustainable 
society. One of four stated that they focus on the task at hand in order to not get caught up in 
'sustainability jargon.' No one marked the option “I start from a clear definition of sustainability 
and develop solutions from there.” 

The Gap: The point of view of the two co-founders is that the gap we are facing is not 
sustainability knowledge, but rather the application of that knowledge into practice. Therefore, 
Schlossberg argues that putting too much emphasis and time into the framing and moral cause 
behind sustainability agendas can demotivate and distract from getting into action. This, 
according to Schlossberg, is primarily because behavior change for humans usually doesn’t 
happen based on moral issues. He adds, “we need people to put the knowledge that exists into 
practice, and once we do that, then we can argue about technical details or the purity of the 
term sustainability.” He goes even a step further when highlighting that webinars, lectures or 
academic journals have minimal impact on creating behavior change and adapting practices in 
the short term. Therefore, he describes the role of SCYP as an accelerator of the implementation 
of sustainability knowledge into practice by helping communities and local government 
officials understand how to translate big sustainability concepts into practical everyday 
decisions that they have to do. Young confirmed this perspective by saying that the SCYP 
founders wanted to take an active role in exploring what it would look like to redesign and 
reinvent disciplines like commerce, agriculture, architectural design and engineering, rather 
than just talking about the terrible things that multinational corporations are doing. For Young, 
the overarching theme among various faculty at that time was to get started with designing a 
society whose principle aim was liberating rather than conquering the planet. 

The Approach: According to Schlossberg, the hands-on sustainability approach of SCYP is 
built upon the transfer of the newest knowledge from students into communities – with the 
clear aim to catalyze communities to put new ideas in the public domain and pushing for the 
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betterment of society. This includes the bigger idea of sustainability as one key aspect of the 
process. Young also pointed out that the overall objective behind starting SCYP was to use the 
research that faculty and students did for social transformation. Schlossberg stated that SCYP 
provides the conduit for the passion and idealism of students to break through the walls of the 
university in a way that is effective for making real change, by not getting stuck in 
sustainability jargon. Another argument by Schlossberg that supports the careful way of 
communicating the term sustainability is that SCYP wants to make new ideas accessible for 
cities in a non-threatening way, both for city staff and community members. In doing so, SCYP 
creates participation towards sustainability without people even knowing they are part of it in 
first place. However, for Schlossberg sustainability is a constant factor - even though it may 
not always be visible in the form of a clear framework.  

When asked about benefits of an approach with sustainability principles and system 
boundaries, Young replied that there are advantages in this method, especially when it comes 
to focus clearly on certain topics. At the same time, he explained that SCYP had to start prior 
to that stage. Young stated, “It was too early to discuss closed loop materials management or 
zero emissions energy productions - we first had to get that dialogue started. We had to get 
[local government and communities] started in thinking that energy conservation or 
biodiversity are fundamental design principles. Once you do that, then you can have a 
discussion about limits.” 

Sustainability at the University of Oregon: Young shared a saying that colleagues had at the 
time when SCYP was founded:  

“If you were into literature, the place to be was Paris in the 1920s, because all the great 
writers were there. But if you were into sustainability the state of Oregon was the place 
to be at that time. We had incredible depth in sustainability, architecture, planning, 
political science, and landscape architecture, we were all over it.” 

Upon review of the University of Oregon (UO) website, we confirmed that Young’s statement 
remains valid. The UO’s host city of Eugene, Oregon is described as “a center of environmental 
activism” (University of Oregon 2016b). Environmental issues feature in courses across 
campus at UO, from business to architecture to sociology to marine biology. Furthermore, UO 
offers an Environmental Leadership Program, that partners students with nonprofits, 
government agencies, and businesses to address local environmental needs. In addition to 
multiple student groups devoted to sustainability UO offers a residence program for 
undergraduates called Community for Ecological Leaders, and the School of Law developed 
the Environmental and Natural Resources Law Program (University of Oregon 2016b). 
Additionally, they offer a graduate certificate program in sustainability that incorporates the 
use of The Natural Step Framework (also known as the strategic sustainable development 
concept) among other sustainability frameworks in a course called Sustainability Frameworks, 
Indicators and Plans) (University of Oregon 2014). According to the Office of Sustainability 
at UO, their definition of sustainability mimics both, the Brundtland Report definition and the 
triple bottom line concept, which requires a balance between economic success, environmental 
conservation and social equity to meet the needs of future generations.  

Contribution to SSD: It is clear that UO has an understanding of the sustainability challenge 
and that sustainability awareness is embedded within the programming the university offers. 
SCYP recognizes that the gap is not in the knowledge, but rather putting it into practice and 
stimulating behavior change. From an SSD perspective, the intentional use of a broad 
definition of sustainability is a strategic move on the part of SCYP. The SCYP staff are aware 
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that many regional communities may not be directly open to the concept of sustainability. They 
understand the need to engage with communities at a level they will respond to. Therefore, 
exercising thoughtful communication around the sustainability concept and speaking the 
language of the partner city staff and community members allows the door to open and begins 
the stepwise process of integrating sustainability. 

4.1.2 Primary Support Research Question - PSRQ (b)  

What is the structure of the Sustainable City Year Program approach? 

Our research revealed the following explanation of SCYP. According to Schlossberg, SCYP 
was founded in 2009 by five faculty members of the University of Oregon with diverse 
backgrounds from landscape architecture, planning, and urban architecture. SCYP attracts up 
to 500 students that support local communities and partner cities throughout the region on an 
annual basis (Schlossberg 2014, 2). For more information about partner cities refer to Appendix 
B. 40,000 - 60,000 hours of work, divided between 10-12 disciplines and about 25 projects per 
year encouraged the New York Times to name SCYP as, “perhaps the most comprehensive 
effort by a U.S. university to infuse sustainability into its curricula and community outreach” 
(University of Oregon 2016b).  

Why Does SCYP Make Sense? According to Schlossberg, SCYP is a simple model for bridging 
the gap between universities and communities (Schlossberg 2014, 1). He explains that 
universities have faculty who are experts in a variety of fields and students who are idea 
generators and fresh thinkers, and both are open for discussion with cities. Communities 
likewise have two primary assets that are of interest for universities. They typically have a 
never ending list of ‘real world’ projects that often lack staff to work on them, and they have 
citizens, including specialists, with lots of expertise and skill sets that help to understand the 
complex nature of these projects (Schlossberg 2014, 2). 

Young sees the program somewhere in the middle between the old belief that academia is smart 
and grassroots is stupid, and the postmodern view which states that hierarchies know nothing 
and everything has to come from the people. Young discussed the thought process of the co-
founders before SCYP was established. He said they wondered if both, universities and cities, 
have something to offer. They further explored if they could develop partnerships around each 
[city] project where there is a faculty member and a municipal staff member with the students 
in between. He described that if students have two mentors, an academic intellectual and 
someone who is in practice, and they both guide the process, then they may actually come up 
with something that's good. 

The SCYP founders recognize that knowledge is not the problem, because both, the expertise 
and energy to tackle the needs of communities already exists - the barrier, however, is how to 
put this knowledge into practice. For Schlossberg, SCYP plays the role of matching those needs 
in a clever, trusting and impactful way (Schlossberg and Larco 2014, 2). A podcast on the 
SCYP homepage states that the trick to solve the university-community partnership puzzle is 
to match a city’s needs with a university and its resources while utilizing the current 
administrative structures of both institutions (Tietge 2016). 

The Goals of SCYP: According to Schlossberg, SCYP aims to direct the energy of a whole 
university, in this case the University of Oregon, towards one partner city for a full academic 
year. In doing so, the goals of this initiative are:  
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1. To develop projects across academic and city departments. 
2. To involve students and their up-to-date knowledge in a meaningful way. 
3. To provide real services and impact in local communities.  

 
Schlossberg describes that the real goal of SCYP is to permanently change the way universities 
interact with communities. He suggests that it is not unrealistic, but rather that it can happen, 
and that is has been done. Schlossberg further explains that you just need champions, people 
who believe in it and who will work for it.  

How does SCYP Work? SCYP basically matches a multidisciplinary set of courses to a 
community-identified set of projects over an academic year. According to Schlossberg and 
Larco, the program is essentially a 3-step process (Schlossberg and Larco 2014, 7):   

1. The city expresses interest to participate, demonstrates financial commitment to the 
process, and applies to the program.  

2. Faculty express interest to work with the city and go through a matchmaking process 
to align academic expertise and community need.  

3. Appointed program managers at the university and the partner city coordinate the 
necessary logistics for the program to run smoothly.  
 

For a detailed explanation of this process and the associated costs see Appendices C and D. 

The Challenge: Schlossberg indicates that SCYP faced many institutional difficulties prior to 
getting the program approved by the university. This includes the challenge of getting tenure-
track professors to commit to such a program. This is particularly difficult due to the fact that 
this collaborative type of work is time intensive and does not translate into publications or 
grants, and thus does not reflect well with tenure review boards. Young confirmed this 
perspective and stated that the time he put into SCYP, including meetings, organizational work, 
and travelling to the partner cities resulted in slower progress of published works. According 
to Young, services and personal commitment in projects like SCYP are the least important 
category to get tenure. The fact that such tasks are not built into the faculty reward system is 
one of the reasons why academia has all this socially relevant knowledge, but is not particularly 
activist.  

Furthermore, according to Schlossberg, there are examples of similar programs at other 
universities that tried to force this type of education into curriculum. Faculty who didn’t want 
it reacted immediately, and most of these programs failed even before these initiatives really 
got started. Schlossberg and Larco describe that in order to overcome these obstacles, SCYP 
chose the approach of asking professors to voluntarily point their course projects toward real 
issues from the partner cities. Therefore, SCYP included classes that already exist and that 
already have an applied learning component. By pointing all of these separate classes to the 
same city on a completely voluntary basis, SCYP did not need approval from anyone. 
According to Schlossberg and Larco, another big benefit was that no new courses or curriculum 
had to be created, since everything was built on already existing classes, existing instructors, 
existing curricula and an opt-in, bottom-up university model. Schlossberg explains that this 
allows for up to 30 different courses to participate in the program each year. Therefore, the 
model is adaptable to many different types of institutions regardless of their conscious 
commitment to publicly engaged scholarship (Schlossberg and Larco 2014).  

Contribution to SSD: SCYP aims to get knowledge into practice and to look at old problems 
in new ways. According to SCYP staff, this ideally happens through projects that advance the 
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city’s plan during their partnership year while simultaneously meeting the educational needs 
and abilities of up to 500 students on an annual basis. From an SSD perspective, this model 
appears to expand intersystem thinking and practical application of knowledge, which is 
essential to achieve progress toward sustainability. Instead of the university focusing solely on 
developing theoretical knowledge, SCYP is an avenue for the university to connect with larger 
municipal and industry sector systems, in a way that necessitates practical thinking. The model 
has also been strategically designed to utilize the existing university structure, classes, and 
faculty, which is an effective and efficient use of resources that minimizes the overall burden 
on the university, and yet, enables a high level of publicly engaged scholarship. Furthermore, 
the matchmaking process strategically matches academic resources with relevant city needs, 
and this may be viewed as part of the prioritization process. The collaborative effort between 
faculty, students, city staff, and community members builds a network of trust among all the 
key stakeholders of the process, which is fundamental for social sustainability and essential for 
further strategic collaboration. Furthermore, the evolving relationships and challenging 
projects create meaning for students and participating community members. Overall, from an 
SSD lens, the model design is a strategic attempt to make the most significant sustainability 
impact in regional cities that is possible within the constraints of the current university system.  

4.2 Phase II Results - Impact of the SCYP Experience 

This phase of research was divided into three primary support research questions with the 
intention to understand the impact of SCYP upon the three key stakeholder groups involved 
with this approach: the partner cities, the participating university, and the participating 
students. This understanding was used to clarify how this educational approach contributes to 
strategic sustainable development. For more details on sources and methods used in this phase, 
refer to methods section 2.4.  

4.2.1 Primary Support Research Question - PSRQ (c) 

How does the Sustainable City Year Program impact the partner cities? 

Document Review: This document review focused on the the Salem Council goals, the 
Springfield Fire and Life Safety Strategic Plan, the Springfield Council Goals, and the Medford 
Strategic Plan documents for the relevant timeframe of each city’s partnership year with SCYP. 
It also included each individual project report produced by the students for each partner city. 
These documents were reviewed to identify the relevant themes, goals, and objectives within 
each city that the SCYP projects relate to. The following table demonstrates which student 
project reports align with each city goal. By assessing the student project reports and the city 
planning documents, we were able to deduce how these projects meet the ‘sustainability 
related’ criteria for SCYP, and we were able to identify SSD concepts within the reports as 
well.  
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Table 4.1. Objectives Analysis of Project Reports of Salem, Oregon 

 

Table 4.2. Objectives Analysis of Project Reports of Springfield, Oregon 
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Table 4.3. Objectives Analysis of Project Reports of Medford, Oregon 

 

The partner city strategic plan and council goal objectives are generally aligned with the triple 
bottom line approach to sustainability. The livable, safe, and inclusive community objectives 
reflect a focus on social equity while the vibrant economy objective aligns with fostering 
economic development, and the healthy environment objective indicates a focus on 
environmental protection. However, in our review of these documents, it is unclear exactly 
how the city council developed their plan and what criteria were used in their planning process. 
Therefore, it is difficult to determine how and to what extent the council goal objectives may 
contribute to the systems thinking and boundary conditions approach of SSD.  

A detailed analysis of each individual report revealed that some projects employ key aspects 
of SSD to varying degrees. For example, the Industrial Ecology project in Salem is described 
in the report as applying the following concepts (Orit and Howard-Grenville 2010, 8): 

1. “A systems perspective that encompasses attention to the life cycle of products, 
processes, and facilities.  

2. A focus on multiple levels of activity – facility, firm, region, supply chain, consumption 
– and their interactions.  

3. A multidisciplinary approach that places the analysis of industrial metabolism within a 
social, political, and technological context.”  
 

The Energy and Climate Change Recommendations report in Springfield was based upon the 
book Reinventing Fire: Bold Business Solutions for the New Energy Era by Amory Lovins and 
the Rocky Mountain Institute (RMI). This book offers a roadmap to move America off of most 
fossil fuels by the year 2050 by making principle based decisions. Lovins (2011) suggests the 
general principles of reduce use, modulate demand, and optimize supply (Lovins 2011). This 
reflects a backcasting from principles approach to this project. Additionally, it demonstrates 
systems thinking through evaluating and making recommendations across the energy sector in 
Springfield by focusing their research and suggestions across the three municipal industries of 
building, electricity and transportation. There is no clear definition of sustainability implicit in 
these principles, however, it can clearly be inferred that greenhouse gas emission reductions is 
a clear sustainability goal that aligns with the sustainability principles of SSD.  

The Public Engagement with Diverse Communities project in Medford reflects awareness and 
action based upon the social sustainability principles of SSD. This project was an effort to 
integrate minority populations in the public planning process of their own communities. It was 
geared toward identifying and removing the social barriers that prevent their participation and 
improve meaning making opportunities within the community for all residents.  
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For more details of which SCYP projects in each partner city reflect systems thinking, 
boundary conditions awareness, a backcasting approach and/or address ecological or social 
sustainability concerns, refer to Appendix E. 

SCYP City Program Manager Interview Results: In addition to the document review, we also 
focused on interviews with the city staff that acted as the primary point person for the city 
during their partnership with SCYP. These interviews were conducted with city staff from 
Springfield, Medford, and Salem. They were transcribed and then coded for themes that 
describe the impact that the SCYP experience had upon each of these communities. These 
themes were then cross referenced to identify commonalities between the different city 
perspectives. The following are synthesized and combined results from each interview 
categorized under each coded theme. Individual city perspectives that were not found to be in 
common with the other partner cities are referenced in the text.  

Why be Involved with SCYP: The partner city SCYP program managers commented on 
multiple reasons why it is worth getting involved in the program. Each city was attracted to the 
fact that there was something in it for everyone. Most departments within city governments 
had a need that SCYP could influence in a positive way. It was also healthy and inspiring for 
the staff, students and communities that were involved. The SCYP model is designed with a 
willingness to find mutual benefit for all stakeholders in the process, which provides a value-
add proposition for the university and its students, the local city governments, and the 
communities as well. According to all three program managers, marketing, publicity and an 
opportunity to leverage this partnership to showcase small to medium sized cities is another 
reason to participate. The SCYP experience increases resource efficiency (financial and 
human) and thus, has the ability to get city projects that are sitting on the shelf moving toward 
implementation. Additionally, all program managers recognize that this partnership helps 
create public process, encourages community involvement, and allows the community to 
dream big. 

Perceptions of Sustainability - Speaking a Common and Useful Language: Each SCYP city 
program manager had similar thoughts regarding the term ‘sustainability’ and the implications 
of its use during the partnership. These perceptions, and adaptations to them played a role in 
forming the communication structure and engagement approach during their partnerships with 
SCYP. All the partner cities approached the term ‘sustainability’ with a very broad context in 
mind, and each program manager commented that using the term ‘sustainability’ was not a 
good choice. Reasons for this included general resistance to the term, the conservative political 
divide among the communities and city councils, and the occasional backlash associated with 
environment-based decision making. A common thread across all city perspectives is that there 
can be a ‘language problem’ associated with the wrong terminology, which indicated a need 
for the university staff and students to work with and speak the language of their clients, which 
in this case is the cities. This involved adopting the city perspectives on sustainability, which 
included terms and phrases such as: efficiency, resiliency, livability, the triple bottom line 
(economy, environment and society), and the environment-economy-community-education 
loop. The overall commonly accepted and useful language was the ‘business case’ for the 
decisions being made.  

Challenges: When the city staff were asked about the greatest challenges they dealt with, they 
only had a few points to mention. Two common themes were convincing other city staff of the 
value of the partnership and getting their willingness to participate. Some local consultants and 
other businesses also expressed concerns that this partnership may be taking work away from 
them. There were additional individual challenges that were discussed as well. Medford staff 
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identified that some student designs were too expensive to implement. Salem staff noted the 
challenge of overcoming the burden of their prep work and coaching needs. Springfield staff 
commented on the fact that academic idealism does not always address real-world needs, and 
at times that created some frustration between faculty, students and city staff.  

 

Figure 4.1. Calvin and Hobbes Comic Strip (Watterson 1995) 
Benefits: Each city staff program manager highlighted several benefits that their city received. 
One of the most significant benefits that stood out across all the partner cities was the level of 
engagement between the city staff, the community, and the students. The community kickoff 
event initiated the collaboration and was described as having the following impacts: 

● It created a fun and vibrant exchange between the city staff, community members and 
students. The city was alive. 

● It stimulates creativity and engagement. 
● The Salem city program manager stated, “as a city staff member I became a new person 

with energy, excitement and enthusiasm!” 
● The Medford city program manager stated, “I always felt energized. It is easy to be 

pessimistic about the world and the future and even youth … and then you meet with 
these students and I always came away thinking, we are fine. We will do fine. We’ve 
got problems, but we also have really smart and committed, energetic people - the next 
generations will be the leaders. I always felt really happy and energized.” 
 

Furthermore, there was a massive presence of interested students exploring these cities for the 
first time. This new lens of looking at what seems to be an ‘old city’ to longtime residents and 
city staff generated new perspectives and re-ignited a new sense of awareness, pride and value 
among the community members and city staff. The students were able to break through the 
general lack of community involvement. The cities were able to receive positive feedback that 
their residents are happy through indirect communication with students, when the city did not 
have the resources to engage with the community at such a large scale. According to these 
interviews, this large-scale collaboration drew the communities out and they felt valued, as the 
students sought out their perspectives and ideas on what they thought was needed or what they 
would like to see happen in their community. 

According to the city program managers, the student project work influenced the staff in many 
ways as well. Most notably, staff were exposed to new ideas and innovative thinking. They 
began approaching their own projects in new and different ways. They became more motivated 
to think more broadly and long term. Overall, the city staff and local government became less 
risk averse for ideas, and they became more open to perspectives they would not have explored 
before participating with SCYP.  
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The SCYP experience was also discussed in comparison to a traditional consultancy 
relationship. The common perception was that the difference with SCYP is that you don’t get 
exactly what you want, but rather you get more than you ask for. It opens up a lot of new ideas 
and perspectives, and then the city has options to discuss and use in their decision-making. 
Another common benefit is that SCYP is a great tool that can be used to stimulate city projects 
that have been ‘stuck’ due to financial or human resource constraints, and therefore get them 
moving forward again. Student project reports have been used to leverage funding through 
grant proposals for project implementation, and they often produce a solid foundation of ideas 
and information (without draining funding) that the city staff can build upon and use to take 
the projects to the next level. The level of project implementation varies widely across each 
partner city. Some projects have been implemented immediately, others were used to leverage 
funding, and some ideas were used for concept images for public display to generate interest 
and open up public discussion. Additionally, some student project work continues to be at the 
root of many city projects even three to four years later.  

There were also some city specific comments regarding benefits. City staff in Medford 
identified that the city embraced a new role of being community educators in addition to their 
specific jobs. They also noted that during the SCYP experience, academia meets the real world, 
and the dynamic tension between the two encourages positive change for both parties. To sum 
it all up, city staff in Salem relayed a comment from their former city manager who stated that 
the SCYP partnership moved the city at least two years further than they could have without 
the student capacity, because it is 80,000 hours of extra work. 

City Staff Survey Results: We prepared a brief survey that was sent out to 32 city staff. We 
received 10 responses and the result of their perspectives are discussed below. For graphic 
representation of the survey results see Appendix F. 

The city staff survey suggested how the SCYP experience impacts their individual work, 
department related work, and community involvement. On an individual basis, 40% of the 
respondents indicated that they did not significantly alter how they approach their project work 
based on the collaboration with SCYP. However, 20% indicated that this experience 
encourages them to be more willing to listen to and explore different ideas and approaches to 
respond to community needs. Additionally, another 40% commented that they were amazed by 
the ideas generated by students, and that these ideas opened up new ways to approach their 
projects. In terms of department related impacts, 20% of respondents indicated that the student 
report was an excellent idea and implementation began immediately. 90% commented that the 
student reports produced great ideas and they were used to inform project related decision-
making, and 30% noted that student project reports were used to leverage funding for future 
implementation. In terms of community involvement impacts, 80% of respondents noted that 
the SCYP experience had the community engaged with students sharing their perspectives and 
ideas. 20% also noted that the community is more engaged and participatory in local 
government and that the community is self-organizing and taking action on addressing their 
concerns.  

Contribution to SSD: Gaining insight regarding the impact that SCYP has upon the partner 
cities elicited additional perspectives on how the program contributes to SSD. From a more 
specific and structural approach to SSD, the SCYP approach involves the use of strategic 
planning within the municipalities, backcasting from principles in individual projects to 
propose solutions, systems thinking and some boundary conditions awareness. Although these 
techniques are utilized, they are not consistently applied across all projects. Furthermore, the 
project reports can be viewed as flexible platforms that may open new doors and lead toward 
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sustainability in a stepwise process that is relevant to the partner city needs. However, and 
perhaps more importantly, there are more subtle and less tangible contributions. First of all, the 
SCYP experience is built upon creating mutual benefit for everyone that is involved. From an 
SSD perspective, all stakeholders in the process should know and understand the mutual 
benefit that that everyone gains by addressing sustainability. In the SCYP context, educational, 
social, and ecological benefits are gained along with resource efficiency and a strong social 
fabric based on trust that develops through the collaborative effort. Part of building this trust, 
is learning to speak a common language and developing a shared mental model for the 
partnership. The engagement between the faculty and students on the university side and the 
city staff builds trust and develops relationships that lead to all parties feeling empowered, 
energized, and more creative, which are necessary characteristics for addressing complex 
challenges in sustainability. The students seem to have an ability to break through the general 
lack of community involvement, creating significant civic participation, which is also 
necessary to achieve significant change toward sustainability. The additional role that 
developed through the SCYP experience of city staff becoming community educators takes 
advantage of the collective intelligence gained in the process and further disperses that 
knowledge within the communities. The SCYP collaborative effort instigates change in 
community and city staff behavior, which can be viewed as the beginning of a subtle paradigm 
shift toward sustainability. This is seen in the form of city staff engaging in innovative ideas, 
adapting their thinking, and being open to new approaches, which is happening in communities 
that may otherwise be hesitant to consider sustainability in their municipal planning.  

4.2.2 Primary Support Research Question - PSRQ (d) 

How does the Sustainable City Year Program impact participating universities? 

This section is based on an interview with SCYP co-founder Marc Schlossberg as well as 
additional limited faculty perspectives derived from the faculty survey. For more details on 
specific methods see methods section 2.4.  

Combining Theory and Practice: Schlossberg identified a gap between the knowledge that 
exists in the universities and putting big and important concepts into practice in reality. By 
engaging the students in a real world setting, SCYP releases the passion, idealism and 
knowledge that develops within the university and it takes it outside the walls and off the 
campus in a way that is effective for making change. In essence, the SCYP program expands 
the learning environment and connects university curriculum with reality beyond the university 
setting.  

Administrative Impacts: According to Schlossberg, SCYP has gained in visibility that has risen 
all the way to the top of the university. This created a chain reaction of interest at the university 
where faculty, staff, and administration became excited and curious about SCYP. Since the 
program spans multiple university departments and several community stakeholders, the model 
allows for collaboration in a way that universities tend to talk about, but rarely carry out. These 
efforts are recognized by the upper administration and university fundraisers, and they have 
led to SCYP becoming one of ten clusters identified by the university administration to be a 
strategic area of investment for research. Although the funding has not yet come through, this 
cluster will make it financially possible for the SCYP to have five of their own dedicated staff 
members that work solely for the program, and therefore can lead to positioning the university 
in a national space in a unique way.  
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Outreach, Enrollment, and Faculty Recruitment: Schlossberg noted that due to the unique 
program and increased visibility, SCYP has become a significant reason why prospective 
students and new faculty apply to the University of Oregon. SCYP was invited to do a formal 
presentation about the program to the office of registrar, to inform and prepare the office to 
discuss the program with prospective students and to use for their outreach efforts. This 
indicates that SCYP is proving to be a valuable marketing tool and enrollment driver for the 
university. SCYP has also developed an annual conference for university staff that currently 
run a similar program and for those that are considering developing a program. Furthermore, 
this conference has served as a catalyst for the Educational Partnerships for Innovation in 
Communities Network (EPIC-N). This is a network of universities implementing the SCYP 
approach, now known as the “EPIC Framework,” which is being adopted and adapted by 
universities across the U.S. and internationally. 

University Faculty Survey Results - Faculty Motivation: We prepared a five-question survey 
that was distributed to 40 SCYP participating faculty members. We only received five 
responses, and therefore the results from the faculty survey are very weak. However, one 
question from the survey focused on how participating with SCYP impacts faculty motivation 
and desire to teach. Therefore, the few responses we received do suggest relevant impacts for 
this section. The results are as follows. 

Question: Does working on an SCYP project increase your motivation and desire to teach?  

Two of five faculty indicated the answer, “Yes. It is more interesting, engaging and realistic. 
Therefore, it empowers me to be an excellent professor.” Another two faculty indicated, “Yes. 
It is definitely worth it, but it is difficult to handle the extra workload.” There was only one 
response that indicated, “I've had students work with service learning clients for years. SCYP 
is no different, really, so it's difficult to answer the question.” Overall, these answers suggest 
that teaching SCYP courses increases motivation and desire to teach, even though it requires 
extra effort.   

Contribution to SSD: Our research on the impact upon the participating university revealed 
some additional perspectives on how SCYP contributes to SSD. Connecting theory and 
practice is a critical step in achieving sustainability in any context. SCYP enables this 
combination between higher education institutions and regional cities. This connection 
increases the visibility and viability of the academic work taking place on campus and builds 
credibility, which leads to local communities increasing their support of the university. Within 
the university context, SCYP has led to internal funding initiatives that may help sustain the 
education model itself and advance research on applied sustainability education. Furthermore, 
the national visibility of the program builds sustainability awareness by attracting new students 
and faculty across the nation to participate in addressing the sustainability challenge. Lastly, 
the increased motivation to teach and bring forth the faculty’s best work to transfer to students, 
who then bring that knowledge and experience to the communities, is a positive contribution 
to SSD, both in theory and practice.  

4.2.3 Primary Support Research Question - PSRQ (e) 

How does the Sustainable City Year Program impact participating students? 

This section reveals perspectives from the faculty survey as well as perspectives from 
interviews with the SCYP city program managers and SCYP co-founders. We were unable to 
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gather additional perspective directly from the students. For more details on the methods used 
to answer this question see methods section 2.4.  

As mentioned previously, we prepared a brief faculty survey, that was endorsed and distributed 
by SCYP co-founder Marc Schlossberg to 40 SCYP faculty. Two of the questions provided 
data regarding the SCYP’s impact on students. We received five responses and therefore the 
validity of this survey is weak. However, the results of these initial impressions suggest that 
participation in SCYP classes does improve student engagement and outcomes achieved in 
classes. For graphic representation of this data refer to Appendix G. 

Student Impact Themes: In addition to this survey data, a few more themes regarding the impact 
upon students emerged through our interviews. These themes include gaining access to 
professionals and interdisciplinary work, receiving appreciation and affirmation for quality 
work, expanding job opportunities, developing professionalism, community and government 
engagement, and gaining experience addressing real-world sustainability related challenges. 
The interviews indicated that students strongly benefit from having access to professionals in 
various fields and from the interdisciplinary work that some projects required. The 
implementation of their project ideas also offers indirect recognition of the value of their work. 
According to the faculty survey, these experiences increase student motivation and engagement 
and they lead to higher student outcomes in classes. SCYP co-founder Young commented that 
SCYP helps students to understand that governments are actually capable of doing a lot. He 
points out that students learn during the SCYP experience that it is often a question of a lack 
of resources - but once the resources are there, governments can get things done, which fosters 
a stronger belief in and appreciation for quality city management. 

Combining Theory and Practice: Furthermore, the interviews demonstrated that the 
combination of having real-world issues to tackle and to simultaneously have the opportunity 
to implement knowledge into actual practice is highly beneficial for students. For Schlossberg, 
putting things into practice is a better factor for motivation than a clear definition of 
sustainability. He stated that students are being taught an understanding that it doesn't matter 
if the client understands things like the underlying sustainability principles as much as it 
matters if they put the ideas into practice regardless of the motivation behind it. 

Professionalism and Career Opportunities: Finally, the interviews clearly indicate that the 
SCYP experience serves as a stepping stone for further job opportunities for many of the 
students. Schlossberg states that the experience students gain presenting their work and ideas 
to the mayor, to the city staff, and to the public at large along with experience working in teams 
and engaging with a range of community stakeholders all looks good on their resumes and is 
highly valued in the professional world. The SCYP city program manager of Salem thinks this 
real world and practical experience makes students more marketable. In Springfield, the SCYP 
city program manager further noted the possibility of including the project experience in one’s 
application portfolio motivated students to produce valuable work, and that SCYP offered the 
opportunity for partner cities to present themselves as potential places for professional careers 
post-graduation for the students.  

Contribution to SSD: Our minimal research results that reflect the impact upon participating 
students, adds further perspective to SSD contributions. During the SCYP experience, students 
are exposed to ‘reality’ and learn how to contextualize their idealism in a way that they can 
actually apply their knowledge in the real-world. This is a critical skill when entering their 
professional careers in order to be effective change agents for sustainability. The SCYP 
engagement experience also increases the meaning-making of a student's educational 



 34 

experience, which helps them understand why they are studying and how their knowledge 
applies. This experience builds confidence for students while simultaneously developing their 
professional networks that may foster a smooth transition from the academic to the professional 
world. This can be viewed as a strategic educational approach to help position students in 
empowering roles to affect further change during their professional careers.   

4.3 Phase III Results - Future Perspectives to Consider 

This phase of research explored potential avenues and benefits of integrating the concept of 
strategic sustainable development into the Sustainable City Year Program. As previously 
discussed, this phase emerged from the results of phases I and II and led to the following 
secondary research question.  

Secondary Research Question (SRQ): How can strategic sustainable development concepts 
contribute to the Sustainable City Year Program? 

This final phase of research was divided into three secondary support research questions with 
the intention to explore initial ideas and additional perspectives to consider. This research is by 
no means a comprehensive assessment. The results of this phase will hopefully serve as a 
catalyst for further research. For more details on sources and methods used in this phase, refer 
to methods section 2.5. The initial research results for each support research question are 
discussed in the following sections. 

4.3.1 Secondary Support Research Question - SSRQ (a)  

What is the value of integrating strategic sustainable development concepts into higher 
education? 

To answer this support research question we took a look at the Blekinge Institute of Technology 
(BTH) in Sweden, where the strategic sustainable development (SSD) approach is currently in 
use. We first discuss the process of integrating SSD into the curriculum at BTH and the value 
it has brought to the institution. This information is derived from an interview with Göran 
Broman, professor at BTH and co-founder of the Master’s Program in Strategic Leadership 
Towards Sustainability (MSLS). Furthermore, a faculty survey with BTH staff that work with 
the framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD) adds additional perspective and 
finally we present peer-reviewed research that highlights the most commonly agreed upon 
concepts for successful higher level sustainability education and we draw connections between 
this research and the SSD approach.  

Basic Knowledge First: Broman argues that the framework for strategic sustainable 
development (FSSD) helps to strengthen the learning process in the field of sustainability. It 
helps practitioners put their practical problems in the context of the global sustainability 
challenge and related opportunities, and it guides strategic actions. He points out that simply 
starting off with practical work without basic knowledge is scary, as it is possible to start doing 
things that may be counterproductive. If this is the case, you have to re-start the whole process 
and the people you worked with in the past may not trust what you later say is necessary, since 
what you said before was significantly wrong.  
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Broman refers to the concept of the flexible platforms, which allows for taking stepwise actions 
toward the sustainable vision. He does not suggest starting just with theory and only seeking 
to do what is perfect, perhaps becoming paralyzed and not doing anything for considerable 
time. He recommends to learn some basic theory, then do some work, then reflect and repeat 
the process. He also suggests that it is highly motivating to understand things. He stated, “We 
have seen it so many times when people begin to understand the FSSD. They get so excited 
because they can talk about sustainability in the same language - it is so motivating to be able 
to understand something together.” 

How to get started? Broman was co-founder of the Master’s Program in Strategic Leadership 
Towards Sustainability (MSLS), which started in the academic year 2004/05 and since then 
over 500 students from more than 80 countries have gone through the program. However, 
according to Broman, the process of integrating sustainability at BTH started 11 years prior in 
1993, when he developed a “mini-MSLS” course that taught students the basics of strategic 
sustainable development. Broman told us that the next step of integrating sustainability was 
through various teachers in their courses, supported by a series of seminars that Broman 
developed for faculty in the departments of mechanical engineering and spatial planning, and 
through individual coaching. He did this to convey a baseline level of sustainability knowledge 
among faculty. Students had their course, and the faculty had their course and coaching. 
Therefore, they could work together with the same basic understanding of sustainability and a 
common language to apply within various disciplines. Broman pointed out that he started on a 
small scale, with faculty who were engaged and wanted to know more about sustainability. For 
him, starting in one or two departments could be enough to set a good example to be able to 
say that it has been done, and therefore, why not do it in other departments as well? Then, it 
becomes difficult for others to say no, when it has already been done. Broman suggested 
starting where it is possible, and then building a good example that can be used as a leverage 
point for further integration. 

Next Steps of Integrating Sustainability: Broman explains that BTH first had elective courses 
on sustainability that people could take in different programs, all based on the framework for 
strategic sustainable development. Today, the “mini-MSLS” course, as the sustainability basics 
course, is compulsory in all engineering programs at BTH. Broman noted that sustainability is 
more and more integrated into the university. He stated, “It has become very much part of the 
whole vision statement, and the vice chancellor says that BTH is now perhaps even more 
known for its sustainability profile than its IT profile. So it has been very successful that way.” 

BTH Faculty Perspectives: We asked 109 faculty that use SSD at BTH what they thought was 
valuable about integrating SSD concepts into higher education. We received seven responses 
and summarized the key points.  

First of all, it was commonly agreed upon that there is a real need for more people to understand 
the sustainability challenge and to actively work toward achieving sustainability. It was noted 
that higher education is an excellent access point for integrating systems oriented thinking, 
understanding natural cycles, complex adaptive systems, and foundational science that 
underpins the sustainability principles. It is also a time when many people further develop their 
worldview and this lens is a critical perspective to have. Many faculty recognize that seeing 
how their specialty fits into the bigger picture is a very important skill, which is often 
overlooked and leads to ‘drill hole’ experts that have minimal awareness of why they are doing 
what they do. Furthermore, it was noted that this mentality may also lead to focusing on 
incremental improvements that amount to little more than doing less harm than before. While 
this may be better than doing more harm, the risk is that it may breed complacency regarding 
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the scale of change that is actually needed to achieve sustainability. Therefore, it was also 
commonly agreed upon that longer term approaches, including backcasting from principles, 
are essential to overcome business as usual incrementalism. Furthermore, it was suggested that 
the key to successful integration of SSD concepts into curriculum is contingent upon tailoring 
SSD concepts to the discipline and making relevant connections in the right context.  

The experience of integrating strategic sustainable development at BTH and the value that it 
brings to education and overall sustainability success was highlighted through our peer-
reviewed literature research as well.  

Sustainability Education Key Aspects: Since education plays a key role in addressing the 
sustainability challenge, it was important to understand what is regarded and agreed upon as 
being effective sustainability education. There is no one specific best practice, rather many 
different approaches, such as the one described above from BTH in Sweden. The following 
model emerged as the basis for a successful sustainability education model in higher education 
based upon peer-reviewed research. We found that to achieve the intended goals of 
sustainability learning in the form of core competencies, a sustainability education model needs 
to have a sustainability related administrative support structure, well-defined sustainability 
theory and content within the curriculum, and transformational pedagogy to foster the learning 
process. 

 

Figure 4.2. Successful Sustainability Education Components 
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These are three pillars for successful sustainability education in higher education institutions 
that emerged from our research.  

Key Competencies: The research revealed that sustainability challenges have characteristics 
that differ significantly from problems addressed in other fields. Therefore, sustainability 
practitioners require the development of specific and varied key competencies. Rieckmann 
(2012) suggests “the most important key competencies are those for systemic thinking and 
handling of complexity, anticipatory thinking and critical thinking (Rieckmann 2012). 
Additionally, universities must also adapt their teaching and learning objectives to include 
regional and cultural contexts as well (Rieckmann 2012).  

Support Structure: The administrative support structure of the university plays an essential role 
in the efficacy of the sustainability education that a university offers. Moore (2005) 
recommends that sustainability be infused in all decisions at the university. She argues that it 
should be integrated into university plans, decision-making structures and evaluative measures 
along with research, service and teaching components. Moore (2005) concludes that there is a 
need for the university community to create space and opportunity for reflection and 
pedagogical transformation (Moore 2005). The AASHE (2010) identifies that sustainability 
needs to be included in strategic planning documentation to encourage these efforts (AASHE 
2010). Littledyke et al. (2013) claim that a systems thinking model for coordinating education 
for sustainability within a distributed leadership environment is also necessary for effective 
sustainability education by empowering all university members to be active in sustainability 
practice (Littledyke et al. 2013). According to Littledyke et al. (2013), embedding 
sustainability in the three broad categories of governance, curriculum and infrastructure are 
additional key components of effective education for sustainability in universities (Littledyke 
et al. 2013). This confirms Moore’s (2005) recommendation at the governance (ie. leadership, 
planning and decision-making) levels and suggests that quality sustainability education is also 
fostered by universities that act as role-models that implement their own sustainable practices 
and infrastructure (Littledyke et al. 2013). Lu and Zhang (2013) highlight the need to establish 
an effective balance between top down and bottom up approaches such that staff feel supported 
and empowered (Lu and Zhang 2013). This further confirms the perspective of Littledyke et 
al. (2013) and supports the AASHE’s (2010) recommendation for establishing active 
partnerships among students, faculty, staff, administrators, employers and others to call for 
support and necessary change (AASHE 2010). 

Theory: It is clearly evident in peer-reviewed research that sustainability education theory and 
content need to incorporate several important topics. As a foundation, it is agreed upon that 
sustainability education needs to be underpinned by scientific evidence (Broman and Robèrt 
2015). Such a scientific and evidence-based approach leads to a clear definition of 
sustainability. Wiek et al. (2011) recognize that developing a normative definition of 
sustainability including sustainability principles, goals, targets and thresholds is valuable 
(Wiek et al. 2011). Steffen et al. (2015) confirm this perspective with the development of the 
planetary boundaries model to serve as a scientific foundation (Steffan et al. 2015, 235). 
Broman and Robèrt (2015) further support this need as a fundamental understanding and they 
use eight sustainability principles as the boundary conditions for their definition of 
sustainability (Broman and Robèrt 2015). 

Systems thinking and complexity theory are identified as being essential elements of effective 
sustainability education. Steiner and Posch (2006) suggest that an understanding of open and 
complex systems is needed to reorient science towards sustainable thinking (Steiner and Posch 
2006). Ferrer-Balas et al. (2008) identify that systems thinking is a key factor in successful 
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sustainability education in their cross university analysis of seven sustainability education 
programs (Ferrer-Balas et al. 2008). Wiek et al. (2011) further claim that systems thinking is 
essential in sustainability curriculum. Specifically, exploration of concepts including variables, 
feedback loops, complex cause effect chains, scale impacts from local to global, multiple 
domains including environment, society, economy, and technology along with social systems. 
(Wiek et al. 2011). 

The value of strategic methodologies in exploring sustainability is also evidenced in peer-
reviewed literature. Wiek et al. (2011) suggest that a strategic approach is essential in 
sustainability education. More specifically, they promote intentional strategic planning, 
transition management, organizational change management and methods that support behavior 
change (Wiek et al. 2011). Jabareen (2012) and Broman and Robèrt (2015) also emphasize the 
use of conceptual frameworks as strategic approaches to fostering sustainability understanding. 
Jabareen (2012) developed the Sustainability Education Framework (SEF), which is comprised 
of the five following categories: normative, sustainability governance, urban and community 
planning, economics and energy (Jabareen 2012). Broman and Robèrt (2015) advocate for the 
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) as a generic and unifying 
framework to navigate the complexity of sustainability and to develop a strategic stepwise 
approach to move forward in the right direction (Broman and Robèrt 2015). 

Practice: Peer-reviewed research reveals that effective pedagogy for sustainability education 
includes the following themes: traditional lecture, transformative learning, interdisciplinary 
engagement, collaboration and application with real-world projects. Sipos et al. (2008) 
recognize that traditional lecture holds a space in conveying important sustainability 
information (Sipos et al. 2008). According to the AASHE (2010), it is however, essential to 
then use that knowledge to empower transformative, high impact educational experiences 
(AASHE 2010, 9). In order to be transformative and effective, sustainability education needs 
to embrace interdisciplinarity. Defined as combining two or more academic disciplines and 
applying them to one context, interdisciplinary approaches are identified in the 2009 OECD 
report as being an opportunity and requirement for sustainability education (OECD 2009). Lu 
and Zhang (2013) identify that a key learning from their assessment of university sustainability 
programs is the value of an interdisciplinary approach. They acknowledge that campus based 
projects that draw on existing staff expertise across disciplines has the possibility of 
contributing to deeper change (Lu and Zhang 2013, 60). According to Lu and Zhang (2013), 
this not only benefits student learning, but also contributes to staff building awareness and new 
knowledge and ultimately fosters the university’s capacity to educate for sustainability (Lu and 
Zhang 2013).  

Interaction and collaboration are also recognized as essential components for effective 
sustainability education. Martins et al. (2006) highlight the importance of developing the 
ability to work with people from other backgrounds (Martins et al 2006). According to 
Savelyeva and McKenna (2011), this is a key skill in the process of engaging multiple 
stakeholders including students, faculty, donors, sponsors and the surrounding communities, 
which is necessary for effective sustainability education (Savelyeva and McKenna 2011). The 
AASHE (2010) also suggests that international engagement allows for diverse perspectives in 
discussions and highlights complexity challenges, and therefore brings additional value to 
sustainability education (AASHE 2010). 

Furthermore, it is evident in the research that taking collaboration beyond discussion and 
engaging students in project-based work enhances the learning. Lu and Zhang (2013) suggest 
that when project-based work is infused into the curriculum, it links learning with real issues. 
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This deepens the level of learning as it becomes more about discovery rather than just 
transferring knowledge (Lu and Zhang 2013). Lipscombe et al. (2008) highlight the importance 
of the experience rather than passively accepting ‘expert-determined’ knowledge, which 
provides the connection between the curriculum and the community (Lipscombe et al. 2008). 

The added value of integrating strategic sustainable development concepts into higher 
education stems from a variety of benefits. SSD is based on clear scientific knowledge and 
supports both professors and students to put sustainability topics in context. Due to its clear 
structure and a relatively small amount of time required to teach the basics, SSD can be used 
as an addition to existing courses. The example of BTH in Sweden shows that it is both possible 
and valuable to deliver a basic sustainability understanding for engineering students in their 
academic discipline. The sustainability education model, which is based on peer-reviewed 
research of important key elements in higher education for sustainability is composed of many 
SSD concepts, which clearly highlights the value of integrating them in higher education 
institutions.  

4.3.2 Secondary Support Research Question - SSRQ (b) 

What is the financial viability of using the framework for strategic sustainable development as 
a municipal planning tool? 

The interviews with the SCYP city program managers indicated that financial considerations 
play a significant role in municipal planning and decision-making. This was also especially 
true when it came to sustainability planning. Co-founder Young also highlighted, “I think the 
biggest problem with sustainability is, nobody wants to pay for it at all. Everyone loves to talk 
about it, everybody wants to slap out that word, but when the rubber meets the road and it's 
time to commit resources, then no one wants to do it. And that’s the nut that has to be cracked.” 
To answer this support research question we focused our search on seeking information 
backed-up by hard data that shows both, evidence that investing in sustainability can lead to 
financial savings and also whether the use of the FSSD could be a beneficial tool to prove 
financial advantages in sustainable city planning.  

The following table illustrates the perspectives of key stakeholders that have worked with the 
FSSD. We reached out to 32 municipalities and 11 Natural Step Offices in eight countries, the 
Swedish eco-municipalities network and faculty at BTH. 10 stakeholders responded indicating 
their experience regarding the financial viability of using the FSSD as a municipal planning 
tool. 
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Table 4.4. Stakeholder Perspectives of Financial Viability of using the FSSD 

 

As illustrated in the table above, three of the ten respondents indicated that they were able to 
demonstrate financial benefits with the application of the FSSD in their municipal planning. 
These municipalities include Whistler, Bridgewater, and Halifax in Canada. However, the 
majority of the municipalities and organizations that used the FSSD were not able to prove the 
financial viability through clear hard data. The cities of Caledon, Whistler and Montreal also 
stated that they can imply that using the FSSD is a financially viable process, but they don’t 
have data to prove it, because it is difficult to quantify these benefits. 

Since it is difficult to quantify the financial gains of using the FSSD in municipal planning, 
further document review of Bob Willard’s The Sustainability Advantage, and a 2009 Master’s 
thesis titled Sustainable Cities - Realizing the Seven Forms of Community Capital, along with 
interviews of the SSD co-creators, The Natural Step International staff, and city staff from 
Montreal and Caledon in Canada, suggest considering other financial benefits of sustainability. 
The following table illustrates these additional alternative financial benefits. 

Table 4.5. Alternate FSSD Financial Benefits 

 

Furthermore, Robèrt and Broman (2016) consider the financial viability of strategic sustainable 
development through the lens of Tucker’s Prisoner’s Dilemma, published in 1950. According 
to Robèrt and Broman, the prisoner’s dilemma could be misleading in the context of 
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sustainability. Given the sustainability challenge we face and related opportunities, they argue 
that competent proactive leadership towards sustainability is a winning economic strategy, 
regardless of what other business leaders do.  

According to Robèrt and Broman, “We need leaders with the strategic competence necessary 
to improve their bottom line from a clear and sufficiently large systems perspective” (Robèrt 
and Broman 2016, 4). They conclude that the prisoner’s dilemma misleads business and policy 
making. The assumption that the feasibility and speed of systemic change can be increased by 
national and international policy is correct. However, the prisoner’s dilemma mind-set 
unfortunately promotes the misconception that, other than moral obligation and potential PR 
gains, political intervention is the only valid driver for individual market actors to work for the 
common good of achieving sustainability (Robèrt and Broman 2016).  

Even though it became evident that money is among the strongest drivers for decisions 
regarding sustainability projects and development, we found hardly any hard data that proved 
the financial business case when working with FSSD as a municipal planning tool. This is 
mainly because it is difficult to break down financial benefits into clear numbers, which is due 
to the complex nature of external factors to consider. The few pieces of solid financial data we 
found were rather just from a specific area or project. Nonetheless we found alternate ways to 
link the FSSD with strategic financial planning. The FSSD as a planning tool could be useful 
when calculating the costs of not investing in sustainability, as described by Bob Willard. This 
change of perspective, away from historic data and towards future predictions, could lead to 
less energy, waste, material and attrition expenses, as well as to increased employee 
productivity and overall reduced risks (Willard 2012).  

4.3.3 Secondary Support Research Question - SSRQ (c) 

What are additional realized benefits of using the framework for strategic sustainable 
development in municipal planning? 

Since most of our interviewees and municipalities who have worked with the FSSD could not 
supply data that back-up the premise that working with the FSSD leads to clear financial 
savings, we sought their perspectives on additional benefits they have received by using the 
FSSD. Many additional realized benefits of using the FSSD surfaced in our interviews and 
document reviews. The following are a few key points and the table below highlights the 
realized benefits across our research sample.  

Broman argued that the FSSD is a framework that is built to embrace the global sustainability 
challenge and still be useful for any actor regardless of size. Therefore, he sees it as a valuable 
framework to inform politicians and other decision makers on a municipal level from “a clear 
and sufficiently large systems perspective.” Willard (2012) highlights from a business 
perspective, that he sees the FSSD as a tool that allows a systems perspective. Perhaps the rapid 
escalation of complexity, which CEOs describe as their biggest challenge, will require them to 
take a new systems-level view of interrelated issues. A sustainability lens provides a systems 
perspective and could be the helpful rubric needed to rethink and simplify business models, 
which can also be applied to municipal contexts (Willard 2012). The Natural Step Canada 
claimed that FSSD provides a foundation for approaching sustainability. They suggested that 
the FSSD can and should be used in conjunction with other tools and concepts for community 
sustainability (The Natural Step 2009). Furthermore, Robèrt pointed out that the use of the 
FSSD makes cross-sector collaboration within municipal planning departments much easier. 
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Creating a shared mental model across sectors is one of the strengths of the FSSD. For Robèrt 
it is the basis to co-create solutions for challenges, to plan smart early moves, and thereby save 
money. He further explains that cross-sector cooperation is so important because no individual 
sector can be sustainable on its own. 

Table 4.6. Realized Benefits of Using the FSSD 

 

Collectively, the research sample recognized the following benefits. The FSSD allows for a 
bigger picture overview, which supports both design and prioritization of actions and projects. 
It is a tool than can easily be combined with other tools to increase sustainability success. 
According to the cities who worked with FSSD, the tool helps to create environmental and 
community benefits. It provides beneficial perspective during strategic planning and can serve 
as an education tool as well.



 43 

5 Discussion 

This research focused on the Sustainable City Year Program at the University of Oregon in the 
United States and how it aligns with strategic sustainable development. The following are our 
research questions:  

Primary Research Question (PRQ): How does the Sustainable City Year Program contribute 
to strategic sustainable development? 

Secondary Research Question (SRQ): How can strategic sustainable development concepts 
contribute to the Sustainable City Year Program? 

5.1 Mutual Contributions Between SCYP and SSD 

Our discussion begins with how the SCYP contributes to the following four categories, that we 
identified as the main themes of SSD as well as how each of these themes may further 
contribute to the SCYP approach: 

● The Sustainability Challenge 
● Sustainability Principles as Boundary Conditions  
● The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development  
● The ABCD Strategic Planning Process 

5.1.1 The Sustainability Challenge 

In terms of the sustainability challenge our research showed that SCYP has a clear recognition 
of a real challenge both ecologically and socially that needs to be addressed. The program title 
implies that there is a need to address sustainability in municipalities and the awareness of the 
challenge was overall evident in our results as we evaluated the individual projects that focus 
on a multitude of development issues. The project topics ranged from climate change 
preparedness, to green city design, to industrial ecology, to pedestrian and bike oriented urban 
design, to minority outreach and engagement projects as well as a variety of site redevelopment 
plans. Furthermore, the University of Oregon has an Office of Sustainability on campus and 
there are multiple sustainability oriented programs in the form of academic degrees, individual 
components of academic disciplines, and graduate level certificate programs that are offered. 
All of these components combined demonstrate that SCYP has a clear recognition of the 
sustainability challenge that our socio-ecological system is facing. The SCYP model has been 
developed out of this recognition as an attempt to address real sustainability related challenges 
that regional municipalities are dealing with.  

5.1.2 Sustainability Principles as Boundary Conditions  

The results of our research highlighted that SCYP is built upon a rather vague definition of 
sustainability. As described by the co-founders of the program, this is an intentional decision. 
They suggested that the problem is not a lack of sustainability knowledge, rather it is the 
application of that knowledge. Therefore, our research revealed that SCYP faculty apply 
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current best practices in their academic fields and focus on the tasks at hand in order to avoid 
getting caught up in sustainability jargon. The program’s intention is to be an accelerator of the 
implementation of sustainability knowledge into practice by helping communities and local 
government officials translate sustainability concepts into everyday decisions. The goal is to 
catalyze communities to put new ideas in the public domain encouraging social transformation. 
Furthermore, they are cautious about how they communicate sustainability in order to make 
these new ideas accessible for cities in a non-threatening way. According to the co-founders, 
sustainability is always a constant factor, although it is not always visible in the form of a clear 
framework.  

We expected to find a more clear definition of sustainability prior to engaging in our research. 
It is evident that the intention behind maintaining a more open concept approach may lead to 
more faculty involvement and openness to participation on the part of regional cities. Applying 
best practices in specialized disciplines as a means to achieve sustainability may lead to 
positive incremental sustainable change. However, the implication of such an approach may 
hinder the ability to create significant social transformation from a global systems thinking 
perspective at a rate and scale that is actually needed to really address the sustainability 
challenge at a systems level. Furthermore, there may be a missed educational opportunity for 
students to gain a bigger picture perspective of how their specific contribution to their SCYP 
project supports the global transition to sustainability. From the perspective of considering 
scientifically founded sustainability principles as boundary conditions within which to operate, 
this may offer the program a baseline perspective to guide the direction of each individual 
project. This perspective may be applied to the academic curriculum in the form of a short 
tutorial within each class that chooses to participate in the program or in the form of an 
introductory course on sustainability. The MSLS program at BTH that professors Broman and 
Robèrt established may serve as an example of how to integrate this thinking in a stepwise 
process into higher level academia in a practical way. Although the design of the SCYP model 
makes sense in terms of capitalizing on the current university structure using existing classes, 
existing faculty and operating within current university constraints, the efficacy of the program 
may be increased by incorporating a more clear definition of sustainability across all 
disciplines. 

On the municipality side of the SCYP model, the sustainability principles as boundary 
conditions may also support the overall sustainable direction of the projects being proposed by 
the partner cities. Since all the partner cities already go through some version of a strategic 
planning process, the added layer of considering the sustainability principles to guide the 
direction of next steps and future projects within each city may also benefit the overall 
sustainability trajectory of the cities. We recognize that many of these cities in this particular 
region are challenged by the term sustainability and the associated pressures of dealing with 
the global challenge, and the fact that they choose to participate in SCYP in the first place is a 
big step. Therefore, further sustainability framing in the planning process may prevent their 
participation. However, exploring avenues to integrate this level of thinking into the planning 
process may also have tremendous value and increase the overall contribution of this model to 
SSD. This point will be discussed further in following sections.  

5.1.3 The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 

When considering the five level framework for SSD, the SCYP approach has varying levels of 
contribution. At the systems level, as described previously, SCYP shares a common 
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understanding of the global sustainability challenge. It is evident through review of the SCYP 
project reports that some projects incorporate more systems oriented thinking than others. This 
concept does not seem to be universally applied across SCYP projects and academic courses 
participating in the program. The implication of this inconsistent approach is running the risk 
of some project work becoming trapped in the ‘drill hole’ mentality of applying best practices 
within limited specializations that may yield positive incremental change but have little impact 
on addressing global systemic problems.  

At the success level, our research reveals that success for SCYP is facilitating effective 
collaboration between the university and regional municipalities that allows for the transfer of 
the most up to date ‘best practice’ knowledge to real-world needs in regional communities. The 
benefit of this approach is that new knowledge is actually reaching communities and impacting 
how they think and move forward with their urban planning and project needs. Furthermore, 
this process is taking advantage of the resources and ideas produced at the university and using 
them to support regional needs that lack those resources to make progress. A potential 
challenge with this vision of success from an SSD perspective, is that program and individual 
project success may not always be cast within the boundaries of what the socio-ecological 
system can support in the long term. This is an area where a clearly defined definition of 
sustainability (i.e. success) has the potential to further the sustainability outcomes of SCYP 
partnerships.  

At the strategic guidelines and actions levels, our research revealed that SCYP utilizes clear 
SSD strategies as well as more subtle approaches. The more explicit SSD techniques that SCYP 
utilizes include the use of strategic planning within the municipalities, backcasting from 
principles in individual projects, and prioritization that occurs in both the municipal planning 
and individual projects. The more subtle approaches include the strategic design of the model 
itself, the collaborative process that develops trust, increases civic engagement and initiates 
behavior change, and the development of leadership and communication skills that prepare 
students for high impact professional positions.  

Regarding the tangible strategies, backcasting is used to develop proposed actions within each 
individual project. Faculty and students are briefed on the intended goal or outcome that the 
partner city aims to achieve. Students then engage in their process of assessing the current 
situation relevant to the context of their project and deliver multiple possible solutions or 
suggestions in the form of a project report on how to proceed in order to achieve the intended 
outcome. The project reports can also be viewed as flexible platforms that may open new doors 
and lead toward sustainability in a stepwise process that is relevant to the partner city needs. 
The strategic planning process, which also involves prioritization, occurs at the municipal level 
prior to engaging with SCYP. The next prioritization process takes place as a collaborative 
effort between the city staff and SCYP staff to determine the projects for the partnership. A 
further prioritization process occurs again at the municipal level after students propose 
solutions to project needs as city staff decide what to implement and how.  

The subtleties of how SCYP strategically moves society towards sustainability begins with the 
strategic design of the education model itself. The concept is built upon a thoughtful structure 
that maximizes potential within institutional and municipal constraints. It is designed to utilize 
the existing university structure, classes, and faculty, which is an effective and efficient use of 
resources that minimizes the overall burden on the university, and yet, enables a high level of 
publicly engaged scholarship. Furthermore, the matchmaking process strategically matches 
academic resources with relevant city needs, which may also be viewed as part of the 
prioritization process.  
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Another layer of strategic thinking is that the SCYP experience fosters a strong social fabric 
based upon trust that develops through a highly collaborative and multidisciplinary effort that 
creates mutual benefit for all the stakeholders involved. Part of building this trust, is learning 
to speak a common language and developing a shared mental model for the partnership. 
Therefore, SCYP intentionally uses a broad definition of sustainability as a strategic move. 
SCYP staff understand the need to engage with communities at a level they will respond to, 
and therefore, exercise thoughtful communication around the sustainability concept and speak 
the language of the partner city staff and community members to initiate the stepwise process 
of integrating sustainability. Furthermore, the partnership builds trust as city staff ‘risk’ handing 
over real project needs to the students, and the students become accountable to producing 
viable solutions. This relationship only works if both parties trust each other throughout the 
process. The development of trust over time fosters meaning-making and a strong social fabric, 
which in and of itself is a social sustainability achievement. Additionally, a strong social fabric 
based upon trust among diverse stakeholders allows all parties to feel empowered, energized, 
and more creative, which serves as a foundation for further strategic collaboration to address 
the next level of complex sustainability related challenges.  

The decision to leverage the student learning experience for social transformation is a strategic 
choice that has a significant impact, both for the students and the communities they work with. 
Regarding the impact upon the communities, the students seem to have an ability to break 
through the general lack of community involvement. They are able to increase civic 
engagement and public awareness of sustainability related concerns and opportunities. 
Furthermore, the collaborative effort initiates behavior change among community members 
and local government leaders. In terms of the impact upon the students, connecting academic 
theory and practice in this way is a critical step in preparing students to work toward achieving 
sustainability in their careers. During the SCYP experience, students are exposed to ‘reality’ 
and learn how to contextualize their idealism in a practical way. This essential skill prepares 
students to be effective change agents for sustainability, and can be viewed as a strategic 
educational approach to help position well-prepared students in empowering roles to affect 
further change during their professional careers.  

The various strategies that SCYP employs can capitalize on their gains if the program seeks to 
develop a cyclical partnership process with the same cities perhaps in a 5-10 year loop. So 
much work goes into establishing trust, building community, demonstrating that the program 
can produce excellent results and that it is a mutually beneficial experience all around. A follow 
up strategic step would be to explore how to capture the progress that has been gained and to 
use it as a new baseline to take to the next level during the next iteration of an SCYP 
partnership. Throughout repeat partnerships, the program may be able to integrate more and 
more layers of sustainable thinking into project ideas as the ongoing behavior change and 
openness to new ideas initiated in the first partnership continue to grow.  

Finally, at the tools level SCYP uses various effective tools, methods, and frameworks for 
decision-making, monitoring and assessing situations within specific contexts. This is a 
strength of the SCYP model and discipline specific specialized knowledge that comes from a 
university environment. Included in these tools the University of Oregon uses is The Natural 
Step Framework, also known as SSD. This suggests that the SSD perspective is not a foreign 
concept to the university, however, it is not universally applied. Again, the added value of the 
SSD lens is the ability to see specialized context specific details within a bigger picture socio-
ecological system perspective.  



 47 

5.1.4 The ABCD Strategic Planning Process 

Our research suggested that the SCYP projects are primarily determined by the partner cities 
and the project ideas are derived from each city’s strategic plan or city council goal planning 
process. We were unable to research at great depth regarding the actual planning process and 
the criteria used in determining project needs and prioritization. Therefore, it is difficult to 
assess how their planning process actually contributes to SSD. However, we recognize that the 
project ideas that are presented to the SCYP staff are the basis for the work that gets done 
during the program. Therefore, there is a strong argument for making sure that the project ideas 
are necessary and productive regarding the overall transition toward sustainability so the 
energy, time, and financial investment are not wasted. The ABCD strategic planning process 
of the SSD concept may be beneficial for SCYP partner cities to incorporate into their project 
list determination process. This process is designed to facilitate vision creation, stimulate 
creativity, brainstorm possible actions and prioritize implementation all within sustainable 
boundaries. This could be supported by SCYP staff, which would also allow them to be 
confident that the project ideas are real ‘sustainability related’ needs that can benefit from the 
latest academic knowledge and discipline specific best practices that SCYP claims to offer.  

To support the integration of SSD or more specifically the use of the FSSD in the strategic 
planning process in the partner cities, we tentatively investigated the financial viability of using 
the FSSD in municipal planning. We explored this angle as it became evident in our research 
that for each of the partner cities, the key decision-making factor in city planning, project 
implementation and city-wide initiatives was always the bottom line cost. Therefore, in order 
for such cities to be open to including an SSD perspective in their planning, an associated 
understanding of financial and business case benefits among additional benefits seems to be a 
necessary component. Although we found that clear direct financial gains and cost savings 
were difficult to prove, our initial research also suggests that there is a business case and 
financial benefit in sustainable development planning in the long run when factoring in aspects 
such as reduced energy and waste expenses and risk reduction. The ability to integrate the 
business case for sustainability and the use of the FSSD into the partner city strategic planning 
processes, is also likely dependent upon the ability of the program to cycle back to working 
with the same cities over time as it is not a practical first step for SCYP as it is currently 
designed.  

5.2 Benefits of Combining the SCYP and the SSD Approaches 

In our evaluation of the SCYP model and comparison with the SSD approach, we recognize 
two distinct approaches with different strengths. A significant benefit of SCYP is in the 
immediate action-taking and application of knowledge into practice, while the FSSD is an 
excellent tool to understand the bigger picture and support effective sustainability planning. In 
phase III of our research we also explored other current research on the topic of effective higher 
level sustainability education. The research suggested that sustainability education be geared 
toward developing key competencies that are fostered through a support structure, theory and 
practice. In comparison to the peer-reviewed literature, SCYP is already in line with many of 
the elements that are identified as being valuable for a successful sustainability education 
model. However, we also found that the elements SSD aligns with, would provide further 
added value to SCYP. For example, regarding key competencies, SCYP is very strong when it 
comes to project management in relation to sustainability, handling of information and data 
management, anticipatory competence, and open-mindedness to innovation. SSD fosters 
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competence in systems thinking, complexity theory, anticipatory competence, and 
understanding the socio-ecological system. In terms of support structure, SCYP has active 
partnerships among all stakeholders, a strong administrative team that builds relationships and 
manages logistical needs, a balance of top down and bottom up support, and an embedded 
interdisciplinary approach. At the theoretical level, SSD is rooted in scientific knowledge, has 
a clear definition of sustainability, emphasizes the precautionary principle, and offers a 
conceptual framework and a platform to develop a shared mental model. In terms of practice, 
SCYP employs a transformative learning process, engages in multidisciplinary project-based 
work, and emphasizes collaboration. Exploring how to weave these two concepts thoroughly 
together may promote more effective sustainability education that strategically helps move 
partner cities towards sustainability. 

5.3 Piecing It Together 

Given that the socio-ecological system is systematically in decline, it is essential that society 
steps up to address this challenge. The sustainability challenge is large-scale, complex and 
involves multiple systems that constantly interact, adapt, and are influenced by individual and 
collective decisions that people make. Cities, with high concentrations of people that are 
expected to grow, are at the epicenter of ecological and social impacts around the world. Higher 
education institutions are uniquely situated within or nearby these cities, and they are in a 
position to prepare students to understand the fundamental components of this challenge, to 
work together to innovate and explore new ideas and solutions, and furthermore apply their 
learning to real-world issues to address this challenge. Education needs to provide 
interdisciplinary systems-oriented thinking, science-based research, and a strategic 
pedagogical approach to tackle this problem and work toward achieving sustainability. SCYP, 
as an educational program, employs a strategic approach to work within the constraints of the 
higher education system to integrate public scholarship and community engagement. This 
program combines disciplines and collaborates with local communities and city governments 
to bring the latest knowledge into practice on a local and regional scale.  

The value that an SSD perspective offers SCYP is clarity of a scientifically founded definition 
of sustainability that can guide the overall direction of municipal planning and student project 
work. This perspective in combination with SCYP’s strategic practical approach will enhance 
the efficacy of achieving sustainable outcomes educationally, socially and ecologically within 
the region. When such initiatives similar to SCYP scale up throughout the nation and around 
the world, the SCYP approach (or publicly engaged scholarship for sustainability), has the 
potential to capitalize on small-scale local incremental changes and subtle paradigm shifts, and 
transform them into large-scale system-wide changes. 

5.4 Validity 

As discussed in our methods section, the data collection for phase I of our research produced 
good results. We were able to gain a thorough understanding of the underlying sustainability 
premise, the structure, and the design of the SCYP model. However, our understanding of the 
sustainability premise could have been improved if we were able to connect with more SCYP 
program staff, faculty, and students.  
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In phase II of our research, regarding the impact upon the partner cities, the perspectives shared 
by the SCYP city program managers provided great context that we hoped would be further 
supported or negated by additional perspective from the city staff survey. The city staff survey 
was our most effective survey that produced a 31% response rate. Therefore, the added 
perspective does not necessarily represent the majority opinion. Further document review 
allowed for deeper understanding of actual sustainability impacts upon the city based upon 
how the projects were determined and the level of implementation that followed after the 
project reports were completed. In terms of the impact upon the university, we really only had 
one primary source of information, which was perspective from SCYP co-founder Marc 
Schlossberg. Our SCYP faculty survey had a 12% response rate, from which we could infer 
some perspective. However, no solid conclusions could be formed from that data sample. 
Additionally, several attempts were made to contact to upper administrative staff to discuss 
their perspective, but no contact was ever established. The impact upon the students, is perhaps 
our weakest research point. We were able to get outside perspective from SCYP program 
founders and city staff. However, these were secondary source perspectives and not directly 
heard from the participating students. We made several attempts to conduct surveys and/or 
interviews with students, none of which produced any results.  

Our research in phase III regarding successful sustainability education is well grounded in 
peer-reviewed literature and further interviews and faculty perspective offer supporting 
evidence. In our limited timeframe for further research on the financial viability and additional 
benefits of using the FSSD in municipal planning, we reached out to over 30 municipalities in 
eight countries and received nine responses, which provided us with a baseline perspective that 
is by no means comprehensive and should serve as a catalyst for further research. Overall, we 
designed our research to triangulate multiple research methods to enhance the credibility of 
our results. For more details, refer to section 2.0. 

5.5 Recommendations for Further Research 

In terms of further research that we would have included if we had more time, we would have 
liked to learn more about the student impact. SCYP is also keen to gather the student 
perspective. Therefore, this data might be available in the near future. It will be definitely 
interesting to incorporate that opinion in further studies on applied learning and SCYP. 

Other areas of interest for future research that surfaced include the following points: 

The Future Fit Benchmark for Municipalities: We clearly found in our interviews that money 
plays an important role in municipal planning, in particular regarding sustainability initiatives. 
The Future-Fit Benchmark for Businesses, is an open source initiative that helps to define the 
level of performance required on key environmental, social and governance indicators for a 
company to be a truly sustainable business. Bob Willard, a leading expert on quantifying and 
selling the business value of corporate sustainability strategies, told us in an interview that the 
Future-Fit Foundation is currently working on a Future-Fit Benchmark for Municipalities. 
According to Willard, the new benchmark will be a useful resource for cities once it’s ready, 
and therefore could be another resource to combine with the FSSD to demonstrate the financial 
business case behind integrating sustainability into municipal planning. This could further 
support the use of FSSD in municipal planning for SCYP partner cities.  
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Financial Business Case for Sustainability: Overall, we heard from many municipal planners 
that solid data proving financial benefits through sustainability planning is missing, but would 
be desirable to have. Despite the fact that collecting this data may be difficult and time 
consuming to gather, it could contribute greatly to incentivize cities to move towards 
sustainability.  

Large-Scale Economic Incentives: Another angle to tackle financial incentives on a large scale 
could be to elaborate on how to put pressure on politics in order to come up with economic 
incentives for businesses that do things sustainably. Although Broman and Robèrt point out in 
their prisoner’s dilemma paper that it is a wrong assumption that political interventions are the 
only valid driver for achieving sustainability, it could still be one strong argument for the 
business case (Broman and Robèrt 2016). SCYP co-founder Young supports this idea:  

“You need federal and state laws that just say, you know what, we are phasing out fossil 
fuel in five years, we are going to zero emissions...figure it out boys. Or, we are closing 
the landfills in a decade. That's how we created the recycling industry, and all of a 
sudden you've got a billion-dollar industry because it's cheaper than landfilling it.”  

Designing this approach, and/or doing the necessary research could be a highly interesting 
project in an upcoming SCYP partnership, for instance for a law class in conjunction with the 
city council or directly with some big companies in the city.  

The Role of Sustainability Champions: These types of innovative programs tends to be heavily 
reliant upon champions of the idea. This brings up the question of long term sustainability of 
the idea if it can’t be stabilized with more support? It might be of interest to have a closer look 
into the role of sustainability champions.  

Universities Working with the FSSD: A cross university assessment of institutions that work 
with FSSD could be interesting, especially from the perspective of applied learning. For 
example, the Strategic Planning for Sustainability project in MSLS or the Western Ontario 
University sustainability program. This would be especially interesting from the perspective of 
applied learning related to the ‘practice’ pillar of the successful sustainability education model.  

SCYP outside of Oregon: As SCYP type programs expand beyond Oregon, throughout the 
United States and internationally, it would be interesting to compare the different approaches 
taken by the various universities. Researching whether or not there are certain success factors 
and patterns that work everywhere, and/or identifying unique regional component that are 
essential for program success. Since this paper clearly analyzes the set-up tailored for Oregon, 
it may only capture a limited perspective.  

 



 51 

6 Conclusion 

“ ... to learn and not to do is really not to learn. To know and not to do is really not to know.”  
- Stephen R. Covey 

 
As a publicly engaged scholarship model, SCYP aims to bridge the gap between theoretical 
knowledge within universities and practical application of this knowledge to address real-
world sustainability needs. Our research focused on how this educational approach contributes 
to SSD and how SSD may further contribute to the SCYP approach.   

Key Findings and Implications: Our research suggests that the SCYP experience has a 
significant impact upon regional communities. The process expands the often narrowly-
defined solutions from traditional municipality consultancy relationships to creating a 
container for creativity that frequently results in offering multiple proposed approaches to 
solving real challenges. It accelerates the rate of progress of city project needs, and it builds 
positive trusting relationships among, students, faculty, city staff, and community members. It 
does all this while combining the latest academic knowledge with real local issues.  

SCYP uses a subtle strategic process of integrating sustainability into communities. The 
program is intentional about meeting communities where they are at by speaking the 
appropriate ‘sustainability language’ and working on community proposed projects. This 
allows SCYP to integrate these communities as municipal partners while slowly creating 
behavior change and buy-in for addressing the sustainability challenge through municipal 
planning and community development. SCYP contributes to SSD through their strategic 
approach to establish a collaborative effort with these regional municipalities. Additionally, 
their understanding of the sustainability challenge, their use of backcasting to generate 
proposed ideas and solutions as well as systems-thinking awareness that is evident within some 
individual projects are all contributions to strategic progress towards sustainability.  

When viewed from a bigger picture perspective, SCYP is one version of a publically engaged 
sustainability oriented education model. Since its inception in 2009, there are 21 additional 
programs based on the same model that are currently active, one more that is launching in 
2016, and six more that are developing across the United States. Furthermore, this concept is 
expanding internationally in China and beyond. From this perspective, the global impact of 
local and regional publicly engaged scholarship programs that create strong social fabrics, 
foster collaboration among communities, and subtly increase awareness and desire to address 
the sustainability challenge has the potential to accelerate global change at a similar rate that 
each individual program is able to advance the municipal planning progress with their local 
partners.  

Recommendations: Based on these key findings and their implications, we propose the 
following recommendations. Since SCYP has proven that positive sustainability action can 
take place even within structural constraints, we suggest that SCYP seeks avenues to 
incorporate larger systems level thinking guided by a scientifically founded clear definition of 
sustainability. Therefore, we recommend incorporating the use of the FSSD, both on the 
municipality side of the partnership and within the academic curricula as well. Regarding the 
municipal planning perspective, the FSSD may be applied in the strategic planning process and 
therefore lead to appropriately prioritized SCYP project selections that align with the 
sustainability principles. This would ensure the sustainability related requirement of the SCYP 
partnership, and it could be an educational experience for city staff and other involved 
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community members. In terms of the academic curricula perspective, the FSSD lens would 
provide a scientifically founded context, within which the faculty and students derive their 
solutions. This concept may be integrated either as a tutorial within individual SCYP classes 
or as an introductory course on sustainability that spans multiple disciplines. In this regard, 
SCYP’s strength of practical engagement and application of knowledge can be combined with 
the value of the scientifically founded boundary conditions of sustainability and an effective 
strategic planning process that SSD offers. These two approaches can work together to achieve 
more effective sustainable results in a stepwise strategic process over time.  

Furthermore, we encourage the program to consider the sustainability of the SCYP approach 
itself. In its current iteration and design, the program will likely run out of regional partner 
cities to work with. We recommend exploring how the program may establish long-term 
partnerships that repeat over time. This can build on their initial integration into the 
communities and potentially allow the university to capitalize on the behavior change that city 
staff and community members go through during the process. It may also allow for the 
incorporation of the FSSD as recommended above. This may lead to longer term and more 
systems oriented thinking to develop in the program regarding how city staff, faculty, and 
students explore solutions to city needs. As the program model continues to adapt and innovate, 
considering how to cycle back to previous partner cities may become a strategic move for the 
education program itself and for long-term regional and global systems level sustainable 
development.  

As more and more SCYP-type programs emerge and evolve, future iterations can take the 
impact to the next level. The increased awareness of sustainability issues, openness to new 
approaches, and increased motivation to address the sustainability challenge can be harnessed 
to incorporate higher systems level thinking. These programs and partner cities can learn from 
each other and capitalize on their gains one iteration at a time. From operating within 
institutional constraints to incorporating global solutions cast within boundary conditions at a 
local scale, and connecting the nationwide and international publicly engaged scholarship 
initiatives, these programs can be a driving force for sustainable change.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A - Overview of Contacted Cities 

We reached out to 37 cities in 8 countries. 5 of them are SCYP partner cities, 1 of them works 
with the SMART city vision, 30 of them work or used to work with TNS/FSSD and one city 
(Gibsons) told us that they have never worked with TNS, which goes against our research. 

Table A.1. Contacted Cities 

Airdrie, AB, Canada � no response
Albany, OR, United States � interview
Aukland, New Zealand � no response
Bridgewater, NS, Canada � e-mail contact
Caledon, ON, Canada � skype interview
Canmore, AB, Canada � no response
Central Otago, New Zealand � no response
Christchurch, New Zealand � no response
Copenhagen, Denmark � no response
Dublin, Ireland � no response
Edmonton, AB, Canada � no response
Eindhoven, Netherlands � no response
Falkenberg, Sweden � no response
Flatrock, NL, Canada � no response
Forteau, NL, Canada � no response
Gibsons, BC, Canada e-mail contact
Halifax, NS, Canada � e-mail contact
Hastings, New Zealand � no response
L’Anse au Clair, NL, Canada � no response
L’Anse au Loup, NL, Canada � no response
Markham. ON, Canada � no response
Madison, WI, United States � no response
Medford, OR, United States � interview
Montreal, QC, Canada � skype interview
Morbegno, Italy � no response
Okotoks, AB, Canada � e-mail contact
Olds, AB, Canada � no response
Pouch Cove, NL, Canada � no response
Redmond, OR, United States � no response
Salem, OR, United States � interview
Santa Monica, CA, United States � e-mail contact
Saskatoon, SK, Canada � no response
Springfield, OR, United States � skype interview
Vancouver, BC, Canada � e-mail contact
West St. Modeste, NL, Canada � no response
Whistler, BC, Canada � e-mail contact
Wolfville, NS, Canada � no response

Overview of Contacted Cities:  

Contacted City SCYP Partner City Status
Currently Working 

or Used to Work 
with TNS

SMART City
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Appendix B - SCYP Partner Cities 

SCYP is currently operating in its seventh year since its kick-off in 2009 when Gresham was 
the first SCYP partner city. The biggest partner city was Salem (2010-11) with 160,000 
inhabitants in the second year. Springfield partnered with the SCYP in two consecutive years 
(2011-12 and 2012-13). Medford (2013-14) is 267 km or a three-hour-ride by car away from 
the University of Oregon in Eugene, and is therefore the partner city which is furthest away 
from the students. For the 2014-15 academic year, the SCYP worked with multiple partners, 
specifically Metro, Multnomah County, Troutdale, and Gresham. The partner city for the 
current academic year is Redmond. 

2016-17: Albany, Oregon (51,583 inhabitants; 76 km from the University of Oregon) 
2015-16: Redmond, Oregon (27,427; 206 km) 
2014-15: Metro, Multnomah County, Troutdale, Gresham 
2013-14: Medford, Oregon (77,677; 267 km) 
2012-13: Springfield - LTD, Oregon (60,177; 5 km) 
2011-12: Springfield, Oregon (60,177; 5 km) 
2010-11: Salem, Oregon (160,614; 110 km) 
2009-10: Gresham, Oregon (109,397; 200 km) 
 

 

Figure B.1. Map of the United States 
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Figure B.2. Map of Oregon and SCYP Partner Cities 
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Appendix C - The 3-Step SCYP Process Description 

Step 1: City applies and is accepted to the program: 

The process of developing community-generated projects that the students will work on starts 
once a city’s application is accepted to be the partner city in any given year. However, in order 
to get accepted, cities have to hand in an application that includes the following elements and 
commitments (Schlossberg and Larco 2014):  

a. 15-20 project ideas that can be accomplished in 10-week academic terms. 
b. Community generated projects that involve diverse local partners, ensuring full 

community buy-in, that are part of the city's proposed work plan for the upcoming year. 
c. Projects that address sustainability issues.  
d. Explicit buy-in from the top, including the mayor, city council, city manager, and 

multiple departments within the city.  
e. The city's financial commitment to the university for the cost of running the program.  

 
 
Step 2: Faculty express interest in working with the city: 

The matchmaking process involves SCYP staff and university leadership along with city staff 
and municipal leadership working together to pair individual faculty with their counterpart in 
the city. From there, they define and refine projects that can be meaningful for the city and 
appropriate learning opportunities for students. The instructor and city staff person define 
scope, schedule, and deliverables and continue working together until their project is complete 
(Schlossberg and Larco 2014). 
 
 
Step 3: Coordinators within the university and city facilitate systems to carry out the 
work: 

Coordinators on campus and in the city are an essential component of the SCYP model for the 
yearlong partnership. This lessens the burden for individual professors and individual city staff 
members and encourages them to participate. The city coordinator works to define problems, 
provide information, accompany students on site visits, and participate in reviews of student 
work to ensure that they are developing viable solutions. There is also a full-time SCYP 
program manager who coordinates the university side of the partnership. It is the responsibility 
of the SCYP program manager to organize and facilitate the application process, match faculty 
and courses with city-identified projects, facilitate the scope of work for each project, manage 
the budget, organize events and communications, and to oversee final reports written by 
students for the city. Although the actual coursework takes place throughout a single academic 
year, the overall engagement that prepares for this work often starts six to eight months earlier 
(Schlossberg and Larco 201). 
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Appendix D - Costs for SCYP 

According to Schlossberg and Larco, SCYP charges partner cities with a minimum of USD 
250,000 for the one-year partnership. This is both, a way to cover costs of running the program, 
and a way to ensure that partner cities have real interest in the success of the partnership. The 
amount of USD 250,000 includes: 

● The salaries of a full time program manager, communications director, and accountant. 
● Two graduate research assistants to help out with day-to-day matters. 
● One or two top students per class to consolidate their ideas into a professional report. 
● Travel costs to and from the sites for faculty.  
● A USD 1,000 stipend for each professor that participates to supplement their course. 
● A partnership launch party at the beginning of every year and a big wrap up event at 

the end of the year. 
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Appendix E - SCYP Projects and their Contribution to SSD  

Table E.1. SSD Contribution Analysis of Project Reports of Salem, Oregon 
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Table E.2. SSD Contribution Analysis of Project Reports of Springfield, Oregon 

 

Table E.3. SSD Contribution Analysis of Project Reports of Medford, Oregon 
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Appendix F - SCYP City Program Manager Survey Results 

Question 1: How did your participation with an SCYP project impact your work experience? 
(Check all that apply) 

A. My perspective or approach to my project work has not changed. 
B. I realized there is a significant difference between theoretical academic knowledge and 

practical solutions I was looking for. This made it difficult to collaborate. 
C. I am more willing to listen to and consider different ideas and/or approaches to 

responding to community needs. 
D. I was amazed by the creative and diverse ideas produced by students. Their work 

opened up new ways for me to address my project needs. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure F. 1. SCYP City Program Manager Survey - Question 1 Figure F.1. SCYP City Program Manager Survey - Question 1 
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Question 2: How did the student work benefit your department? 
(Check all that apply) 

A. The student report was an excellent idea and implementation began immediately. 
B. The student report produced great ideas that were discussed and used to inform our 

decision-making. 
C. The student report was used to leverage future funding for project implementation. 
D. The student report was impractical and not very useful. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure F. 2. SCYP City Program Manager Survey - Question 2 Figure F.2. SCYP City Program Manager Survey - Question 2 
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Question 3: What is your perception of how the SCYP experience encouraged community 
involvement with addressing community needs? (Check all that apply) 

A. The community was not involved. 
B. The community engaged with students and shared their perspectives and ideas. 
C. The community is more engaged and participatory in local government than before. 
D. The community is self-organizing and taking action on addressing their concerns. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Question 4: If you had the opportunity, would you work with SCYP again? 

 

 

Figure F.4. SCYP City Program Manager Survey - Question 4 

 

Figure F. 3. SCYP City Program Manager Survey - Question 3 Figure F.3. SCYP City Program Manager Survey - Question 3 
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Appendix G - SCYP Faculty Survey Results 

Question 1: Did working on an SCYP project improve your student's engagement in your class?  

 

Figure G.1. SCYP Faculty Survey - Question 1 
 

Question 2: Do you think student outcomes were improved by participating in an SCYP 
project? 

 

Figure G.2. SCYP Faculty Survey - Question 2 
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Question 3: Does working on an SCYP project increase your motivation and desire to teach? 

 

Figure G.3. SCYP Faculty Survey – Question 3 
 

Question 4: How much do you incorporate 'sustainability' into your curriculum and SCYP 
project coaching? 

 

Figure G.4. SCYP Faculty Survey - Question 4 
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How It All Began: 
The Founding of The SCI

The Sustainable Cities Initiative really all started with 
a Request For Proposals (RFP) for a grant from the 
University of Oregon. The RFP asked for proposals 
for a multidisciplinary project between faculty 
members and students that would partner with 
local communities and work towards positive impact 
in those communities. The grant was the incentive 
that brought together the five faculty members who 
were the founders of the program. Although we 
were a mix from landscape architecture, planning, 
and architecture, we all shared a passion for 
working with local communities to address issues 
of sustainability, as well as a passion for training 
students in community-based practices. We all 
already knew one another and had relationships with 
each other, so the idea emerged slowly from multiple 
separate conversations, but eventually we all got 
together in the same room. The five of us sat down 
and started discussing how we could build a project 
across departments and colleges that would involve 
students in a meaningful way, but also provide real 
services and impact in local communities. 

As we all sat around a table, we started talking about 
the students at the university and what they were 
capable of. We spoke about how we have thousands 
of students at our university who have so many good 
ideas; students who are eager to make a difference in 
the world and have the skills and ability to do so, and 
yet we are wasting all those ideas by keeping them 
inside the walls of the university. As the conversation 
progressed, we started talking about what would 
happen if a local city government was somehow 
able to tap into all those young eager mind. What 
if somehow a city’s staff could have access to all 
those thousands of ideas generated every semester! 
The more we discussed it the more we began to 

Introduction

In the process of exploring the various university 
programs around the country that build community 
engagement into design curriculum there were a 
few that stood out as best practices, namely the five 
profiled in the previous section. Although each of 
these university programs stood out by presenting 
a unique approach, there was one program that was 
in a league of its own, The University of Oregon’s 
Sustainable Cities Initiative (SCI). This program has 
pioneered a radically new approach to community 
engaged design curricula, which it has already 
proven effective over the past four years and has 
tremendous potential to be scaled nationally.

The following case study is the result of a phone 
interview with the co-founder and co-director of the 
SCI, Marc Schlossberg, a Professor in the Department 
of Planning, Public Policy, and Management at the 
University of Oregon. Through the conversation, 
Schlossberg describes the founding of the program, 
the factors that led to its creation, and he explains 
challenges that were overcome early on to ensure 
success and he breaks down the key elements of the 
program. He also walks us through the application 
process in order to highlight how students and 
faculty interact with communities that they work 
with, and speaks about the impact that has taken 
place in those communities. 

The following content comes primarily from the 
phone interview with Schlossberg, which has been 
edited to eliminate the interviewer’s questions 
and remove fragments and repetition in order to 
present a clear narrative. This case study provides 
insights into an emerging area of design curriculum, 
its common challenges and barriers as well as its 
potential to provide transformative experiences for 
students, faculty and communities alike. 

PART FOUR
Case Study of the University of Oregon’s 
Sustainable Cities Initiative

A Value-Added Proposition:
Developing a New Type of Collaborative Community 
Engagement For Real Impact



when they should be doing research. Our proposal 
to professors was simple; if you teach a class that 
already has an applied project in it, just orient that 
project towards a certain city. They wouldn’t have to 
change their course, or their syllabus, or even their 
assignments, all they had to do was use a certain city 
as the focus of their class. 
 
Second, we hired a program manager whose job it 
was to help each professor. The program manager’s 
job was to act as a liaison between the university and 
the city. We recognized that even though courses 
were not being radically altered, it would still take 
a certain amount of time and effort develop the 
specifics of the project and make all the necessary 
preparations. The program manager helped each 
professor with all of that and made the whole process 
run more smoothly. 

Third, and most importantly, it’s a voluntary opt-in 
program, so it’s self-selecting. We get the professors 
who want to be doing this anyway, and then we 
make it as easy as possible for them to do it. All 
the professors who have signed on already believe 
strongly in the value of community engagement and 
have a passion for it. For them, participation in our 
program was actually adding value to their teaching: 
it allowed them to use their courses as a means 
to have a real impact in local communities. These 
three aspects were really the keys to getting faculty 
members to participate- we make it really easy for 
them to plug in, we make it cost them as little extra 
time as possible, and we provide added value. This is 
why we believe our model works so well.
There are two small caveats of extra work for the 
professor though. First, we ask the professors 
to familiarize themselves with the city they are 
working with in order to provide broader context for 
the project. This means reviewing things such as a 
specific set of related policies, or understanding the 
city culture or simply developing a good relationship 
with their main contact person in the city. Second, 
professors have to agree to travel to the city, so there 
is some extra travel time for these projects, but the 
amount of travel ends up depending on the class and 
the professor. Aside from those two things, which in 

The basic idea we laid out for him was that we were 
going to take a bunch of classes that already exist, 
that already have an applied learning component, 
and ask professors to voluntarily point their course 
projects towards real issues in Gresham. We 
described how the process would work and we asked 
him if he would agree to work with us, knowing that 
something like this had never been done before 
and that there was a possibility that the whole thing 
could fail. Although the idea was a little strange, he 
could tell there was some real potential, and he was 
interested enough to invite us back to speak with a 
few other city staff members. Nico, myself and the 
other founders worked quickly to identify a wide 
variety of projects that we could propose to the city 
staff people of Gresham that would make sense for 
the city and also align with courses we were already 
teaching. A few weeks later we sat down with the City 
Manager and the heads of various city departments; 
economic development, parks and recreation and a 
few others. We presented the fifteen project ideas 
that we had come up with and expected that they 
would hesitantly pick out two or three that they 
thought might have the potential to work. 
 
As we went through our list they kept responded by 
saying things like, “Oh yea, we could do something 
like that,” or “Yes, we’ve been meaning to get into 
that but we haven’t had time,” or “Oh wow, you do 
that thing at the university, we could use that too.” 
They basically said yes to everything, and then went 
on to list a few more related ideas that they thought 
we might be able to help them out with. This was 
more than we could have ever asked for, and from 
there we were able to engage them in a back and 
forth process to identify the projects that would be 
best for them. From there we began recruiting more 
professors who we thought might want to be a part of 
this project and we got quite a few. What started out 
with five people sitting around a table volunteering 
one of their classes, ended up resulting in fifteen 
professors teaching nineteen different classes, all 
simultaneously working on real applied projects in 
Gresham. 

Getting Professors To Sign On: 
A Value-Added Proposition
 
Often times when I tell professors that story, that 
in our very first year we had fifteen professors 
who signed on, they seem shocked. They say that 
something of that scale could never work at their 
university because it would be impossible to get 
fifteen tenure-track professors to commit to a 
program like this. It’s no secret that many tenure-
track professors are discouraged from developing 
community-engaged curricula. This type of work 
tends to be very time intensive and generally does 
not translate into publications or grants, and thus 
does not reflect well with tenure review boards. 
But the majority of the original five founders were 
tenure-track themselves at the time, so we knew this 
problem very well and knew that the program would 
not work unless we could find a away to avoid it. 

Once we had laid out the basic structure of our 
program, we spoke with a lot of people at other 
universities trying to do things like this and we 
learned where other programs got hung up in the 
past. They got hung up by trying to force this type of 
work into curriculum, or by trying to get too many 
faculty to agree to doing it before it even starts. They 
got hung up trying to infuse engaged learning into 
people’s classes who didn’t want to do it, and they 
got hung up asking for permission or support from a 
department head or dean or provost. In contrast, our 
program essentially doesn’t require permission from 
anyone. It works within the existing bureaucracy and 
administrative structure, the same structure that 
exists at nearly every university. As we learned more 
and more about the common stumbling blocks, we 
designed a few key mechanisms that were built into 
the program from the start, which allowed us to 
avoid all those common barriers.
 
First, we use classes that are already being taught, 
so participation in our program doesn’t detract from 
other scholarly work or research that is required 
of tenure track professors. As a result, it’s not a 
question of a professor spending too much time in the 
classroom or too much time developing a curriculum 

realize how much potential impact there would be 
if we could somehow direct the energy of an entire 
university towards a single town, even for just one 
semester. The idea was brilliant, but problem was 
all the institutional hoops we would have to jump 
through to get a program like that approved by the 
university.

Then somebody threw out an idea; what if we each 
just voluntarily chose to point all of our separate 
classes to the same city over the next academic 
year? We wouldn’t need to get approval from anyone, 
we would simply all choose to focus our courses 
on the same city. Suddenly it became very clear to 
us that we had stumbled upon the perfect solution; 
something that had really never been done before. 
Not only did this solve the problem of overcoming 
institutional barriers, but it also meant that we would 
not have to create new courses or new curriculum. 
Furthermore, we could get a city staff person to help 
identify issues that would match with the content of 
the courses we were already teaching. Everything 
seemed to fall into place and we all felt very confident 
that we could make it work, which it did. Ironically, 
we didn’t even get the grant that had brought us all 
together in the first place. I think we might be the 
most successful thing that never got funded.
 
After that first meeting, Nico Larco (Professor in 
the Department of Architecture) and myself took 
the lead on the project, and eventually became the 
co-directors of the Sustainable Cities Initiative. 
Nico and I weren’t getting paid to do this, we simply 
believed in the idea and we were both committed to 
seeing it through. At the time though, we were just 
the ones who volunteered to go out and meet with 
our potential partners in the city of Gresham. We 
had chosen Gresham for the first year because we 
already had a connection there; the City Manager was 
an alumnus of my department and a big supporter of 
the university. Because we had a personal connection 
with him we knew that we could get him to at least 
listen to our strange idea. We told him that we had a 
proposal for him that could potentially provide some 
great resources for the city, and he agreed to meet 
with us. 



professional report, and produce both a print and 
digital version. We also give each professor that 
participates a $1000 stipend to supplement his or her 
course. (This is not money for them, this is money 
they use to create more learning opportunities for 
their students, such as; bringing in guest speakers, 
helping to offset transportation costs for students, 
paying for printing and material supplies, or to fund 
side projects like case studies.) Lastly we have a 
big launch party at the beginning of the year and a 
big wrap up event at the end of the year, which help 
increase our visibility both within the university and 
the region. 

When we factored everything together, that came 
to about $250,000, which we set as our minimum. 
Beyond that, we determine the cost each year by the 
number of projects we’re going to do in a city. That 
money doesn’t come in one lump sum from a single 
city department though, we receive small chunks 
from various different city departments, which 
again helps to build buy-in across the board. All of 
this gets discussed during the application process, 
because during that process we work very closely 
with each applicant. It’s not as if we just send out 
an RFP with a $250,000 accepted application fee and 
wait for proposals. Our model only works because 
of the partnerships we build. There are a lot of 
conversations that go on and a lot of relationship 
building in the beginning of the process. We help 
the city to identify projects that they are already 
struggling with, projects they need to address but 
just don’t have the time or capacity or expertise to 
take on. We make it clear from the start that what 
we’re offering to the city is a lot of potential solutions 
to those problems by giving them access to the 
minds of hundreds of students and professors and 
some of the latest and greatest thinking on issues 
and challenges that they are already struggling with. 
We emphasize that we take the projects and the 
whole program very seriously, and we want cities to 
as well. 

We build trust with them and convince them that we 
will be able to facilitate useful community dialogues 
and produce good ideas that they will be able to run 

who might be able to collaborate on other research 
projects or might just be an informant for how things 
work or for vetting other potential future projects. 
These benefits are part of our approach and both are 
integral to the success of our program. We continue 
to have faculty engage because we are able to make 
it very easy for them to participate and because we 
are able to provide added value. 

Letting The Dominos Fall: 
Success Leads to More Success

We knew in the first year that if we wanted our 
program to be a success we would have to make it as 
easy as possible for faculty members to plug in, but 
I’m not sure any of us realized just how successful 
the program would become. We’ve seen tremendous 
success over the past four years, so much so that 
we’ve now already held our first annual leadership 
training conference and have five universities who 
are planning to pilot the program in the next year, but 
I’m jumping ahead, let me get back to the first year. 
After the success of the first year we experienced 
two domino effects that catapulted the program 
forwards and upwards. 

The first was the number of faculty members who 
wanted to participate. The first year we had nineteen 
courses and about fifteen faculty involved in total. The 
second year we had thirty courses and over twenty 
faculty, in addition to a separate group of about ten 
faculty who agreed to serve as the review board for 
applicants, which is part of the second domino effect 
that I’ll get to in just a minute. In the second year all 
the faculty that were involved in the first year wanted 
to continue, and so did other faculty with whom they 
spoke. At the same time, students started spreading 
the word that this was a great educational experience 
and more professors became interested. Having 
students excited about coursework can be a really 
powerful incentive for professors, and that helped 
us expand to even more departments on campus. 
Since then, we’ve continually seen more and more 
professors decide to become a part of the program. 
The second domino effect came in the middle of the 

first term of our partnership with the city of Gresham. 
Word got out of what we were doing, and we started 
getting contacted by other cities in Oregon. They said 
more or less, “We want to be Gresham next year, 
how do we get that?” So we put together an RFP 
and before the first year was over we already had 
multiple cities applying to become the recipients of 
the program for the second year. That RFP required 
essentially three things from the applicant; buy-in, 
identification, and payment. 

First we said there needed to be buy-in from the 
top; the city manager, the city council, and multiple 
departments within the city. A key goal for our 
program was to make sure that the work that 
students put together would have real impact, so 
we knew we needed to have buy-in across the local 
government so that everyone was in on the program 
from the start. Second, the city needed to be able to 
identify a range of projects related to sustainability 
and the built environment that were feasible within 
a ten-week time frame so they would fit within a 
semester. They also had to identify other individuals 
or organizations for each project in the public, 
private and nonprofit sectors who could be potential 
partners or stakeholder groups. Third, we required 
that they pay for the program, which was both a way 
to cover our costs of running the program, and a way 
to ensure that governments had a vested interest in 
the success of the projects. 

It was somewhat difficult to calculate how much 
the program would cost, but at that point we 
were starting to foresee this program becoming 
successful and running every year so when we were 
putting together the RFP, we had to figure out what 
the costs would be to run it professionally. First, 
we had to pay for the salary of a full time program 
manager, a communications director, and a full time 
accountant (which we quickly realized we needed). 
We also hired two graduate research assistants to 
help out with day-to-day matters, and we paid for 
travel to and from the site for faculty. Then at the 
end of each semester we hire one or two of the top 
students in each class to take all the ideas that their 
classmates came up with and compile them into a 

some cases are already the norm, we make it very 
easy for the professors. 
 
A big part of making it easy is having that full-time 
project manager. The goal for the program manager 
is to act as a liaison between the city staff and the 
professor, and make it as easy as possible for faculty 
to find potential projects that would fit into a class 
they are already teaching. The way this works is that 
the program manager helps identify projects that the 
city wants, then he or she helps identify a city staff 
person that would be the contact person for that 
project, and finally helps gather all of the data and 
materials that the professor will need. Essentially, 
whatever the professor would need in order to 
reorient their class towards a certain city is gathered 
by the program manager. 
 
The program manager is key for all the reasons I just 
described, as well as being able to put out any fires 
that might occur, or prevent fires from happening 
simply by being aware of everything that’s going on. 
That being said, as the projects move forward a city 
staff person is matched with a professor and they 
are put in direct contact with one another. From 
there, they are given the freedom to collaboratively 
develop the project scope and set the expectations 
for deliverables. The program manager is key for all 
the work behind the initial contact and for getting all 
the data and the background information, but then 
the scope of work is negotiated directly by the city 
staff person and the professor. 

One of the perks of this process is that the faculty 
member gains a city contact person, which provides 
two additional benefits. First, that city staff person 
has an entire network of stakeholders throughout 
the community; from the public, private and nonprofit 
sectors who are all potentially relevant. So if the 
students or the professor want to engage a larger 
cross-section of people in the community, it’s not all 
on the professor to find those people and congregate 
them. Instead they have a city staff person who 
already has those contacts and can bring them to 
the table. The second benefit is that it’s great for the 
professor to have a new contact person in the city 



behind that data set then that’s even better because 
it allows students to understand the application of 
their work. Today cities are really good at having lots 
of data, but not good at having time or expertise to 
analyze it, so what a great opportunity to match a 
city to a course! The city provides a great data set for 
the professor and helps identify what the underlying 
question is or what the problem is that they think 
the data can help solve. The students, through all 
their struggles of having to learn statistics against 
their will, know that at the end of the day, when they 
crank out some kind of statistical answer, it will have 
an audience and they’ll see how its useful for that 
audience, thus it actually provides meaning to the 
learning experience. So by creating partnerships 
like this we expand the number of people who are 
engaged without having to expand the number of 
courses focused on community engagement.

I’m convinced that there’s nothing else that exists 
like what we’re doing. I know that’s a bold statement, 
but after giving talks around the country for the past 
few years and winning a number of awards, including 
national higher education awards, I know that we’ve 
solved a lot of the riddles that most universities 
confront when they’re trying to build community 
engagement into curriculum. I think we’ve just 
found answers to most of the common problems. 
What I hope is becoming clear from hearing about 
this program, which is the reason why we were 
so passionate about making sure the program 
happened, is that we felt that we had stumbled upon 
something brilliant yet radically simple. Something 
that could create real change in the world and make 
an impact on the future of what higher education is at 
the national scale. We want to permanently change 
the way universities interact with communities; 
that’s the real goal, and it’s not an unrealistic one. It 
can happen, we’ve shown it can work. You just need 
champions, you need people who believe in it and will 
work for it. 

towns in Oregon, which help generate publicity and 
increase our visibility both on campus and regionally. 
We’ve emphasized visibility from the start, even as 
we were developing our program we were giving 
lots of talks around the state and making sure word 
got out about what we were doing, both to cities and 
academics. We were also very committed from the 
start to work closely with university communications, 
as well as with key people working in the media in 
our partner cities like local community leaders and 
prominent organizations. If you go on our website 
you’ll see about 100 articles that have been written in 
local and national press over the last few years. 

A lot of the benefits of what we do in terms of 
communications and publicity play directly into the 
projects students are engaged in. As young outsiders, 
students are able to put ideas out in the public 
domain and advance community conversations in 
ways that city staff and professional consultants 
cannot, mostly due to political risk. Students can 
float ideas that city staff might feel uncomfortable 
proposing, but might actually resonate very well in 
communities. So students can put out these risky 
ideas, and then the city staff are free to dismiss them 
as naïve and idealistic if they don’t resonate with the 
community. On the flip side, when those risky ideas 
capture the public’s imagination and spark interest 
in the community, the city can support them and take 
credit for funding the research that explored them. 
Local press and publicity are really key for getting 
those ideas out into the community and starting 
those conversations. A lot of that happens through 
the midterm reviews (which we hold in communities 
and invite community members to attend) or through 
other types of community forums, or even through 
students knocking on doors and talking to people. 
Regardless of the method, press is key and we are 
very conscious of that from the start of every project 
and we always make sure to collaborate with local 
press outlets. 
  
For us, press is simply another means of outreach, 
and what SCI is really focusing on is expanding 
outreach. We believe that outreach has a real 
impact on both the students and the communities. 

Through our program we have now engaged over 500 
students in local communities who have collectively 
contributed about 80,000 hours of effort, a lot of which 
is spent physically in that community. Just think 
about that… 500 people running around a community 
in one semester. 500 young, enthusiastic, want-to-
change-the-world-now people, running around a 
community asking business owners and city staff 
and residents what they want in their town and what 
issues they’re having and what change they want to 
see. Think about that, 500 people running around a 
city… it creates a real palpable buzz, way more than 
a single class ever could. 
 
We’ve also been approached in recent year by 
professors and community leaders who would like 
to see this program in their city but are hesitant 
because they’re not sure if their problems would fit 
within a design studio. What I think is most powerful 
about our model is that it does not have to apply to 
design. Yes, all the projects SCI engages with do tie 
back to sustainability and/or the built environment, 
but that’s simply because that was our mission from 
the start. Yet even in our program, its not just design 
studios, we work across many different disciplines. 
Just to give you an idea of the diversity of disciplines 
that are involved, we have; planning, architecture, 
landscape architecture, public administration, law, 
business, journalism, arts administration, product 
design, economics, statistics and a few others. We’ve 
been able to develop an open model so anybody can 
plug in, and it turns out there are all these different 
disciplines around campus that deal with aspects of 
cities and the built environment that can contribute 
in very meaningful and valuable ways, not just 
planning, architecture and landscape architecture.
 
For example we have a public administration class 
in statistics that teaches masters students how to 
assess quantitative analyses. They could care less 
about sustainability and cities, I mean they’re not 
opposed to it but the class is simply about teaching 
statistics and quantitative analysis, and the professor 
is a statistician, not an urban planner. But to run a 
good statistics class you need a really robust data 
set, and if you have an interesting underlying question 

with, but there is no guarantee. A critical part of the 
application process is setting those expectations 
from the start in order to make sure they understand 
that this is a leap of faith for the city. They understand 
that what they’re getting is access to a lot of ideas. 
Some of which are going to be absolutely brilliant, 
some of which are going to be complete rubbish, and 
a majority of which are going to be somewhere in 
between. They are getting all these ideas and lots of 
insights about them, and they basically have to take 
a leap of faith that there will be enough good ideas 
across all the different projects that will add up to 
make the investment worthwhile.

So essentially, communities and city governments 
are paying us money to run this program in their 
city because we have built a level of trust with them 
and they are confident that we are going to produce 
something that will provide them a high return on 
their investment. Now that we’ve been doing this for 
a few years we also have a reputation for ourselves to 
prove that we can do what we say we can do, and that 
helps a lot in the process of relationship building. For 
example in the second year when we worked with 
Salem, one group project in an industrial ecology 
class came up with an idea for how to take the waste 
outputs of certain local and regional industries and 
feed them into other local industries in order to 
consolidate waste, which allowed the city to handle 
its industrial waste in more ecological and financially 
efficient ways. That was just one project from one 
of the thirty courses that ran that year, and it has 
since been put into practice by the city of Salem and 
is saving $400,000 per year and also reducing their 
impact on the environment. That was only one idea, 
and they have about 150 other ideas that are slowly 
working their way into city plans. So this is real stuff, 
the city is getting real return on their investment. 

Generating Real Impact: 
SCI’s True Potential 

Our communications director also plays an important 
role in our success. He coordinates with media 
outlets both at the university and in various cities and 
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Abstract

Each  year,  the  Sustainable  City  Year  Program  (SCYP)  at  the  University  of 

Oregon  partners  with  local  governments  to  provide  implementation  support  to 

sustainability  projects.  In  attempting  to  understand  the  potential  for  change  toward 

sustainability  within  the  SCYP-Salem  Partnership,  this  paper  finds  the  case  is  best 

explained with reference to the philosophy of American pragmatism  which  focuses  on 

the central role of social experience in decision making. From the pragmatic perspective, 

the  Partnership shows evidence of having stimulated new directions in actual practice 

which may prove to produce more sustainable outcomes. Further, these new directions 

may be linked to the formation of 'communities of inquiry'. Leveraging the SCYP centers 

on using the partnership: a) to unpack complex problems and abstract social aspirations 

into real, implementable projects and proposals; and b) to demonstrate and stimulate the 

formation  of  new  communities  of  inquiry which  guide  the  work  of  testing  and 

implementing the ideas.

Keywords: Service-learning, city-university partnership, local government, sustainability, 
sustainability transition, communities of inquiry, pragmatism
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1. Introduction

This  paper  undertakes  a  case  study  of  the  Sustainable  City  Year  Program 

(SCYP) at the University of Oregon (UO). Each year, the SCYP partners with one or 

more local governments in Oregon to provide implementation support to sustainability 

related projects. Over two consecutive academic semesters, classrooms at the UO focus 

on advancing research and design projects  put  forward by the partner.  The SCYP's 

website  reports  that,  in  a  typical  year,  over  400  students  from  10-12  disciplines 

contribute over 40,000 hours to the partnership. In their words:

The Sustainable City Year Program (SCYP) is a simple and yet radical 
re-conceptualization  of  the  public  research  university  as  catalyst  for 
sustainable community change. Through our innovative service-learning 
model, the SCYP helps small and medium-sized cities transition to more 
sustainable frameworks. ...

The SCYP addresses … the problem of outdated problem framing and a 
shortage  of  local  professionals  with  sustainability  and  livability 
knowledge...through a multidisciplinary effort to assist each partner city 
with  its  sustainability-oriented  goals  and  projects.  Students  and 
professors work on topics developed jointly by instructors and city staff, 
ensuring that student ideas are relevant to communities. ... Our partner 
cities benefit directly from bold ideas that propel fresh thinking, improve 
livability for residents, and invigorate city staff (SCI, 2012).

This  research  study  explores  the  2010-2011  iteration  of  the  SCYP  when  it 

partnered with the City of Salem in Oregon (hereafter referred to as the SCYP-Salem 

partnership). Of the three cities which have partnered with the SCYP at the time this 

research started, Salem was the best choice for an exploratory research study. The first 

partnership with the City of Gresham in 2009-2010 was a pilot test, and the partnership 

with the City of Springfield in 2011-2012 had not been completed.

The  SCYP  aims  to  be  a  resource  for  accelerating  the  implementation  of 

“sustainable frameworks” but it does not prescribe any particular framework. During an 

interview with one of the founders of the SCYP, I asked about the conversations that 
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have occurred on the matter of defining sustainability within the program. When they 

were conceiving of the SCYP, the founders decided not to spend much effort talking 

about the meaning of sustainability because they felt this would be a drain on their effort. 

The founders and the faculty who are involved feel that their teaching and research work 

is related to sustainability in that it focuses on reducing environmental impacts, reducing 

carbon emissions, increasing social equity, and enhancing economic development. This 

is easily the most common conception of sustainability, you could call it now a 'default'  

definition.  In  this  view,  sustainability  has  three dimensions,  or  goals  -  environmental 

protection, economic development, and social equity. As for the process of change, the 

founders of the SCYP see sustainability, not as a definitive end state, but as a direction 

that city-regions need to go. In their view, the core problem is that the city-regions with 

which they aim to partner are struggling to make progress toward sustainability because 

of “outdated problem framing and a shortage of local professionals with sustainability 

and livability knowledge” - the immediate challenge, as the SCYP sees it, is overcoming 

inertia.

The partner cities' perspectives on sustainability have been varied. For Gresham, 

the  first  partner,  sustainability  plays  an  important  role  in  its  strategy  to  develop  an 

identity which is not  simply as a suburb of  Portland.  On the other hand, Salem and 

Springfield  were  clear  at  the  start  of  the  partnership  that,  while  they  wanted  the 

engagement with students on sustainability related issues, they had to be very careful in 

their  use of  the  word sustainability  because  it  was caught  up locally  in  controversy 

around climate change and Agenda 21. The staff at the SCYP felt this was fine and that 

labels didn't matter - that what mattered was that work got done and that there was a 

sense of  movement  toward sustainability  in  the community and for  City  staff.  In the 

SCYP founder's words:

We  said  “no  problem”,  we're  perfectly  fine  talking  about  economic 
efficiencies, community quality of life, and those types of things that are 
all related to issues of sustainability. I mean when it come down to the 
day to day things that you implement at a local level, whether they are 
policies, or new building practices, or new urban design, or new ways of 
community engagement, they are only [related to] sustainability because 
they add up to something big. The individual decisions are always about 
something else,  about  improving a part  of  the neighborhood,  or  using 
resources more efficiently,  or  tilling  the soil  for  new redevelopment  to 
happen but in a different way.
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This perspective on sustainability  echoes an argument made by Krueger and 

Agyeman  (2005)  in  a  paper  titled  “Sustainability  Schizophrenia  or  Actually  Existing 

Sustainabilities?”. In their paper, the authors argue that, at present, the implementation 

of urban sustainability in North America is more accurately viewed as an incremental 

evolution  of  existing  practices.  These  practices  -  which  they  term  'actually  existing 

sustainabilities'  -  are “those existing policies and practices not explicitly  linked to the 

goals of or conceived from sustainable development objectives but with the capacity to 

fulfil them” (Krueger & Agyeman, 2005, p. 411). Krueger and Agyeman propose a new, 

more  hopeful,  way  to  assess  the  progress  that  city-regions  are  making  toward 

sustainability;  rather than looking for overarching paradigm shifts in local governance 

and planning,  an approach which Evans and Jones suggest  is “doomed to discover 

failure”  (2008,  p.  1421),  the actually  existing  sustainabilities  perspective looks at  the 

potential for existing practices to evolve, to add up to something big. Throughout the 

essay,  Krueger  and Agyeman are careful  to point  out  the provisional  nature of  their 

argument, that existing practices  may lead to a more sustainable city-region and they 

place emphasis on the processes by which existing practices and actor relations are 

evaluated, transformed, and linked. In other words, sustainability initiatives could result 

in incremental progress toward a more sustainable city-region but they could also result 

in an incoherent mishmash of practices and projects labeled as sustainable but which 

make no difference to City staff or to residents. This is the converse of the perspective 

quoted above from a founder of the SCYP: that individual activities which do not add up 

to something big are not related to sustainability despite the virtue of the original intent or 

the apparent rationality of the ideas which inspired the activities.

While  there  is  merit  to  avoiding  a  prescriptive  approach  to  sustainability 

(because, as the experience with the City of Salem reveals, it could potentially alienate 

City  staff,  City  Councillors,  and  residents  for  whom  the  term  is  problematic,  and 

because,  as  Krueger  and  Agyeman  (2005)  propose,  a  prescriptive  view  may  miss 

important opportunities for change which flow from existing practices and policies) some 

framework  is  still  needed in  order  to  assess the potential  for  a set  of   initiatives  to 

contribute to change toward sustainability. This research study aims to address what, on 

the surface, appears to be an indeterminate framework for how the SCYP can contribute 

to change that adds up to something big, that makes a difference in the work of City staff 

and in the lives of residents.
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One comment  made by  a  founder  of  the  SCYP during our  discussion  about 

conceptualizing  sustainability  underscores  the  core  rationale  for  this  research  study: 

“[When conceiving of the SCYP] we knew [sustainability] was not a definitive thing, it's a 

direction that we're trying to go; and once we get closer to achieving something that we 

might all agree is sustainable, well we can worry about the details then.” How will actors 

be able to assess, at some future moment in time, that their communities and practices 

are more sustainable than they were before? What will be the core criteria? When asked 

about their definition of sustainability, one staff member at the City of Salem commented 

that many people define a sustainable city as “one whose budget covers its cost and will 

continue to do so into the foreseeable future.”  When asked what was unsustainable 

about Salem, another staff interviewee responded that nothing was unsustainable. There 

are likely community members who still associate sustainability with climate change or 

Agenda 21 and feel that sustainability is not even a desirable objective. How will these 

differences  of  opinion  be  integrated  such  that  the  details  of  further  change  can  be 

worked  out?  The  central  goal  of  this  research  study  has  been  to  ground  the 

SCYP-Salem partnership, and by extension my own analysis of the partnership, in a 

conceptual  framework  for  evaluating  the potential  for  change  toward sustainability.  I 

have pursued this aim using an inductive approach beginning with the questions: What 

took place during the partnership, how do those involved perceive the outcomes and 

benefits,  and  what  are  the  central  problems being  addressed?  I  then undertook  an 

extensive  search  through  the  literature  on  a  diversity  of  topics  related  to  urban 

sustainability in order to identify a conceptual framework which helps explain this case.

I argue that American pragmatism, in the tradition of John Dewey, is best suited 

to  explaining  the  SCYP's  implicit  program theory  and  to  understanding  the  broader 

processes of decision making and social  change which the SCYP and Salem aim to 

effect.  Pragmatism is  relevant  to  the  SCYP-Salem partnership  because  it  has  been 

interpreted and used within planning theory for at least as long as planning has been 

interested in addressing sustainability (e.g. Holden, 2008a; Scott, 2007; Hoch, 1984) and 

arguably much longer when you consider Dewey's relationship with Jane Addams and 

the settlement house movement which influenced the development of urban and social 

planning practice (Shields, 2003).
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A pragmatic  process of   inquiry  can help  the city  arrive  at  a locally  relevant 

agenda for action. The final vision of Salem as a sustainable city and the action plan to 

move  toward  that  vision  will  be  justified  by  the  democratic  process  out  of  which  it 

emerged  rather  than  by  an  appeal  to  abstract  or  decontextualized  principles  of 

sustainability (Thompson, 1996, p.187). Pragmatism's central tenet of finding meaning 

through  action,  of  learning  and  generating  knowledge  through  observation  of  the 

difference  that  actions  make,  is  implicit  in  the  SCYP's  program  philosophy. 

“Sustainability related” initiatives (or in Krueger and Agyemans's terminology,  actually 

existing  sustainabilities)  are  those  activities  which  are  viewed  by  a  diversity  of 

communities  to  make a  difference in  the longer-term project  of  transition  to  a more 

sustainable  city-region.  In  other  words,  an initiative  is  only  deemed to be related to 

sustainability  after its  consequences  can  be  democratically  assessed.  Thus,  the 

proposals  contained  within  the  SCYP-Salem reports  represent  just  the  beginning  of 

inquiry,  they  are  the  very  early  seeds  of  action  which  may prove  to  give  rise  to 

sustainable forms of development when observed from the future. The key is whether 

the City can use the experience of the SCYP-Salem partnership to continually increase 

engagement and dialogue around goal setting and action planning.

Chapter 2 of this paper outlines the research methodology. Chapter 3 elaborates 

the  pragmatic  philosophy  which  guides  my  analysis.  Chapters 4,  5,  and  6  employ 

pragmatism to describe and evaluate the key outcomes of the SCYP-Salem partnership. 

The question which guides this discussion is: What difference has the partnership made 

to the City  of  Salem  and how could  that  experience be built  upon to generate new 

outcomes?

5



2. Research methods

This  study  began  in  April,  2012  when  I  attended  a  two  day  “Replication” 

workshop held by the SCYP at which educators from 22 universities across the US and 

Canada heard from the founders of the SCYP, from students, from faculty and from lead 

staff  at  each of  the  past  SCYP partner  cities  of  Gresham,  Salem and Springfield.  I 

learned about the process that each City went through, collected documentation, and 

met the people who would be my primary contacts. Although the workshop was not part 

of formal data collection, it was helpful in preparing interview questions. Following the 

workshop, I interviewed the project manager at the SCYP to get more detail about the 

partnership  process.  This  interview  was  very  open-ended  starting  with  the  basic 

question: How does the SCYP program work? I did not transcribe or code this interview 

because much of the information could be found in documents that were subsequently 

shared with me.

I then arranged interviews with nine staff members at the City of Salem to learn 

about their perceptions of the SCYP-Salem partnership, the benefits which it brought to 

their work and the primary problems facing Salem local government. With the help of my 

liaison at the City of Salem, I selected a sample of nine staff out of the seventeen who 

had led SCYP projects. The goal was to catch a diverse cross-section of projects and 

the City departments with which they engaged. I also interviewed the City Manager. The 

first interview, with my liaison, lasted ninety minutes and was used to test and refine the 

questions and explore the history of the City's application to become an SCYP partner. 

Each subsequent  interview lasted between thirty and forty minutes and explored the 

following  interview  questions.  The  interviews  were  open-ended  to  allow  for  the 

exploration of new topics and details as they came up but I ensured that each of the 

high-level questions was asked in the same order and with the same basic wording.:

1. Which SCYP projects were you involved in directly or indirectly?

2. For each project: did the project exist or was it created for the SCYP 
application? If the project existed: What was its status at the time of 
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application? If project did not exist: In what ways does it fit into 
Council goals or the current workplan?

3. Was the project completed to your satisfaction? Please explain.

4. Has the project helped you in your own work? Please explain.

5. In retrospect, which aspects of the SCYP process stand out to you as 
providing value to Salem? What were the benefits? Please explain.

6. What are the key problems facing Salem? Please explain.

7. How would you characterize the confidence that exists around 
meeting each of the problems?

8. Where must leadership come from to implement solutions?

9. Are the SCYP projects helping address the key problems you 
identified and contributing to change in Salem? Please explain.

10. Considering what we have been talking about, what are the 
connections to sustainability?

I  transcribed  each  interview and then  coded the discussion  according  to  the 

categories shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Interview code categories

Problems as reported This captures parts of the conversations in which interviewees talked about or 
alluded to problems facing them or the city more generally or things that 
appeared to be connected to problems already brought up. I created sub-codes 
specific to each problem mentioned. E.g. aging infrastructure, General Fund 
imbalance, changing demographics, short-term focus.

Confidence in addressing 
the problem.

I used this to code the responses to question #7.

Program benefits as 
reported

This captures parts of the conversations in which interviewees talked about or 
alluded to benefits, outcomes, products, or value resulting from the SCYP 
partnership. I created sub-codes specific to each benefit mentioned. E.g. idea 
machines, youthful perspective, useful products, improved morale.

Conceptions of 
sustainability

This captures parts of the conversations in which interviewees talked about or 
alluded to ways of understanding sustainability and what is needed to achieve it. I 
created sub-codes specific to each connection to sustainability. E.g. sustainability 
as cost savings, sustainability as maximizing existing assets, sustainability as 
affordable housing.

Leadership This concept emerged from the discussion about problems, asking the question: 
where does leadership on key issues need to come from? I created sub-codes 
specific to each aspect of leadership being discussed. E.g. trust in city 
management, staff changing the dialogue, business community.
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Next, I turned my attention to the main phase of data collection which involved 

reading and coding the 26 SCYP reports delivered to the City of Salem. The reports 

generally fall into two categories, those which provide design proposals (e.g. site design, 

building  design,  lighting  design)  and  those  which  provide  engagement  and 

communication strategies. Each report ranges from 50 to 100 pages not including the 

appendices  which  often  contain  detailed  research  results,  survey  instruments,  and 

additional case studies. In my initial review of the reports, I looked for common elements 

that would allow me to compare and contrast the reports and a strategy for condensing 

and summarizing the contents. I drew inspiration from a study by Berke & Conroy (2000) 

which  looks  at  the  integration  of  sustainability  principles  in  local  government 

comprehensive planning. In the Berke and Conroy study, the authors code and compare 

the various “planning elements” such as housing, transportation, and parks. I generated 

a similar list of planning elements from what was apparent in the text of the SCYP-Salem 

reports.  Planning  elements  contained  in  the  Executive  Summaries  were  coded  as 

primary  and  secondary  planning  elements  based  on  the  assumption  that  the  most 

important,  or  central,  elements  of  the  reports  –  those  planning  elements  which  the 

reports  primarily  aimed  to  effect  -  would  be  mentioned  in  the  Executive  Summary. 

Planning elements found within the remainder of  each report  were coded as tertiary 

planning  elements.  Three  reports  were  coded  with  more  than one  primary  planning 

element because it appeared that these reports aimed at each equally. Two reports had 

a very short executive summary which only indicated the primary planning element so I 

also  looked  for  secondary  planning  elements  in  the  introduction.  I  did  not  code  the 

appendices of any report. I also coded Salem's official Council Goals in a similar manner 

but focused only on the primary planning element that each objective aimed to address 

(discussed in more detail in  Chapter 4). This coding process produced text segments 

grouped according to the planning elements they engage with for comparison with one 

another. The final set of planning elements is shown below in Table 2, listed in order of 

their frequency (primary, secondary, and tertiary combined) across all the SCYP-Salem 

reports.

Table 2: All planning elements extracted from the SCYP-Salem reports

roads

budget (funding and cost reduction)

environmental protection
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business and job development

pedestrian and bike mobility

parks and public spaces

water, stormwater, and sewer

public transit

education

cityscape and arts & culture

public health

site redevelopment and urban renewal

civic engagement

low-income housing and homelessness

food security

energy production

energy efficiency

market housing

public buildings

peace and safety

legal and incentive frameworks

comprehensive planning and urban growth boundary

solid waste

airport

Finally,  I  conducted two open-ended followup interviews part-way through the 

writing process to test my understanding of events and collect more detail on several 

projects. One followup interview was with my liaison at the City of Salem and the other 

was with a founder and current director of the SCYP.
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3. Conceptual framework

3.1. Stumbling toward a conceptual framework

Inquiry on this research project began with the questions: What took place during 

the partnership, how do those involved perceive the outcomes and benefits, and what 

are  the  central  problems  being  addressed?  The  unit  of  analysis  is  the  partnership 

between the two entities, the SCYP and the City of Salem. The partnership includes the 

reports, along with the perspectives of staff at the City of Salem and the SCYP who were 

involved  in  the  partnership.  It  became  clear  during  the  early  investigation  of  the 

SCYP-Salem partnership that the concept of sustainability did not occupy a central place 

in  the  City  of  Salem's  official  Council  Goals,  and  that  the  SCYP's  approach  to 

sustainability  transition  was  somewhat  vague.  There  is  a  political  rationale  for  this 

ambiguity but it was problematic to explain how this approach could add up to a more 

sustainable city-region. What emerged as a central problem was the need to ground the 

SCYP-Salem  partnership  in  a  conceptual  framework  for  evaluating  the  potential  for 

change toward sustainability. I undertook an extensive literature review into such topics 

as sustainable development, agenda setting, public sector performance, organizational 

learning, and institutional change, attempting, in each case, to apply various theoretical 

frameworks to the SCYP-Salem partnership - but the fit always felt forced. It became 

apparent that the task at hand was not to apply some external theory against which the 

SCYP-Salem partnership could be assessed but to elaborate the theory which seemed 

implicit  in  the SCYP's  program design.  This  approach mirrors the SCYP's  logic  that 

sustainability  must  be  locally  defined  and  relevant  to  communities.  Thus,  relevance 

became the core criteria for determining the validity of an analytical framework. This can 

be seen in the SCYP's self-description as quoted in Chapter 1:

The SCYP addresses … the problem of outdated problem framing and a 
shortage of local professionals with sustainability and livability knowledge 
… through a multidisciplinary  effort  to assist  each partner  city  with its 
sustainability-oriented goals and projects. Students and professors work 

10



on  topics  developed  jointly  by  instructors  and  city  staff,  ensuring  that 
student ideas are relevant to communities. ... Our partner cities benefit 
directly from bold ideas that  propel fresh thinking, improve livability for 
residents, and invigorate city staff. (emphasis added)

In this description, relevance has two dimensions. First, ideas must address real 

problems as perceived by City staff and by residents and they must be grounded in local 

knowledge and experience. They must be relevant now. Second, ideas must provide 

new ways of looking at problems and they must push the boundaries of what is known 

and even what is desirable. They must be relevant to the goal of longer term change; 

they must make a difference. Ideas which are relevant to social change must straddle 

two worlds.  This  conception of  the relevance of  an idea is echoed in John Dewey's 

description  of  philosophy  as “an intellectual  wish,  an aspiration  subjected to rational 

discriminations  and tests,  a  social  hope  reduced  to  a  working  program of  action,  a 

prophesy of the future, but one disciplined by serious thought and knowledge” (Dewey, 

1919/1998,  p.  72).  The  concept  of  sustainability  can  remain  embedded  as  a  social 

aspiration without requiring predefinition and it will become relevant to the city of Salem 

and its residents through action and experimentation. This seems to be what the SCYP 

is getting at.

3.2. American pragmatism

I begin this section by repeating the central perspective discussed in Chapter 1. 

Projects  and  practices  are  related  to  sustainability  because  they  add  up  to  a  more 

sustainable city-region than existed at the time of their implementation. This perspective, 

which is offered by the SCYP and reflected in Krueger and Agyeman's (2005) actually 

existing sustainabilities assessment framework, is forward looking, concerned primarily 

with  the consequences of  projects  and practices rather  than with  the principles  that 

drove them. A sustainable society is the eventual accumulation of practices and policies 

within  that  society  which  have  proven  to  produce  more  sustainable  outcomes.  This 

perspective is at the core of John Dewey's pragmatic philosophy of how people make 

decisions.  Dewey refers to pragmatism as a “doctrine of the value of consequences” 

(Dewey, 1925/1998, p. 8) meaning that pragmatism is focused on the consequences of 

action rather than on foundational principles. People do not act based on foundational 
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principles,  people  act  based on their  experiences  of  the consequences  of  their  and 

other's actions.

Sustainability is an abstract principle which aims to guide decision making. The 

most  common  conception  of  sustainability  views  it  as  having  three  dimensions: 

environmental  protection,  economic  development,  and  social  equity.  Scott  Campbell 

(1996) argues that these three goals are in constant tension with one another and that 

the task of planning for sustainability is to confront and negotiate the conflicts which 

arise between interests which prioritize one goal over the others. Campbell categorizes 

the types of conflicts as property conflict  (between economic development and social 

equity  interests),  development  conflict  (between  social  equity  and  environmental 

protection  interests),  and  resource  conflict  (between  environmental  protection  and 

economic  development  interests).  Campbell  unpacks the  abstract  concept  of 

sustainability  into  elements  which  can  be  more  readily  applied  to  the  analysis  of  a 

particular policy or planning scenario. For example, the question of how to implement 

alternative  transportation  options  can  be  described  in  terms  of  a  property  conflict 

between  those who see vehicle  mobility  as  essential  to  economic  development  and 

those who see transit and bicycle access as essential to reducing roadway greenhouse 

gas emissions. The role of the planner is to ”manage and resolve conflict and to promote 

creative technical, architecture, and institutional solutions” (ch. 4). This basic formulation 

of sustainability remains popular now although the role of conflict has certainly become 

more nuanced.

A significant  challenge with this  view is  that  the  centrality  of  the language of 

conflict combined with the over-generalization of interests into these three dimensions - 

social equity, economic development, and environmental protection – has a tendency to 

polarize  the  dialogue.  Sustainability  is  unpacked into  three  seemingly  incompatible 

positions which are in conflict over the 'right' balance of priorities, and, in this kind of 

conflict,  economic  goals  tend to win  (Evans & Jones,  2008,  p.  1417-20).  Using  two 

examples of conflict over water rights, Paul Thompson (1996) describes the danger of 

solidifying positions through clarification of the moral principles that can be used to justify 

each disputant's argument. Instead of the three pillars of environmental protection, social 

equity,  and  economic  development,  Thompson  refers  to  the  moral  pillars  of 

egalitarianism, utilitarianism, and liberalism. This type of  formulation entrenches actors' 
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positions  and makes the possibility  of  empirical  inquiry  more remote because moral 

principles are difficult to falsify. Meg Holden (2008b) makes the same point about the 

danger  of  working  from  first  principles  and  generalized,  ideological  categories  in 

planning  for  sustainability  by  exploring  the  dualisms  of  “ecological”  and  “humanist” 

perspectives on sustainable development, or whether a local government is “serious” or 

“not  serious”  about  sustainability.  Holden  argues  that  unpacking sustainability  into 

discrete principles or  'world-views' emphasizes antagonism, encourages actors in the 

public  sphere to choose sides, and confounds creative thinking about  solutions.  This 

perspective was echoed by a founder of the SCYP when asked about the relationship of 

conflict  to  sustainability  and  the  role  that  the  SCYP may  have  played  in  mitigating 

conflict.  According  to  the  interviewee,  dialogue  around  proposals  for  neighborhood 

change or policy reform often become polarized between those who are for the change 

and those who are against. The options get reduced to simply yes or no to a specific  

proposal when, in reality, “cities evolve over time and are more nuanced than one vision 

or another.”  Campbell  agrees that sustainability will  be  achieved incrementally,  in an 

evolutionary  manner,  but  he  sees  it  as  a  process  in  which  a  common  vision  of  a 

sustainable future emerges out of  contestation. Campbell  says that “planners will  find 

their  vision  of  a  sustainable  city developed  best  at  the  conclusion  of  contested  

negotiations over land use, transportation, housing, and economic development policies, 

not as the premise for beginning the effort” (1996, ch. 3). A vision of a sustainable future 

is work for later, it is the product of contested negotiation. But if a conflict over land use, 

transportation, housing or economic development policy has already taken place, if the 

negotiation  is  over,  hasn't  the  next  step  along  the path  of  sustainable  development 

aready been taken? What role can a vision of the future play if it always emerges after 

the status quo has been reasserted? How can we ever free ourselves from political and 

technical lock-in?

American pragmatism offers an alternate perspective. John Dewey was wary of 

foundational  principles,  he  argued  that  people  do  not  act  from  principle  but  from 

experience. In other words, people make choices based on past experiences and then 

rationalize their choices by attaching principles and methods after the fact. At the core of 

pragmatism is the idea that the value of a concept - such as sustainability – comes from 

its application to real life. In Dewey's words:
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In order to be able to attribute a meaning to concepts, one must be able 
to  apply  them  to  existence.  Now  it  is  by  means  of  action  that  this 
application  is  made possible.  And  the modification  of  existence which 
results  from this  application  constitutes  the true meaning  of  concepts. 
(Dewey, 1925/1981, p. 4)

The  applicability,  or  relevance,  of  a  particular  concept  is  continuously  tested 

through action and reflection on the question: what difference has this action made? The 

pragmatic perspective suggests that Campbell (1996) and others who have attempted to 

unpack sustainability  had  the  correct  intent  but  should  have  aimed  to  unpack 

sustainability into experiential  content rather than further abstractions. In order to get 

what we want, to make progress toward our goals, unpacking the concepts which frame 

our goals (such as sustainability, social equity, peace, or freedom) is a critical step but it 

must  be done in  ways that  give  those concepts instrumental  meaning,  in  ways that 

infuse our aspirations into the present moment (Thompson, 1996, p. 203). Experience in 

this sense includes not only the conscious memory of past experiences but also visceral 

experiences, beliefs, and custom (Menand, 2001, p. 341/2). Consequently, the meaning 

we take from concepts such as sustainability is unlikely to be uniform or static since 

experience is neither. This begs the question: how do we find common ground in order 

to move forward? As Krueger and Agyeman (2005) argue, sustainability initiatives could 

result in incremental progress toward a more sustainable city-region but they could also 

result in an incoherent mishmash of practices and projects labeled as sustainable but 

which make no difference to City staff  or  to  residents -  and pragmatism is  centrally 

concerned with the differences that ideas make. The key is how the experiential content 

is continually reconstructed into a common vision of life against which plans and the 

consequences of action can be assessed. In Holden's words, “[i]n terms of social reform, 

the goal for pragmatism is to determine the differences that our world formulas make to 

our recommendations for change, and the effectiveness of those prescriptions.” (2008a, 

p. 481).

At the core of this process of  pragmatic transformation is the establishment of 

communities of inquiry which actually undertake this work. For Dewey, science and the 

generation of knowledge and meaning were communal projects  because experience is 

fundamentally relational (Thompson, 1996, p. 203), we experience through interaction 

with our environment  which includes the social  and the physical  world.  This  can be 
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thought of as social learning whereby individual experience is shared within communities 

of inquiry so that information can find its way to the people who are best positioned to 

use it and so that our collective experience and beliefs about what is possible may be 

broadened. As Holden says: 

Pragmatic  inquiry  works  towards  fixing  belief  in  an  ever-expanding 
community  of  inquirers,  establishing  a  systematic approach to  testing, 
adjusting,  and adapting to new truths that  can be agreed upon by an 
increasingly diverse  group  of  people.  A  pragmatic  method  of  learning 
consists in setting up real-world experiments, publicly arriving at results, 
and debating and making incremental changes based on these results. 
(Holden, 2008b, p. 11)

Viewed through the lens of American pragmatism, social change is seen as a 

process of transforming complex and often abstract concepts and problems into action 

by communities of inquiry. This process is at the core of what the SCYP has done for the 

City of Salem. Each project which partnered a classroom (a group of students and a 

faculty  member)  at  the  UO  with  one  or  more  staff  members  at  the  City  of  Salem 

constituted a community of inquiry around a specific planning problem such as how to 

redevelop  a  neglected  site,  or  how  to  integrate  bicycle  infrastructure  within  the 

restrictions of current transportation planning. These communities of inquiry have helped 

to unpack the complex problems of sustainability and social change into content which 

City staff and residents can relate to – concept drawings of how real places could look 

and  function,  case  studies  from  other  communities,  communication  strategies,  and 

work-plans. In the words of a founder of the SCYP:

… the most important thing that the SCYP does with communities is ... to 
put hundreds and hundreds of ideas out into the public discourse around 
ways  that  cities  ...  can  be  retrofitted  to  help  make  this  transition  to 
sustainability  ….  [The  students]  can  put  ideas  out  there  in  the  public 
domain that can help spur conversations that are less threatening. They 
don't have to worry about the political  risk of putting ideas out into the 
public domain. …. a lot  of  what gets left  behind [for our partners] is a 
change in the way these conversations can happen about what the future 
of the city can look like, of what's actually possible.

Bringing  abstract  social  aspirations  down to  the  level  of  experience  helps  to 

depoliticize the dialogue around change. Instead of reacting to predetermined agendas 

for  action,  participants can consider  options and ideas.  But  in  order  to  contribute to 

change toward sustainability (as opposed to just a series of interesting conversations), to 
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make a difference, this collection of ideas must be reconstructed into an experimental 

action plan. My core analytical method of coding and synthesizing the planning elements 

is offered as an example of how pragmatic inquiry can be used to transform complex 

information (i.e.  a  large  set  of  reports  which  contain  many,  sometimes  diverging 

proposals)  into  knowledge which  can  serve  as  a  new  starting  point  for  democratic 

inquiry. Seen as a whole, the students in the SCYP-Salem partnership have unpacked 

the  abstract  problem  of  sustainability  into  a  collection  of  specific  proposals.  I  then 

attempt to reconstruct the planning elements contained within those proposals into one 

possible vision of what a sustainable Salem could look like – a vision which must be 

again  unpacked and reconstructed by many more people. The goal of this process in 

terms of change toward sustainability is not one comprehensive plan for urban renewal 

but  a  collection  of  plans  and experiments around which  communities  of  inquiry  can 

coalesce to undertake the real  work of  incremental,  continuous improvement.   Each 

unique community of inquiry may last for a little or a long time, it does not matter. What 

matters is that each one makes some progress (Sheppard, 2003). In additional to filling 

a niche of expertise as a member of communities of inquiry, a key role of the pragmatic 

planner is ensure that the overall process never dies or becomes too abstract.
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4. The Case Study

4.1. Salem, Oregon

Salem is the capital of Oregon, located on the Willamette River spanning Marion 

County and Polk County one hour south of Portland by car on the Interstate 5 Highway 

(Figure 1). It has the third largest population in Oregon at 157,000, just slightly smaller 

than Eugene and about one-third the size of the City of Portland. City staff described 

Salem to me as a conservative city whose identity is predominantly bound up with being 

the  capital  of  the  State  of  Oregon.  The  dominant  industries  are  state  and  local 

government, trades / transportation / utilities, manufacturing, and professional / business 

services (BLS, 2012).  According to the Oregon Infrastructure Finance Authority,  the 

manufacturing sector is composed of food processing, electronics, and metal fabrication.

Figure 1: Overview of Salem within the region

Note: Source: Google Earth, Retrieved November 26, 2012
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Structurally, Salem City government is made up of a Mayor who serves a two 

year term and eight City Councillors who represent the city's eight wards on four year 

terms. Several staff interviewees referred to this as a weak mayor form of government 

because of the difference in terms between the Mayor and the Councillors. The Mayor 

and Council hire the City Manager who directs the work of staff. The City's website lists 

sixteen departments ranging from Legal,  to Information Technology,  to Public Works. 

The SCYP primarily engaged the Urban Development, Public Works, and Community 

Development  departments.  The other  two main  public  agencies,  the Salem Housing 

Authority  and  the  Urban  Renewal  Agency,  are  also  directed  by  the  Mayor  and 

Councillors who, in the words of a staff interviewee, “just gavel in and gavel out” of the 

different meetings.

In recent years, the concept of sustainability has become more prominent in City 

operations.  For  example,  City  staff,  through  their  own  initiative,  launched  an 

Environmental Action Plan in 2009 containing conservation and pollution reduction goals 

in the areas of  energy (electricity,  natural  gas,  and fuel),  drinking water,  stormwater, 

solid waste, parks and open space. Yet the terms 'sustainability' and 'sustainable' are 

not used in at least the last three sets of Council Goals nor in the City's Comprehensive 

Plan.  I  heard  from several  interviewees  that  sustainability  has  been  a  controversial 

concept in the wider Salem community and on City Council, caught up in the US context 

politics around climate change and Local Agenda 21. To staff, sustainability has been 

primarily focused on energy and operational efficiency.

Each year, Salem City Council sets goals (Council Goals) which provide direction 

to  City  staff.  The  Council  Goals  are  drafted  by  the  City  Council  during  an  annual 

workshop and then sent to the City Manager for feedback. The City Manager provides 

two  annual  updates  to  Council  on  the  progress  of  each  goal.  Each  Council  Goal 

document contains a number of high-level goals, typically organized into broad themes 

such as “peace and safety” or “vibrant economy”. Each goal contains a set of specific 

business objectives (see example in Table 3) and it is to these objectives that the City 

Manager's work updates are directed. Prior to 2008, the Council Goals had tended to be 

lists of projects that Councillors brought to the table on behalf of their ward constituents. 

Since the 2008 recession, however, the City Manager has been working more closely 

with Council to reduce the City's budget and bring the number of Council Goals in line 
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with  the City's  capacity.  This  process has steadily  reduced  the number  of  business 

objectives  over  the  last  three  sets  of  Council  Goals.  The  2007-2008  Council  Goals 

contained  81  objectives,  the  2010-2011  goals  contained  40  objectives,  and  the 

2011-2013 goals contain 22 objectives. Additionally, the last two sets of Council Goals 

have attached priority indicators to the objectives.

Table 3: Example from the 2010-2011 Council Goals

Theme Livable Community: A well planned community that promotes strong and vibrant 
neighborhoods; provides opportunities for artistic, cultural, and recreational pursuits; 
offers an adequate supply of affordable housing; and preserves its historical assets. 

Goal Create a multi-year approach to addressing public infrastructure needs.

Objective (Top Priority) Complete asset management program to include an assessment and 
prioritization of improvements for all City facilities.

To get  a sense of  the changes  in  Council's  priorities,  I  coded the last  three 

Council Goal documents (which cover the period from 2007 to 2013) according to the 

primary planning element targeted by each objective. The results of this analysis can be 

seen  in  Table  4  which  shows  a  narrowing  of  focus  toward  economic  development, 

budget stabilization, peace and safety, homelessness, mobility, and the maintenance of 

public assets (i.e. buildings, parks, and roads).

Table 4: Distribution of objectives across recent Council Goals

% of 2007-2008 
objectives

% of 2010-2011 
objectives

% of 2011-2013 
objectives

peace and safety 10% 14% 14%

business and job development 14% 5% 14%

pedestrian and bike mobility 5% 2% 14%

public buildings 1% 7% 10%

low-income housing and homelessness 4% 5% 10%

budget (funding and cost reduction) 9% 2% 10%

roads 13% 12% 5%
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urban growth boundary 3% 5% 5%

parks and public spaces 8% 5% 5%

airport 1% 2% 5%

market housing 2% 5%

public transit 1% 2% 5%

civic engagement 10% 10%

cityscape and arts & culture 9% 7%

site redevelopment and urban renewal 6% 7%

environmental protection 8% 5%

water, stormwater, and sewer 5%

solid waste 2%

The reduction in the total number of objectives and the effort to prioritize goals 

can be explained by the economic stress which the City of Salem is experiencing. When 

asked about the key problems facing Salem, nearly all interviewees mentioned the City's 

General  Fund.  More specifically,  the  problem is  a  structural  imbalance  between the 

revenues and the expenses of the General Fund. The General Fund pays for police and 

fire service, city staff and facilities, economic development, libraries, parks, and street 

maintenance. Property tax supplies 60% of the General Fund and is not keeping up with 

cost inflation. Between the fiscal year which began on July 1, 2012 and the end of the 

2014-15 fiscal year, Salem must cut an additional 9.3% ($10.5 million) from the General 

Fund budget. In the last three years there have been staff layoffs, the closure of a fire 

station,  unfilled  police  positions,  deferred  infrastructure  maintenance,  and  stalled 

development projects. The City is now considering additional staff layoffs, closing library 

branches, and devolving police and fire services into separate taxing districts. One City 

staff interviewee commented that they expected it to “get a little bit worse before it gets 

better” due in large part to the 2008 recession which has exacerbated the effects of the 

structural imbalance. For example, the redevelopment of blighted areas could increase 

the City's property tax revenue but many private owners are unwilling to redevelop their 

properties in the current economic climate.
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From  a  pragmatic  point  of  view,  this  present  reality  underscores  why  the 

unpacking of sustainability into economic, environmental, and social objectives is poorly 

suited  to the creation  of  an action  plan.  The problem of  economic  stress forms the 

backdrop of every decision that City staff and Councillors make; it places constraints on 

the actions  that  the City  can take and it  demands that  every action  plays  a role in 

improving economic conditions. In actual decision making, 'balance' between these three 

ambiguous objectives is illusory, an abstraction. What is real is the imperative to improve 

local economic conditions: to stabilize the City's budget, to create jobs, and to encourage 

redevelopment and innovation in ways that accord with residents' visions and values.

Considering the change in Council Goals from a pragmatic point of view, the loss 

of  civic  engagement  as an agenda item stands out  because of  the central  role that 

communities of inquiry play in social change. The loss of focus on engaging a diversity 

of voices could be a significant hinderance to enacting plans that make a real difference. 

Several  staff  interviewees echoed this  point  when referring to the need for  a bigger 

dialogue  on  city  issues  as  a  central  problem  facing  the  City.  According  to  one 

interviewee, the City perceives that it is good at engaging the immediate stakeholders 

such as the neighborhood around a specific park project, but that it is not as good at 

engaging the broader public  in discussion about the park system in relation to other 

systems.  In  relation  to  regional  development,  one  interviewee  talked  about  Salem 

struggling with its own identity. The interviewee believes that, although Salem has been 

known, historically, as the capital city of Oregon and not much else, it could become, like 

Austin Texas or Desmoines Iowa, a vibrant cultural destination which also happens to be 

the State capital. The interviewee shared an example of the engagement structure that 

he was part of while working as a planner in another city during a flood recovery effort:

… in Cedar Rapids we created what was called the Reinvest and Rebuild 
Coordinating Team (RRCT).  That was a cross-section of the city where 
we got not-for-profits groups together, faith based organizations, United 
Way, the Chamber, the Convention Bureau ... the media, education, the 
school district, and we sat down and as a community decided how we 
were going to rebuild ourselves. I think any community can benefit from 
having  that  cross-functional  group  that  cuts  across  ...  all  the  key 
community groups.

Bringing that experience to bear on Salem will require that the City address the 

fact that some resident groups are chronically under-represented in civic engagement 
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activities, the most visible in Salem being low income residents and Latino residents. 

Latino residents account for up to 30% of the population of some neighborhoods and 

approximately 20% of the Salem-Keizer region (IFA, 2012). One interviewee comments:

[T]here  are  other  groups  in  the  community  who  don't  tend  to  be  as 
involved with local government or to follow that as closely, many of whom 
are  struggling  financially  themselves  and  who  don't  want  to  see  any 
additional revenue measures. So that's one of the struggles, how we have 
those  conversations  with  people  who  don't  tend  to  come  to  public 
meetings or don't tend to be very involved with the community.

4.2. The Sustainable City Year Program

The Sustainable City Year Program (SCYP) is an initiative of the University of 

Oregon (UO), based in Eugene, that partners with one or more local governments in 

Oregon each year to bring implementation support to sustainability related projects. Over 

the course of an academic year classrooms at the UO focus on advancing research and 

design projects proposed by the partner City. The projects vary in size and duration: 

some projects are designed to be completed in a single ten-week academic semester 

while others span two or three semesters. Table 5 provides an overview of the timeline 

of the SCYP-Salem partnership which formally began in the spring of 2010 when the 

SCYP selected Salem as the partner City.  The bulk of each City's application to the 

SCYP  is  a  set  of  project  proposals  which  are  reviewed  by  a  selection  committee 

composed of  faculty  from the UO.  In  the case of  the  SCYP-Salem partnership,  the 

selection committee was composed of faculty in the fields of architecture, planning, law, 

journalism and business - all professionally oriented disciplines.

Table 5: SCYP-Salem partnership timeline

October 2009 The SCYP sends requests for proposals to city managers in Oregon.

January 2010 City of Salem submits its application to the SCYP.

February 2010 Selection committee peer reviews and selects the partner city.
Provide feedback to the host city on proposed projects.

March 2010 Receive final project proposals from the host city

April – May 2010 Match projects to courses - “interested faculty”
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June 2010 Sign intergovernmental agreement between the City & the State of Oregon.

July – August 2010 Complete individual project scopes of work & prepare for start of semester. 
Scope documents are produced by the faculty after consulting with the city 
project leads.

September – December 2010 Work on term-1 and year-long projects. Deliver final reports in December.

January - April 2011 Work on term-2 and continue year-long projects

April - May 2011 Deliver all remaining reports and wrap-up

The SCYP's key criteria for judging the applications are that i) the projects must 

be supported by City Council, the City Manager and at least two department heads, ii) 

the application must contain evidence that the projects were chosen by the City for their 

potential  to  include  sustainability  themes,  and  iii)  the  City  has  identified  sources  of 

funding for the partnership. On the second criteria, the local governments which apply to 

the SCYP are not expected to know the full extent of the ways in which sustainability 

themes  can  be  integrated  into  the  projects;  “sustainability  knowledge”  is  generated 

during the partnership through the student's attempt to apply academic knowledge and 

best practices to the specific problems posed by the City.

Once the partner City has been selected, a process of 'match-making' begins in 

which the City's project proposals are matched to undergraduate and graduate courses 

at  the UO which will  devote one,  two,  or  three terms to that  particular  project.  This 

process begins when the project proposals are sent around the UO to faculty members 

who may be interested. In some cases a faculty member simply accepts a project as 

originally  proposed by the City.  In other cases an interested faculty member sees a 

partial fit and then negotiates a modified project proposal with the City staff member who 

is leading the project. In yet other cases, an interested faculty member does not see a fit 

with any of the proposed projects but wants to be involved and submits his or her class 

curriculum back to the City  for  consideration  for  a totally  new project  proposal.  The 

match-making process is iterative, involving back and forth between interested faculty 

members and the City staff who are leading each project. This process ends with the 

production of a set of documents that summarize the scope of work and the cost for 

each project. The scoping of each project is done by the faculty member who is leading 

the project within the UO and the City staff member who is leading the project within the 
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City. Students are not involved during this phase. The faculty members are expected to 

oversee each project and provide a reasonable guarantee of quality.

The  monetary  cost  to  the  City  is  based  on the SCYP's  cost  to  manage the 

partnership  including  the time  of  a  dedicated  coordinator,  travel  stipends,  a  graphic 

designer  to  lay  out  the  students'  final  reports,  and  a  modest  markup  to  cover 

contingencies. Students are not paid and the faculty are paid their normal salary by the 

university.  The total  cost  of  the partnership to the City is calculated per project  with 

projects ranging from $4000 to $50,000. The total cost of the partnership to the City of 

Salem  was  $250,000  or  an  equivalent  of  $6.25  per  hour  for  the  student  work. 

Additionally,  the City is expected to dedicate one staff  member per project  to act as 

project  lead and to  follow through on other  responsibilities  as negotiated  during the 

scoping  phase  (e.g.  convene  community  meetings,  provide  documentation  on  such 

things as City processes or related work projects, connect students to other City staff as 

needed,  provide  mid-term  reviews).  As  the  projects  are  scoped  and  costed,  an 

Intergovernmental Agreement is created between the State of Oregon's Board of Higher 

Education (which contractually represents the UO) and the relevant funding partners. In 

the case of the SCYP-Salem partnership, the funding partners were the City of Salem, 

the Salem Urban Renewal Agency and the Salem Housing Authority, all of which are 

governed by City Council.

The SCYP has attracted media attention including the local  Statesman Journal, 

the  New York Times and  Forbes and has won an award from the Association for the 

Advancement  of  Sustainability  in  Higher  Education.  Moreover,  the  cities  which  have 

worked  with  the  program  are  enthusiastic  about  the  outcomes.  I  experienced  the 

enthusiasm first hand at the two-day Replication Workshop held by the SCYP in April  

2012 at which educators from 22 universities across the US and Canada heard from the 

founders of the SCYP, from students, from faculty, and from staff at the partner Cities of 

Gresham,  Salem and  Springfield.  During  the workshop  I  heard  City  staff  talk  about 

benefits  such  as  the  students  being  “idea  machines”,  helping  to  “unstick”  projects, 

educating staff and citizens about sustainability, and providing “political cover” for a wide 

exploration of ideas. At present, the SCYP is exploring ways to work at different scales 

of  local  governance  by  partnering  with  multiple  cities,  with  counties,  with  transit 
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agencies,  or  with  any  other  governmental  body  that  has  a  work  portfolio  which  is 

compatible with faculty interests and can provide students with meaningful projects.

The model on which the SCYP is based can be found in an increasing number of 

instances  around  the  world  -  universities  focusing  effort  on  helping  their  local 

communities  become  more  sustainable.  I  have  been  involved  with  three related 

initiatives in British Columbia, Canada: City Studio in Vancouver which partners students 

from  six  universities  with  the  City  of  Vancouver  on  sustainability  themed  projects1; 

Ready, Set, Solve in Victoria which partners students from three universities with local 

governments in the Capital  Region on sustainability themed projects2;  and the Policy 

Studies  in  Sustainability  undergraduate  program  at  Kwantlen  Polytechnic  University 

which focuses student effort on one or more community partners each term3. Research 

on  these  types  of  models  can  be  found  under  the  keywords  community-university 

partnership,  campus-community  partnership,  community-based research,  participatory 

action research, experiential education, place-based education, and service-learning4 in 

a range of subject areas including education, public health, policy studies, urban studies, 

planning, architecture, resource management, and regional economic development. For 

simplicity, I use the term service-learning to encompass the range of projects. Although 

there are subtle differences between the keywords, they all refer to an education model 

which views the university as having a responsibility to improve its regional community. 

Early theorists of service-learning, such as Paulo Freire, Robert Coles, and Benjamin 

Barber, envisioned service-learning as a form of democratic education. They ultimately 

saw it  as “a small  part  of  a much larger movement to create stronger democracies” 

(Forsyth et al., 2000, p. 240). The potential impact takes place over the longer-term as 

students  (hopefully)  become  lifelong  change  agents  in  their  communities.  This  is 

undoubtedly  one  of  the  aims  of  the  SCYP  but  partner  cities  like  Salem,  although 

sympathetic  to  the  learning  needs  of  students  and  to  the  aim  of  strengthening 

democracy through education, enter the partnership and spend resources in order to 

improve  urban  policy  and  service  delivery  and  ultimately  to  benefit  their  local 

communities in a more immediate and direct way.

1 http://citystudiovancouver.com
2 http://www.crd.bc.ca/climatechange/readysetsolve.htm
3 http://kwantlen.ca/arts/policy-studies.html
4 Many published articles do not use these terms but can be found by searching for higher 

education, university, and college in combination with civic responsibility, civic engagement, 
community engagement, citizen learning, and community learning.
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Forsyth,  Lu,  and  McGirr   (2000)  draw  two  conceptual  distinctions  between 

service-learning  programs   in  urban  planning  and  design  education  which  help  to 

describe the SCYP. The first is between elite partners and community partners. In both 

cases, the focus of the service is to solve urban problems; the difference is whether the 

students  engage  directly  with  members  of  the  community  or  whether  the  students 

engage  through  an  intermediary  such  as  a  local  government  or  NGO.  The  second 

distinction is between professional projects and placements. With professional projects, 

most of  the work is done in the classroom and then a product,  such as a report,  is 

provided to the partner. Interaction between the students and the partner tends to be 

intermittent and for the purpose of collecting information needed to continue work in the 

classroom. Placements, on the other hand, put students directly into the community and 

interaction between the students and the partners is continuous. This can take the form 

of students volunteering to build an urban garden or as interns with a local NGO – and 

the partners may be elite or community. The SCYP works with local governments, an 

elite partner, and the interactions with the community tend to be intermittent with most of 

the work done in  the classroom. In this  respect,  the partnership has the flavor of  a 

professional  consulting  relationship  although  the  students  have  considerably  more 

freedom to innovate and the partner City expects that some projects may prove less 

useful than others. The professional nature of the relationship is emphasized by the fact 

that  the  SCYP  charges  a  fee  to  the  partner  City  –  albeit  at  a  significant  discount 

compared with professional consultants.

4.3. Community benefits of service-learning

Within a subset of the service-learning literature which focuses on the benefits to 

community  partners,  Sandy  and  Holland  (2006)  documented  the perspectives  of  99 

nonprofit  and public  community  organizations  throughout  California  which their  study 

considers to be “experienced” at working with college and university service-learning 

partnerships. The authors categorize the benefits described by the partner organizations 
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as i) direct benefits5, ii) enrichment, and iii) social change6. I will elaborate each of these 

next and relate them to the SCYP.

In  most  cases,  a  service-learning  partnership  ought  to  produce  some  direct 

benefit in terms of the partner's desired outcomes. For example, in a partnership focused 

on small business development for low-income families, the immediate measurement of 

what has been accomplished may be the number of workshops delivered or the number 

of  businesses started;  the direct  benefit  is,  ultimately,  the added capacity  which the 

students bring to the partner. In the case of the SCYP, most of the projects undertaken 

were described by staff at the City of Salem as linked to Council Goals but “on hold” due 

to resource constraints, so the additional capacity provided by the SCYP constitutes a 

direct benefit.  One interviewee referred to the SCYP as a “staff multiplier”.  Since the 

2008 recession, the City's aspirations have exceeded its capacity in terms of staff hours 

and money to hire consultants. Another interviewee comments:

If we had [hired a consultant to look at these projects], it would have cost 
us an expletive amount of money to have churned out the hours that the 
students devoted to us,  and we weren't  sure [the projects  were]  even 
feasible to start with.

Much of the pent up demand is for visioning work - time spent examining the 

possibilities for redevelopment in specific sites around the city. When I asked City staff 

about the benefits that the SCYP has brought to the City and to their own work, the most 

frequent  response  was  the  quantity  of  ideas  that  the  students  generated.  One 

interviewee refered to the students as “idea machines”. In many cases, students worked 

in small teams or individually to generate design concepts. One report had as many as 

24 different design ideas. From this wealth of ideas, the City is able to prioritize and 

select  the top designs to move forward with.  Some of  these ideas,  as with the site 

redevelopment projects, provide long-term visions of what the city could look like in thirty 

or  forty  years.  Others  are  short-term and can  be implemented  now,  or  as  soon as 
5 Sandy and Holland (2006) use the term "direct impact" but I have subsituted the term "direct 

benefit" because I consider the word impact to refer to longer-term effects. To use a very 
simplistic example of the difference: an employer may provide matching retirement savings 
plan contributions, which is a benefit, whereas the longer-term impact comes in the form of a 
better quality of life upon retirement, assuming you continue to make contributions and don't 
cash it in early. The conversion of a benefit into longer-term impact is contingent.

6 Sandy and Holland (2006) use the term "social justice" but the community partners that they 
quote use the term "social change" so I have opted for the later since it is captures a wider 
variety of the dimensions of change.
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funding becomes available.  For example,  one report  provided design ideas for  more 

efficient  street  lighting  and  a  companion  report  provided  ideas  on  how to  fund  the 

operation and maintenance of street lights to ease pressure on the City's General Fund. 

Another example mentioned by several staff regards the long-standing need to build a 

new police facility because the existing one is too small and is seismically unsafe. The 

City's past attempts to begin the design process resulted in costs that were unfeasible 

and the project languished. The students' effort has helped to move this project forward 

by providing a range of design concepts for consideration.

The  second  category,  enrichment,  refers  to  the  staff,  organizational,  and 

community  development  that  may occur as a result  of  the partnership.  According to 

Sandy and Holland (2006, p. 36), “When partnering with higher education institutions 

and supervising service-learners, partners reflect more on organizational practices, and 

gain from the intellectual assets of the academic institution by learning new information 

from students and obtaining greater access to academic research.” Using the business 

development example from above, enrichment may come in the form of discovering new 

ways to deliver training more efficiently, or gaining new perspectives on the core needs 

of the program's clients. Enrichment in the SCYP-Salem partnership can be seen in the 

following comment from a City staff member:

...the city of Salem, we have a lot of employees, it's still a closed system. 
We only have a certain amount of institutional knowledge. We only have a 
certain amount of people who can make observations. A lot of the times 
we're so close to a problem that looking at it freshly and objectively when 
you come to work on a Monday morning is difficult and you don't actually 
understand that you can't see the problem correctly. Having somebody 
come  in  from  the  outside,  having  somebody  with  young  fresh  eyes, 
somebody with  ideas that  probably  people  in  the  city  would  not  have 
thought  of,  having them examine a problem like  that  is  a tremendous 
benefit...it's very valuable and it's something that the city could not have 
come up with on our own.

The pragmatic value of the influx of new ideas to the City of Salem is that, in 

many cases, they have helped staff think about problems differently. Here we see the 

formation of a community of inquiry which can begin to guide incremental change. Two 

examples  of  this  form  of  enrichment  emerged  from  the  interviews.  Before  the 

SCYP-Salem partnership, staff in the City's Urban Development department had viewed 

their role in economic development as being limited to Urban Renewal Areas (a legal 
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designation which allows the City to fund redevelopment in those areas by borrowing 

against  the  anticipated  increase  in  property  tax  revenue)  while  regional  economic 

development  was  contracted  to  Strategic  Economic  Development  Corporation 

(SEDCOR) and Business Oregon. As a result of some of the students' ideas, staff are 

now beginning  to  view themselves  as  playing  a  much  more central  role  in  regional 

economic development by building stronger relationships with the business community, 

focusing on business retention as much as business recruitment, and coordinating the 

work of their economic development partners rather than just establishing contractual 

goals. One interviewee says:

It was not considered part of my job to call businesses to see how they 
were doing, now it is. … We're talking to businesses that are here, trying 
to figure out how to help them stay here. We're not just chasing after the 
big thing that may or may not come to our community because somebody 
else is offering better incentives. We're actually engaging with who we 
have here and looking for opportunities to help build the supply chain for 
them so that they're buying more local stuff, so that they're more invested 
in our community, so that they stay in Salem and expand in Salem and 
create jobs for our residents.

In  the  second  example,  students'  ideas  around  ways  to  increase  industrial 

efficiency and reuse waste in  the City-operated Willow Lake Water  Pollution  Control 

Facility helped City staff have a different dialogue around excess capacity at the facility. 

Before  the SCYP-Salem partnership,  the  Willow Lake Facility  was viewed as  just  a 

standard municipal wastewater treatment plant and excess capacity was just a matter of 

fact. The students' ideas helped to create a dialogue around the opportunities associated 

with the concepts of resource recovery and industrial ecology which has resulted in new 

revenue to the City of around $700,000 in the 2012 fiscal year from tipping fees for 

treating  the  waste  from  several  local  businesses.  The  Willow  Lake  Facility  is  also 

exploring ways to generate energy from the waste streams in order to reduce its own 

energy costs.

There is one more point to be made about communities of inquiry: communities 

of inquiry are enlivening for the participants. Most of the interviewees reported being 

energized by their engagement with the students. In a climate of restraint and recession, 

it  can  be  difficult  to  justify  spending  staff  resources  on  work  which  produces  no 

immediately visible outcome for the community when there is so much other work with 
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pressing deadlines. Communities of inquiry can help mitigate the risk of falling into a 

reactive,  risk-averse  mindset,  a  “seige  mentality”  as  one  interviewee  described  it, 

because mental and professional invigoration can occur as a result of being part of a 

visionary project. The following comment from an interviewee illustrates:

The other  thing I  think we got  out  of  it  was a tremendous amount  of 
energy. The students just brought a lot  of energy and enthusiasm and 
that couldn't help but carry over to the staff who were working on the job. 
We were fortunate enough to get  our elected officials  and department 
heads and the City Manager all  involved in some of the [SCYP-Salem 
project]  design  reviews  and  the  energy  that  came  from  the  students 
carried over to all those folks and got them excited about the project.

Another interviewee says:

...some staff felt this capacity to dream in a way that we don't often get to 
because we're focused in that consulting relationship, on delivering what 
we've  been  asked  to  deliver  and  no  more.  So  there  were  a  lot  of 
intangibles about the process, new enthusiasm for old jobs, old work.

Several staff interviewees at the City of Salem mentioned another reason they 

found the experience enlivening was because they got to play a mentorship role to the 

students. Although there was a great degree of freedom for the students to be creative in 

their designs and the City expected that some designs would be unfeasible, there was 

still an expectation of quality from the work. For this reason, the students communicated 

frequently with staff in order to gather information and test their ideas. This reciprocity 

between the students and the staff whereby each learned from the other's experience 

describes a pragmatic community of inquiry.

The  third  category  of  benefits  to  community  partners  in  a  service-learning 

program refers to the role that the partners together can play in the larger process of  

social change. This part of Sandy and Holland's (2006) typology is the least developed 

but it is linked to the idea of using social learning to change practice and policy more 

broadly.  In  their  words,  service-learning  partnerships  “can  transform  knowledge  by 

bridging the gap between theory and practice, providing opportunities for reflection and 

furthering new theory that can change both our knowledge and practice” (p. 36). This 

idea links back to Krueger and Agyeman's (2005) conception of sustainability transition 

as an incremental evolution of existing practice.  Through a combination of the direct 
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capacity  and  ideas  that  the  SCYP  brought  to  the  table  and  the  community  and 

organizational enrichment that occurred as a result of the partnership process, actually 

existing sustainabilities have been revealed within the City of Salem which represent real 

opportunities for sustainable development.

 It would be a mistake, however, to interpret Sandy and Holland as saying that 

service-learning partnerships can contribute to social change by transferring theoretical 

knowledge developed in the university out into the wider social arena because this kind 

of one-way knowledge transfer would overlook important processes of mutual learning 

and reciprocity. Half the purpose of service-learning is to improve students’ opportunities 

for  learning  and  skill  development  so  there  must  be  an  exchange  of  experience  if 

service-learning is to deliver on its promises. Pragmatists would underscore the point 

that  we are all  constantly generating theory to explain our experiences and that  the 

adaptability  of  a  theory  to  an unfolding  context  is  the  better  measure of  successful 

knowledge creation than the inverse, the matching of contexts to existing theories (Hoch, 

2002, p. 55-6). A pragmatist asks: Does this theory make a difference?

Keith  Morton,  a  professor  of  Public  and  Community  Service  and  American 

Studies at Providence College and a past director at the Campus Compact7, offers a 

perspective  which  helps  link  the  more  immediate  benefits  of  service-learning 

partnerships  identified  by  Sandy  and  Holland  (2006)  with  the  longer-term project  of 

social change. Morton (1995) suggests that, no matter how you categorize the forms of 

service-learning  partnerships,  whether  as  focused  on  providing  direct  benefits  or 

enrichment,  or organized around direct placements or professional projects, all  forms 

can be implemented in a thin or a thick manner leading to tokenism on the one hand or 

meaningful  and  potentially  transformative  action  on  the  other.  At  its  best,  a 

service-learning  partnership,  whatever  form  it  takes,  should  strive  for  continuous 

improvement. The potential for service-learning partnerships to exemplify communities 

of inquiry is the key to such continuous improvement toward desired and desirable social 

change. Returning to the example of the Willow Lake Pollution Control Facility in the 

7 "Campus Compact is a national coalition of almost 1,200 college and university presidents [in 
the U.S.] ... who are committed to fulfilling the civic purposes of higher education. ... Campus 
Compact promotes public and community service that develops students’ citizenship skills, 
helps campuses forge effective community partnerships, and provides resources and training 
for faculty seeking to integrate civic and community-based learning into the curriculum" 
(Campus Compact, 2013). 
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SCYP-Salem partnership, the interviewee spoke of the partnership helping staff to have 

a new kind of dialogue around the opportunities associated with existing assets. As a 

result of this conversation, the staff have started to view waste as an asset rather than 

just the stuff that flows through the treatment plant. One interviewee comments:

What SCI did for us out here, ... the recommendations weren't necessarily 
technical pieces of mastery. The fact is that ... just the intent educated the 
city at large to look at their treatment plant differently and it  created a 
culture shift, a shift in how they look at the plant. The plant has been in 
operation for 48 years and most treatment plants, not just Salem, ... are in 
the defensive mode. Waste comes in and they treat it and it goes out to 
the receiving stream. That's all they do. Now there's a wider shift in the 
industry ...  to start  looking at the treatment plant as an opportunity for 
resources recovery. So [the treatment plant industry is] talking about stuff 
that we've already started on. We're probably ten months ahead of most 
large agencies, and a lot of the reason why is because [the SCYP] came 
in and gave this report and it opened a lot of people's eyes.

Staff at the Willow Lake Facility have even put a name to this culture shift, they 

call it Sustainable Continuous Improvement (SCI - a 'tip of the hat' to the Sustainable 

Cities Initiative which is the parent program of the SCYP within the UO). This shift in 

perspective has already saved the City money and the interviewee mentioned that the 

Public  Works  department  has  eight  new  projects  under  review  for  Willow  Lake  in 

addition to the sixteen which were in the SCI Master Planning document that was shared 

with me. These ideas are being generated entirely from within the department and the 

Willow Lake Pollution Control Facility is now in a position to influence the wider industry. 

Taken as a whole, these changes have the potential to significantly reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions and other pollutants through improved treatment of industrial waste – they 

could be the first steps in dramatically changing how city-regions treat their waste. At the 

core of the change which has happened at the Willow Lake Facility is a reevaluation of 

public  assets,  a theme which  cropped up in  several  other  interviews with  City  staff. 

There appears to be a growing idea that sustainability in Salem entails making the most 

of  the assets that  they  have,  be they public  buildings,  historical  features,  ecological 

amenities, or the existing small business sector, and that this objective is at least as 

important as overall regional growth. This is the foundation of a vision of the future which 

is grounded in present practices, in stuff that is actually happening, in changes that are 

not the subject of contested negotiation.
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Interviewees' comments on the benefits of the SCYP-Salem partnership provide 

one  final  lesson  about  social  change.  Within  the  description  of  students  as  idea 

machines is the concept of idealism. Most interviewees commented that some of the 

students' ideas were simply not feasible but that was an expected outcome. In order to 

generate all of these new ideas, to encourage the students' creativity, City staff had to let 

go  of  control  of  the  outcomes  in  a  way  that  is  unfamiliar.  Idealism  on  the  part  of  

individuals  and  embracing  idealism  on  the  part  of  the  City  is  central  to  generating 

creative solutions to perennial problems. This idealism  can be interpreted through the 

pragmatic  perspective  as  a  necessary condition  to  the  creation  of  a  vision  of  a 

sustainable  city-region.  Idealism  is  necessary  to  escape  the  political  and  technical 

lock-in of the present moment,  to  envision a radically different future, and then enact 

plans  to move in  that  new direction.  A vision of  a sustainable  city-region is  not,  as 

Campbell (1996) suggests, “developed best at the conclusion of contested negotiations”. 

Rather, vision comes from the momentary laying aside of present political realities. As 

one interviewee put it:

...that's the beauty of it. You're trying to get ideas outside the box but we 
would not pay for ideas outside the box if we're building a road product. 
We want it designed to the land use that's in place.  Don't dick around. 
With students envisioning 30 years from now, land use is no constraint. 
We're trying to figure out what it is we can do so maybe we adjust land 
use to fit the vision that you recommend.

What visions of the future of Salem has the SCYP-Salem partnership produced? 

What, according to the SCYP-Salem reports, might a sustainable Salem look like?
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5. Unpacking the SCYP-Salem reports

In this chapter, I describe the results of my analysis which involves unpacking the 

SCYP-Salem reports into  the  planning elements  with which they engage.  In the first 

section, I  describe the reports in terms of how they group according to their primary 

planning elements. This provides a summary view of how the concept of sustainability as 

a broad social aspiration is  transformed in the reports into concrete proposals for real 

places and problems. These proposals are linked to present practice, meaning that they 

are, to varying degrees, implementable, while also advancing visions of redevelopment 

and  renewal  in  specific  neighborhoods,  communities  and  urban  subsystem.  The 

proposals contain and point to actually existing sustainabilities in Salem. In the second 

section,  I   reconstruct  the  individual  proposals  into  one possible  set  of visions of  a 

sustainable Salem.  This second analysis is an attempt to develop a city-region scale 

vision of sustainability out of the whole set of implementable ideas. These two analyses 

together can provide input to further the inquiry that is ongoing as Salem continues down 

the path of seeking sustainability.

5.1. The reports and their planning elements

Figure 2 shows how the SCYP reports8 group according to the primary planning 

elements they engage with and it provides an overview of the other domains contained 

in each report. For example, Figure 2 shows that the largest group of reports focuses on 

site redevelopment and that the civic engagement group touches the narrowest range of 

planning elements. Next, I examine each of the SCYP report groups in more detail.

8 All of the SCYP-Salem reports can be found online at http://sci.uoregon.edu/salem-reports
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Figure 2: SCYP reports grouped by primary planning element

Note: Planning elements are listed on the y-axis and the SCYP reports are listed on the x-axis. Black squares represent primary, grey 
squares represent secondary and light grey squares represent tertiary planning elements. The horizontally adjacent black squares 
delineate groups of reports based on their primary planning element. The blue and red background is a simply a visual aid to help 
distinguish the report groups.
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5.1.1. Site redevelopment

The site redevelopment reports provide design concepts for six sites in Salem: i) 

the Second Street site in West Salem; ii) the O'Brien site in North Downtown; iii)  the 

Epping  site,  a  vacant  suburban  lot  in  the  Northgate  neighborhood;  iv)  the  North 

Downtown Waterfront district; v) the South Waterfront site; and vi) the South of Mission 

site. As can be seen in Figure 3, five of these sites are in or immediately adjacent to the 

downtown core, and one site, Epping, is three kilometers northwest of downtown. All six 

sites lie along major roads through the city leading to the Interstate 5 highway and to 

settlements  west  of  Salem.  The  six  reports  in  this  group  are  titled:  i)  Development 

Proposals for Three Targeted Sites in Salem, Oregon; ii)  North Downtown Waterfront  

Development:  Building  Design  Proposals;  iii)  Salem  North  Downtown  Riverfront  

Redevelopment  Concept  Plan;  iv)  North  Downtown  Waterfront  Development:  Urban 

Design Proposals; v) Brownfields/Green Neighborhoods: Integrating Riverfront Park with  

Pringle Creek; and vi) South of Mission. The output of this group of reports is a collection 

of proposals for future redevelopment projects. I will describe each of the redevelopment 

sites next and the proposals put forward by the six reports in this group.

36



Figure 3: Overview of redevelopment sites

Note: The fully visible white boundary marks the downtown core, officially called the Central 
area. The partially visible white boundary below is called the South Central area. The 
Willamette River runs vertically down the center of the map. The built-up area to the west 
of the river is called West Salem. One hour north is Portland. The red lines represent the 
main access routes to the Interstate 5 highway running north-south just beyond the right 
edge of the image. The five redevelopment sites are marked in yellow (note that two 
sites, O'Brien and North Downtown overlap).
Source: Google Earth, Retrieved November 26, 2012

Second Street Site

The Second Street site is part of a transportation corridor which runs along the 

Willamette River in West Salem bringing traffic to and from the downtown. Immediately 

south of the redevelopment site is the Dallas Highway leading to settlements to the west 

of  Salem  and  eventually  to  the  coast.  North  of  the  redevelopment  site  is  a  large 

residential  community.  An interviewee described  the site  as  a struggling  small  retail 

corridor (Figures 4). It is a former industrial site evidenced by the abandoned rail right of 

way which runs down the middle of Second Street and by several remaining industrial 

buildings at the east end of the site. The residences to the north are older homes, some 

of which do not meet current building codes. According to the SCYP report, the median 

household income is $28,281 which is $16,000 less than the city-wide average. Bus 
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service to downtown is every 45 minutes on weekdays. The SCYP proposals focus on 

commercializing Second Street which, at present, is little more than the 'back-side' of the 

commercial  strip  running  along  Edgewater  (see  Figure  5).  There  is  some  existing 

multi-family  residential  within  the  site  and the proposals  consider  adding  more.  The 

four-block site is to become a town center, the “heart of West Salem”, a vibrant and 

walkable mixed-use destination.

Figure 4: Edgewater Street looking northeast toward downtown

Note: Commercial site on the left. Source: Google Earth, Retrieved November 26, 2012

Figure 5: Second Street looking northeast toward downtown

Note: The back-side of the commercial site shown in Figure 4. The commercial site is on the 
right, and residential on the left. Source: Google Earth, Retrieved November 26, 2012
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North Downtown Waterfront

The North Downtown Waterfront (Figure 6), the focus of three reports, is spatially 

the largest site in the group of redevelopment projects. It  is located in the northwest 

quadrant  of  the Central  area.  The Willamette River  is  the waterfront.  Like many US 

cities,  the  downtown  waterfront  area  contains  ageing  industrial  buildings  close  to  a 

quarter of which are vacant. Figure 7 shows the view down Front Street, the last street 

before the river. Sprawling parking lots and car dealerships are another dominant feature 

of this area. There is currently no residential property in the North Downtown but the City 

hopes to change that by turning the area into a vibrant waterfront district.  There are 

residences  immediately  north  of  the  site  across  Mill  Creek.  The  SCYP  projects 

responded  with  proposals  for  a  mixed-use  neighborhood  that  includes  multi-family 

market and affordable housing, a recreation center, restaurants, pubs, museums, retail, 

a public market, a River Research Center, and access to transit and bicycle routes. All  

three reports also placed emphasis on restoring the ecology of Mill Creek as a habitat 

and public amenity. A significant barrier to redeveloping this area is the current traffic 

especially along Commercial  Street which is a major arterial  through the city running 

vertically down the center of the site. Additionally, there is an active rail line which runs 

down Front Street near the water. The potential for reconfiguring the traffic in this area is 

being reviewed as part of a Mobility Study being conducted by the City.

Figure 6: Aerial view of the North Downtown area

Source: Google Earth, Retrieved November 26, 2012
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Figure 7: Front Street in the North Downtown

Source: Google Earth, Retrieved November 26, 2012

O'Brien site

The O'Brien site is a smaller lot located within the North Downtown area near 

several major transportation routes which connect Salem to the Interstate 5 highway. It 

is  currently  occupied  by  a  car  dealership.  According  to  the  SCYP  report,  the  few 

residents who live in the immediate area are predominantly renters and are lower in age 

and income than the city-wide average. The City envisions that this site can become the 

gateway to the new “near North neighborhood” that they hope will help drive demand for 

downtown  services  because  of  its  proximity.  The  SCYP's  redevelopment  concepts 

envision  a  walkable,  vibrant  destination  with  a  mix  of  incomes  and  uses  including 

multi-family residential, retail, entertainment, commercial and public green space along 

Mill Creek. As with the North Downtown Waterfront area, traffic is a significant barrier to 

redevelopment. An interviewee described the intersection immediately to the north of the 

O'Brien site as a “nightmare” for pedestrians (see Figure 8). The local street network 

suffers from congestion and bus service is infrequent at 30 to 45 minute intervals on 

weekdays  only.  According  to  an  interviewee,  it  is  unlikely  that  a  developer  will  be 

interested in taking the risk until the traffic is reconfigured.
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Figure 8: Pedestrian un-friendly intersection at O'Brien site

Source: Google Earth, Retrieved November 26, 2012

Epping site

The  Epping  site  is  an  undeveloped,  grassy  lot  three  kilometers  northeast  of 

downtown along the Portland Road arterial  (see Figure 9).  Industrial  and commercial 

activity  occurs  to  the  west  across  Portland  Road and  to  the  south.  An  interviewee 

reported that the area has earned the nickname “gasoline alley” and that the City has 

been involved in remediating contaminated sites up and down that corridor so there may 

be  some  contamination  on  the  Epping  site  as  well.  To  the  west  is  a  residential 

neighborhood which, according to the SCYP report, has a median income of $27,000 

which is $7500 under the city-wide median of $34,500.  The report proposes developing 

a  mixed-use  site  containing  multi-family  housing,  amenities  for  the  residential 

community,  and retail  and commercial  space to serve the surrounding residents and 

businesses. Ideas include live-work studios and a food-cart hub. The largest barrier to 

developing the Epping site is traffic along Portland Road, much of which is freight. There 

is no intersection in front of the site and apparently there is not likely to be one in the 

future so a new access road must be built  first.  Bus service along Portland Road is 

infrequent at 40 minute intervals on weekdays only.
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Figure 9: Epping site

Source: Google Earth, Retrieved November 26, 2012

South Waterfront

The South Waterfront is an abandoned industrial site in the southwest quadrant 

of the Central area (Figure 10) between the Willamette River and Commercial St (a main 

arterial through the city). To the west of the site is Minto-Brown Island, Salem's largest 

park, and to the north is Riverfront Park which was also an industrial site prior to 1996. 

Immediately to the east is the Civic Center campus which includes the library and the 

central police and fire stations and to the south is commercial activity.  Pringle Creek 

runs west through the center of the lot. For 150 years the site's location provided water 

for industrial use and access to freight transportation along the Willamette River. Now, 

the area is being re-imagined as a gateway to downtown and to Minto-Brown Island. The 

SCYP  proposals  envision  connecting  this  site  to  the  Riverfront  Park,  developing  a 

mixed-use, high-density, transit hub, and restoring Pringle Creek as a wildlife habitat and 

public amenity. The site itself poses a barrier to redevelopment. The surface of the site 

has been cleaned and is approved for certain kinds of above-ground uses but there may 

be contamination underground requiring further remediation before it  can be used for 

residences.
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Figure 10: Abandoned industrial site in the South Waterfront

Source: Google Earth, Retrieved November 26, 2012

South of Mission

The South of Mission site is located near the Willamette river in the South Central 

area (Figure 11). The site is bounded on one side by Commercial Street which is a major 

traffic route through the city. To the west of the site is a small residential neighborhood, 

to the east are more residences (some of which have been converted to office space) 

and  then  further  east  is  Bush's  Pasture  Park.  According  to  an  interviewee,  the 

neighborhoods surrounding the South of Mission site are higher-income than in the other 

sites discussed, especially the properties near Bush's Pasture Park. The main goal of 

this project is to encourage economic development in the area. It is envisioned that the 

site, along with the South Waterfront site to the north, can become a mixed-use gateway 

to downtown. The SCYP proposals for this site include multi-family housing with retail 

and commercial at street level, public and green spaces, and a focus on walkability and 

access to transit and bicycle routes.
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Figure 11: Aerial view of the South of Mission site

Source: Google Earth, Retrieved November 26, 2012

Each of the redevelopment sites summarized above is located within an urban 

renewal  area.  Urban  renewal  is  a  legal  designation  which  allows  the  City  to  fund 

redevelopment by borrowing against the future tax revenue (called the tax increment) 

which will result from redevelopment. Urban renewal is enabled by chapter 457 of the 

Oregon Revised Statute (2011) to deal with blight, defined in the statute as:

...  areas that, by reason of deterioration, faulty planning, inadequate or 
improper  facilities,  deleterious  land  use  or  the  existence  of  unsafe 
structures  [...],  are  detrimental  to  the  safety,  health  or  welfare  of  the 
community.

In  all  of  the redevelopment  sites,  blight  seems to refer  primarily  to economic 

underutilization - the judgement that an area could be performing better. Additionally, in 

the South Waterfront site and in the Epping site, blight also refers to the possibility of 

environmental  contamination.  The  formula  put  forward  for  dealing  with  underutilized 

urban sites is to create walkable, mixed-use neighborhoods, to protect and restore the 

natural amenities and habitats along the Willamette River, Mill Creek and Pringle Creek, 

and to improve and connect parks and green spaces. Walkability is an important feature 

of the redevelopment sites because pedestrians are viewed as key to generating the 
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“vibrant neighborhoods” envisioned in the proposals. This sentiment was echoed by an 

interviewee who cited the lack of walkability downtown as a central problem facing the 

city  in  its  economic  development  efforts.  The  interviewee  felt  that  the  built  form of 

Portland's  downtown  encourages  walking  because  it  is  more  “human-scale”  while 

Salem's downtown is primarily  designed to move traffic.  The reports also emphasize 

bicycle and transit connectivity,  the integration of mixed-income, multi-family housing, 

commercial  and  retail  within  the  sites,  and  the  preservation  or  addition  of  cultural 

amenities  such  as  museums,  festivals,  public  space,  and  the  downtown's  historic 

buildings. These strategies are seen as a way to entice people and businesses into the 

areas to stimulate further development.

5.1.2. Parks and public space

Five  reports  focus  on  improving  the  quality  and  access  to  parks  and  public 

space.  Figure  12 provides  an  overview  of  the  main  parks.  Salem  sits  in  the  lush 

Willamette Valley and is home to over 4000 acres of parks. Not surprisingly, parks and 

public  spaces play  an important  role  in  the  redevelopment  visions  discussed  in  the 

previous section and in Salem's goal to provide a high quality of life for its residents. This 

group  of  reports  feeds  into  Salem's  Comprehensive  Parks  and  Recreation  System 

Master Plan and  Transportation System Plan. Additionally, the two companion lighting 

reports in this group are motivated primarily by the City's desire to reduce the cost of 

operating  and  maintaining  public  lights.  The  five  reports  in  this  group  are  titled:  i) 

Minto-Brown Island Park Studio;  ii)  Minto-Brown Island Park Citizen Communications  

Strategy;  iii)  Downtown  Parks  Connectivity  Analysis  with  Geographic  Information  

Systems (GIS); iv) Efficient Public Lighting Options; and v) Salem Streetlights: Solutions 

for a Sustainable System.
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Figure 12: Downtown parks

Source: SCYP Report: Planning, Public Policy and Management. Fall (2010). Downtown Parks 
Connectivity Analysis with Geographic Information Systems (GIS).

The first  report,  Minto-Brown Island Park Studio,  provides trail  designs and a 

master plan proposal for Minto-Brown Island, Salem's largest park at 900 acres. Unlike 

many of  the other  design oriented projects in  the SCYP-Salem partnership in  which 

students worked individually or in small  groups to generate a collection of ideas and 

concepts,  students  in  this  class  worked  collaboratively  to  develop  a  comprehensive 

proposal. This report is also unique in that it provided staff at the City of Salem with more 

than they had asked for. The original scope of work anticipated a set of proposals for 

new  trail  connections,  wayfinding  options,  and  improved  connectivity  of  the  park  to 

downtown Salem. As a result of their investigation, the students concluded that, in order 

to breathe new life into Minto-Brown Island, “to help restore Minto Brown Island to a 

more natural state” as worded in the scope of work, more was needed than new trails 

and better access. The students prepared a set of proposals in five areas: habitat, city 

access, trails and wayfinding, themed public activity areas, and sustainable agriculture. 

These  proposals  came  together  to  form  a  comprehensive  master  plan  for  how 
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Minto-Brown Island could be transformed into a socially and ecologically diverse and 

productive area.

The second report,  Minto-Brown Island Park Citizen Communications Strategy, 

also  focuses  on  Minto-Brown  Island  and  provides  the  City  with  communication  and 

signage strategies for encouraging responsible use of the park. The proposals aim to 

address four issues that the City is experiencing with the park: off-leash dogs outside of 

the  designated  areas,  unsafe  cycling  on  shared  trails,  littering,  and  recruitment  and 

retention  of  park  patrol  volunteers.  These  problems are  primarily  dealt  with  through 

signage and messaging, the ideas for which are drawn from other cities. In a few cases, 

the students also propose partnering with local organizations that have a connection to 

the specific user groups such as local bicycle shops and pet supply stores.

The  third  report,  Downtown  Parks  Connectivity  Analysis  with  Geographic  

Information Systems (GIS), contains proposals for connecting the many parks around 

Salem by bicycle and pedestrian routes and by public transit. Emphasis is placed on the 

parks in the downtown area. The focus of these proposals is on route selection rather 

than  on  specific  infrastructure  options  or  trail  designs.  Consequently,  the  proposals 

make heavy use of GIS information and provide a large collection of maps which assess 

route  options  from  different  perspectives  including  walking  /  biking  time  to  various 

destinations, difficulty and accessibility, and safety. With regard to transit, the proposals 

examine the degree to which different parks are accessible by transit and recommend 

rerouting or extending existing lines as being more cost effective than adding new bus 

lines. This report also discusses the economic development potential of the park system 

through  tourism.  Proposals  include  hosting  a  marathon,  improving  access  to 

Minto-Brown  Island,   and  organizing  regular  bicycle  tours  to  various  parks  and 

destinations  around  Salem.  Finally,  the  report  examines  issues  of  equity  and 

engagement.  Bicycle  and  pedestrian  routes  are  considered  as  a  means  to  connect 

schools and as a transportation option for low-income residents. Mobile GIS technology 

is proposed as a tool for bringing different voices into the planning process by allowing 

people to submit route proposals, highlight areas that they feel are unsafe, and preplan 

their routes.

The fourth report in this group, Efficient Public Lighting Options, provides design 

concepts for more efficient public lighting along streets, in parks, and elsewhere. The 
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proposals consider the benefits and costs of new lighting technologies such as LED and 

induction lighting,  clever design strategies for  making it  easier  to change light  bulbs, 

ways  to  achieve  better  visibility  while  reducing  light  pollution,  and  options  for  solar 

powered lights and lights which increase or decrease their output based on the actual 

presence  of  people.  In  preparing  the  proposals,  students  undertook  surveys,  case 

studies, technical and cost analysis, and built models and prototypes of different design 

ideas. 

The fifth report,  Salem Streetlights:  Solutions for  a Sustainable System,   is a 

companion report to the lighting design report which assesses ideas for how to fund the 

operation  and maintenance of  Salem's  streetlights  in  order  to  ease pressure on the 

City's General Fund and to allow 100% of  the gas tax revenue to be used for  road 

maintenance. The report focuses on three aspects of lighting cost: the revenue sources, 

the ownership arrangements, and the energy efficiency. The report recommends that, in 

order  to  immediately  stabilize  streetlight  funding,  the  City  should  adopt  a  $1.50 per 

month  user  fee  to  be  levied  as  an  electrical  pass-through.  To  achieve  long-term 

sustainability,  the report  also recommends that the City consolidate ownership of the 

streetlights  (many of which are currently owned by Portland General Electric and by 

Salem Electric), and switch to LED technology.

5.1.3. Civic engagement

This group contains three reports that focus on improving communication and 

engagement  between the City  and two specific  citizen groups:  Latino  residents  who 

make up twenty percent of the population in Salem; and the Neighborhood Associations 

which, according to one City staff interviewee who works directly with the Associations, 

had been seriously underrepresenting their communities in the years leading up to the 

SCYP-Salem partnership. The three reports in this group are titled: i) Cultural Mapping 

in Northeast Salem: A Civic Engagement Study; ii)  Engaging the Latino Community in  

Salem; and iii)  Advancing Sustainability by Fostering Civic Engagement. This group of 

reports is the most narrowly focused among all the SCYP reports in terms of the range 

of planning elements engaged. There are two apparent motivations for these reports. 

One motivation is the need for compliance with Title VI of the Civil  Rights Act (1964) 

which requires the City to take affirmative action to include stakeholders of “race, color 
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and national  origin”  for input  in decision making processes associated with Federally 

funded projects. The other motivation is a perceived need on the part of City staff and 

council to broaden the scope of dialogue about a range of issues which are ultimately 

linked to the City's changing economic environment. Several interviewees reported that, 

although the City  is  good at  engaging the immediate stakeholders around a specific 

project, there is a growing recognition that the City is hearing from the usual suspects in 

community dialogue. The interviewee elaborates:

[W]e're not hearing from the large Latino population that we have that's 
pretty  much  invisible  in  our  community  dialogue.  ...  [W]e  the  city  are 
really,  really  good  at  identifying  the  constituent  groups  that  have 
interest ... but what that does is isolate conversation so it doesn't have 
any benefit to the broader community. If we're talking about, let's say for 
example,  a park project,  we'll  go to the neighborhood association  and 
we'll go to the park group if there is one for that area and we'll have them 
engage with us about what the park should or could look like, but that 
means we get something that's driven by that immediate neighborhood, 
but  it  doesn't  mean that  we're getting a discussion about  that  park in 
relationship  to  the  park  system  and  it  doesn't  mean  we're  having  a 
broader dialogue about weighing park improvements across the system.

Two full reports and part of the third report focus on increasing the quantity of 

interactions with Latino residents. One of these reports aims at  mapping the cultural 

resources in  Northeast  Salem which  contains  the city's  largest  community  of  Latino 

residents  (in  the  area  around  the  Epping  site  discussed  earlier).  According  to  the 

Cultural  Mapping  in  Northeast  Salem  report,  a  cultural  map  is  intended  to  identify 

existing resources and also “gaps that may be negatively contributing to the livability, 

sustainability, diversity, and social equity of a place” (p. 8). Unfortunately this project did 

not live up to its potential because of a critical flaw in the design of the primary survey. 

The second and third reports assessed opportunities for  improving engagement  with 

Latino residents, the two main themes of which are that: i) the institutional model of civic 

engagement used by the City of Salem tends to view Latino residents as a homogenous 

population (“the Latino population” or “the Latino community”), which they are not; and ii) 

that  structural  differences  which  may  prevent  individuals  and  households  from 

participating  must  to  be  taken into  account.  Although  staff  interviewees  reported no 

immediate outcomes from the Latino engagement proposals, one recommendation, to 

increase Latino representation on City staff and in other positions of political influence, 

could help to generate momentum behind this issue. The primary barrier, however, is 
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funding. The City is in a mode of downsizing so affirmative action in hiring is only likely to 

happen as key positions become vacant.

The third report in the civic engagement group has two additional objectives: to 

provide  City  staff  with  a  public  participation  manual  -  which it  did  -  and to improve 

engagement with the Neighborhood Associations. The Neighborhood Associations are 

authorized under Chapter 64 of the  Salem Revised Code for the purpose of engaging 

citizens  in  local  planning  and  decision  making.  Neighborhood  Associations  were 

intended  to  serve as  participatory  community  institutions  which  assess development 

proposals and advise City Council on neighborhood interests but they have ceased to 

adequately represent their communities. One interviewee says:

There  are  nineteen  [Neighborhood  Associations],  they  meet  regularly, 
they do all these things that are prescribed by our municipal code. They 
publish these newsletters and mail them. I started attending all of these 
meetings and I noticed that there are only like five or eight people at each 
of  these  meetings  that  represent  this  entire  neighborhood.  ...  I  knew 
something was wrong but  I  didn't  know how to go about  making any 
changes to it. And taking a look at our system, it was essentially started in 
1972 and has been run exactly the same way since 1972, relying heavily 
on  US  mail,  photocopying,  actually  physically  meeting  places.  It  was 
definitely cutting edge in 1972 and it was probably an old-hat way to do 
stuff in the 1990s but it was certainly outdated in this century.

In addition to the problem of representation discussed by the interviewee above, 

the City spends approximately $75,000 each year to print and mail the Neighborhood 

Associations'  newsletters  and  meeting  agendas  with  no  apparent  benefit  to  actual 

neighborhood engagement.  This one report  provides two simple recommendations to 

address  these  problems.  The  first  recommendation  is  to  rebrand  the  Neighborhood 

Associations  to  portray  them  as  “relevant,  fun,  and  engaging”.  The  second 

recommendation  is  to  dispense  with  paper  correspondence  and  use  electronic  and 

social media to communicate and engage. Not only did this recommendation save the 

City money, it influenced the interviewee to think about the Neighborhood Associations 

differently, as less of an institution with members and more of a “cloud of people who are 

committed  to  helping”,  and  to  contemplate  the  ways  in  which  the  old  funding 

arrangement may have been undermining engagement. The City has now enabled the 

Neighborhood Associations to raise their own revenue through charitable donations. Part 

of the goal is to save the City money but another motivation is to encourage them to 
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seek the support of their communities in order to stimulate engagement. The interviewee 

sees this as a more “mature” model of engagement and is hopeful about the future of 

neighborhood engagement while also acknowledging that there is a long way to go.

5.1.4. Public buildings

Three reports focus on increasing the performance of public buildings. Two of 

these reports  are  companion  reports  which  focus on the Civic  Center,  a  four  block 

campus  directly  adjacent  to  the  South  of  Mission  redevelopment  site  in  the  South 

Central area. The Civic Center campus contains the City's administrative departments, 

the central library, the central police station and the central fire station. Together, these 

two reports address a number of pressing issues with the campus. These three reports 

are titled: i)  Salem Police Station; ii) Salem Civic Center - Interior Architecture; and iii)  

Environmental Law: Green Building, Graywater, and Stormwater.

The motivation behind the first report,  Salem Police Station,  is that the police 

currently operate out of the basement of the Civic Center which is seismically unsafe 

with visible cracks and stalactites growing in the parking garage. As one interviewee put 

it, “in an earthquake our first responders are going to be pancakes.” The police facility 

report provides 24 design ideas for a new station on the Civic Center campus to better 

serve the needs of the police department and the public. The primary question that the 

students grappled with was where on the Civic Center campus to locate the new police 

building. Each proposal provided a different answer along with the pros and cons. Some 

ideas  situated  the  police  station  to  emphasize  daylight  and  solar  gain  while  others 

emphasized  street  visibility.  In  this  way,  the  report  did  not  constitute  a  unified 

recommendation based on extensive research but rather a basket of visions to stimulate 

further dialogue among the City and its stakeholders. That being said, a key theme of all 

the  design  ideas  was  to  increase  the  sense  of  connection  between  the  police 

department and the public  realm. This was done by creating more public  and green 

spaces  inside  and  outside  the  building,  by  improving  wayfinding,  and  by  improving 

vehicle access and parking. Most design ideas attempted to incorporate Pringle Creek 

which runs through the north end of the Civic Center campus, either directly by providing 

access to the green space along the creek or by alluding to water in various design 

elements.  Sustainable  design  principles  were  sprinkled  throughout  the  report  which 
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touched  on  the  use  of  natural  sunlight  to  reduce  electrical  consumption,  recycling 

graywater, and reusing material.

The  other  report,  Salem  Civic  Center  -  Interior  Architecture, provides  design 

ideas to improve the function, safety and style of the main building which houses the 

City's service departments and council chambers. Unlike the police station which is to be 

rebuilt from the ground up, this report focuses on renovating the existing Civic Center 

building.  As  such,  many  of  the  design  ideas  attempt  to  retain  the  original  1970s 

aesthetic. The design ideas focus at three levels: at the building scale, at the department 

scale, and at the human scale. Building scale proposals focus on addressing seismic 

issues with the current  building through such solutions as adding a structural  “wrap” 

around the building and adding new stairwells inside the building. Building designs also 

focused on the large atrium at the main entrance to the Civic Center which is, at present,  

little more than a very large walkway into the building but which students envision as a 

vibrant  public  space.  Department  scale  proposals  focus on  rearranging  departments 

based  on  how  they  are  accessed  by  the  public,  improving  circulation  among 

departments, creating more shared work space, and generating a more welcoming and 

accessible layout for the public. Human scale proposals focus on the furniture and desk 

space, the reception areas, and lighting. Like the police station report, the Civic Center 

report does not provide a unified design proposal but rather a basket of ideas to work 

with.

The third report in this group,  Environmental Law: Green Building, Graywater,  

and Stormwater, addresses the regulatory framework surrounding sustainable building 

practices  and  water  management  in  Salem  and  provides  recommendations  to 

encourage the construction of greener buildings. This report was motivated by work that 

the City was required to do by the Federal Clean Water Act (1972) and it supported work 

that  staff  were  already  already  doing.  If  the  police  station  and  Civic  Center  design 

concepts were somewhat light on environmental sustainability then this third report helps 

to correct that deficiency by providing recommendations for changes to building codes 

and  bylaws  that  discourage  or  even  prevent  sustainable  building  and  stormwater 

management  practices.  The  report  focuses  heavily  on  the  potential  to  integrate  the 

LEED green building rating system (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) 

into Salem's building codes and incentive frameworks and the report links this proposal 

52



upward to existing and anticipated state-level initiatives to encourage greener building 

practices. The report also compares the use of various stormwater management tools 

such as greenroofs and permeable pavement in several cities across the US. The report 

concludes with five recommendations which focus primarily on creating soft incentives 

for  green  building  and  stormwater  management  such  as  engaging  the  community 

through  newsletters  and  information  on  the  City's  website,  creating  a  guide  of  the 

stormwater management tools available to property owners, and adding language to the 

Salem Revised Code which allows for the use of permeable surfaces in public right of 

ways. According to an interviewee, this report helped by supporting the direction that 

staff were going in anyway and by freeing up a bit of time for other pressing business, 

but it has not changed their work or thinking in any significant way.

5.1.5. Economic development

This group contains two companion reports which provide the City with research 

and action plans to support economic development. These two reports were motivated 

by a desire on the part of the City to be more proactive in their economic development 

efforts. One report, the  Target Industries Analysis,  assesses four target industries as 

potential  growth  industries  in  Salem.  The  other  report  in  this  group,  the  Strategic 

Economic Prosperity Plan, provides staff in the City's Economic Development Division 

(EDD) with a five-year internal work plan which takes into consideration the results of the 

target industries analysis and an organizational analysis of the EDD.

Building  on  the  region's  existing  manufacturing  base,  the  Target  Industries 

Analysis focuses on  primary  metal  and  industrial  machinery  manufacturing  to  serve 

regional demand, manufacturing solar and wind components to serve Oregon's growing 

renewable energy industry, and manufacturing medical devices to capitalize on the State 

of Washington's investment in the bioscience industry. The report also targets the food 

processing  industry  for  growth,  building  on  a  history  of  regional  agriculture,  several 

successful  food  brands  and  a  growing  local  food  movement.  The  Target  Industries 

Analysis advocates  activities  and  policies  which  support  the  formation  of  business 

clusters as a way to increase productivity and stimulate innovation. The strategies aim to 

support the formation of business clusters by providing incentives to businesses wanting 

to grow or relocate in Salem, working with local schools to improve workforce training in 
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the target industries, prioritizing local businesses in local government procurement, and 

improving Salem's brand as a great place to do business with a high quality of life.

The Strategic Economic Prosperity Plan aimed to develop a five-year work plan 

for the EDD and its economic development partners – SEDCOR, Business Oregon, the 

Salem  Chamber  of  Commerce,  and  others  –  by  conducting  an  assessment  of  the 

functions  and  roles  which  the  partners  play  in  economic  development  plus  an 

assessment  of  Salem's  strengths,  weaknesses,  opportunities,  and  threats  (SWOT 

analysis) in relation to economic development. The work performed included a review of 

relevant  documents,  interviews  with  City  staff,  economic  development  partners,  and 

business leaders, and a survey to gauge local businesses' perceptions of doing business 

in  Salem.  All  of  this  information  was  used  to  generate  a  set  of  52  actions  and  18 

indicators to help the EDD and its partners encourage business and job development in 

Salem. In line with the Target Industries Analysis, the Economic Prosperity Plan focuses 

on growing the manufacturing base. This focus is supported by the composition of the 

local workforce and by the abundance of undeveloped, potentially industrial land within 

the urban growth boundary.  The  report  finds  that  Salem's  weaknesses  in  economic 

development are lack of emphasis on retaining business (the corollary of which is an 

overemphasis on recruiting large businesses to the area), lack of emphasis on small 

business  development,  and  inefficiencies  in  coordinating  the  various  economic 

development  partners.  Additionally,  the  report  finds  that  Salem's  greatest  threat  to 

economic prosperity is the wider economy and a lack of access to investment capital.

As mentioned, an important input into the writing of the economic development 

reports  was  a  survey  conducted  by  the  students  to  measure  local  businesses' 

perceptions of the strengths and weaknesses of the business environment in Salem. 

The survey was distributed to members of the Salem Area Chamber of Commerce and 

SEDCOR  and  received  61  complete  responses  and  44  partial  responses.  Survey 

respondents  ranked  quality  of  life,  access  to  medical  facilities,  access  to  recreation 

opportunities, and environmental quality as the main characteristics that most positively 

affect their view of the local business environment. Respondents also ranked quality of 

life  as Salem's  main strength in  terms of  business  development.  The results  of  this 

survey  should  be  interpreted  cautiously  because  the  sample  method  allowed 

respondents to self-select and because 42% of the surveys returned were only partially 
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complete, but the emphasis on quality of life as a key factor in economic development is 

mirrored in the Council goals, suggesting that the concept resonates with many people 

in  Salem.  In  the  SCYP  economic  development  reports,  quality  of  life  is  expressed 

through historic preservation, parks, environmental protection, and public health.

5.1.6. Road infrastructure

This  group  contains  two  reports  which  assess  parking  requirements  and 

intersection safety respectively.  The reports are titled: i)  Salem Transportation Safety 

Analysis; and ii) Controlling Congestion Through Parking Policy: Minimums, Maximums,  

and the Road to an Efficient Future. The parking report provides a comparison of the 

off-street parking requirements in eleven US cities. The primary recommendation in this 

report  is  to  eliminate  minimum  parking  standards  and,  instead,  introduce  maximum 

parking standards. City staff described the parking report as a “sort of add-on” project to 

the SCYP, the motivation for which is unclear although the report briefly mentions the 

larger  goals  of  increasing  “pedestrian  mode  share”  and  reducing  automobile 

dependence. At seventeen pages, not including the appendix, it is easily the shortest of 

all the SCYP reports. One interviewee told me that the City did not receive much value 

from this report and that it is rarely discussed.

The motivation for the transportation safety report is to support the goal in the 

Salem Transportation  System Plan to  reduce the  number  of  vehicle  and pedestrian 

accidents. The report also feeds into the Bike and Walk Salem Plan which is a part of 

the Transportation System Plan. This report, therefore, is supportive of the bicycle and 

pedestrian projects discussed in the next section. The report provides recommendations 

to improve safety at ten specific sites around Salem which fall  into three categories: 

neighborhood  intersections;  major  intersections;  and  Interstate-5  intersections.  The 

proposals  include  new  stop  signs  and  yield  signs,  roundabouts,  curb  extensions, 

vegetation removal to improve visibility, the removal of street parking, the installation of 

elevated crosswalks, and the construction of pedestrian bridges. The recommendations 

cover a wide range of possible solutions in terms of cost and complexity and all require 

further study by the City, but the report provides a solid basis for further dialogue and 

prioritization. 
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5.1.7. Bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure

This group contains two reports which focus on improving bicycle and pedestrian 

infrastructure  in  Salem.  The  reports  are  titled:  i)  Bicycle  Transportation;  and  ii) 

Downtown Salem Circulation Study. The City's focus on developing a system of parks, 

trails  and  other  green  spaces  is  connected  to  the  broader  effort  to  redevelop  and 

revitalize  areas of  Salem,  in  particular  the  downtown core.  An integrated system of 

parks, green spaces, and bicycle and pedestrian routes is seen as an important part of 

site redevelopment and is connected to the larger goal of improving quality of life and 

ultimately business development and job creation.

The Salem Bicycle Transportation report opens by noting that currently only 1% 

of  Salem's  residents  bike  to  work.  The  report  then  aims  to  increase  this  share  by 

improving connections between parts of the city with an emphasis on routes that connect 

parks,  green  spaces  and  other  key  destinations.  Proposals  are  provided  for 

infrastructure  improvements  such  as  bicycle  bridges,  improving  shared  use  paths, 

addressing  safety  issues  at  intersections,  traffic  calming,  removing  parking  to  make 

room for bicycle lanes, wayfinding, and beautifying bike paths. The report also includes 

recommendations for improving people's acceptance of and behavior toward cycling as 

a mode of transportation so as to support and overall culture of cycling in the city. The 

proposals include advertising campaigns aimed at developing an ethic of “sharing the 

road”, organizing cycling events such as 'bike to work' days and bike tours of the city, 

reaching  out  to  residents  to  better  understand  their  perceptions  around  cycling  and 

safety, promoting bicycle clubs, encouraging cycling as a family activity, encouraging 

City staff to cycle, and increasing enforcement of traffic laws. One proposal in particular 

looked at the attitudes of women toward cycling, suggesting that: i) you can reach the 

broadest possible audience if you can make cycling safe and attractive to women; ii) that 

you  are  more  likely  to  engender  cycling  in  children  because  women  tend  to  be 

responsible for transporting children to schools and to activities; and iii) that increasing 

cycling  among  women  may  help  to  increase  economic  and  social  equity  among 

struggling families and especially single mothers.

The second report,  the  Downtown Salem Circulation Study,  is an engineering 

study of traffic patterns in the downtown core, the aim of which is to encourage “active 

transportation” downtown while minimizing any disturbance to existing traffic circulation 
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and  parking  capacity.  The  proposals  take  into  account  safety,  cost,  environmental 

impact,  aesthetic,  and practicality  and offer  both short  term and long term solutions. 

Short term proposals include creating shared vehicle-bike lanes marked by 'sharrows', 

installing raised crosswalks where only painted crosswalks exist, redirecting cyclists from 

main streets to newly created bicycle boulevards on less trafficked side streets, and 

transitioning  cyclists  to  the  sidewalk  to  circumvent  high-risk  intersections.  Over  the 

longer term, the report recommends that major systemic reconstruction will be required 

along  specifics  routes.  Proposals  include  removing  vehicle  lanes  to  make  room for 

dedicated  bike  lanes,  converting  one-lane  streets  into  two-lane  streets  in  order  to 

increase  pedestrian  access  to  local  businesses,  installing  high-intensity  crosswalk 

beacons  at  dangerous  crossings,  completely  reconstructing  high-traffic  intersections 

which  are  unsafe  for  cyclists  and  pedestrians,  and  building  a  bike  and  pedestrian 

overpass over a major traffic route, 

5.1.8. Low-income housing

This  group  contains  two  reports  which  provide  “re-use  and  redevelopment” 

proposals  for  three  public  housing  sites  managed  by  the  Salem  Housing  Authority 

(SHA): Glenn Creek Village in West Salem, Meadowlark Village in South Salem, and 

Orchard Village in Northeast Salem. The first two sites are presently occupied while the 

third, Orchard Village, is vacant. The Salem Housing Authority is a public agency which 

provides  a variety  of  public  and supportive  housing  options  within  the Salem-Keizer 

region. The broad motivation for these projects is economic and demographic changes 

which  are  taking  place  in  Salem.   According  to  one  report,  Salem's  population  is 

expected to increase 27% by 2030. Currently, 66% of Salem residents spend more than 

35% of their income on housing which is considered by the report to be “unaffordable”. 

Additionally, homelessness is growing across Oregon and many cities are struggling to 

provide emergency shelter and affordable housing. The two reports are titled: i)  Green 

Cities; and ii)  High Performance, High Density, High Ambitions: Housing for the Salem 

Housing  Authority.  The  ideas  and  proposals  contained  in  these  reports  provide  the 

Salem  Housing  Authority  with  ideas  for  environmentally,  economically,  and  socially 

sustainable  public  housing  and  they  have  the  potential  to  inform  other  housing 

developments.
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The low-income group of reports engages a wide range of planning elements in 

comparison to the other groups and explores environmental design strategies such as 

using  reclaimed  and  recycled  building  materials,  passive  solar  heating  and  cooling, 

greywater  recycling,  increasing  density,  community  gardening,  composting  toilets, 

bioswales, pervious surfaces and even the possibility of turning unused parking space 

into green space. These proposals aim to provide a vision for public housing which costs 

less to operate, is long-lasting and is adaptable to future demands. One report calls this 

“future-proof housing”. Many of the physical design concepts resemble those found in 

the site development group and in the public buildings group discussed above and these 

features account for a majority of the design elements in these two reports. The most 

interesting features of these reports, however, focus on increasing the self-sufficiency of 

the residents. Three strategies are considered toward this goal. The first strategy is to 

provide community gardens to the residents so that they can grow at least a portion of 

their own food. The reports envision that community gardening (also referred to as urban 

farming)  can  help  residents  reduce  their  cost  of  living,  increase  social  activity  and 

provide a sense of ownership and stewardship over the site. One site in particular, Glenn 

Creek Village, is currently zoned for agricultural use and can potentially provide food 

year-round.  The  reports  note  that  Salem already  has  a  well  established  community 

garden program with waiting lists for many of the garden plots around the city so this 

strategy for increasing self-sufficiency is well connected to existing practice. According to 

a staff report dated June 2012 which updates council on the ways in which the SCYP 

projects are being utilized by the City, the Salem Housing Authority is moving forward 

with the recommendation to build community gardens. The reports also recommend that 

the City link community gardens to the national Farm to School program which aims to 

educate youth about agriculture, environment and healthy eating, and provide skills and 

possibly  even  summer  employment.  Similarly,  the  reports  suggest  that  community 

gardening could also involve homeless people as a way to provide skill and a connection 

to community. Community gardening is seen by the reports as a way to integrate social, 

environmental  and  economic  objectives.  The  second  strategy,  related  to  community 

gardens, is to provide communal spaces in order to empower residents and encourage 

social cohesion. This “social infrastructure” includes playgrounds, a community center, a 

goods-exchange center,  sitting areas, pathways and a communal cooking and dining 

area. Engagement in the community is seen as vital to the ultimate success of these 

redevelopment projects and public housing more generally.
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The third  strategy  is  to  improve mobility.  The  three public  housing  sites  are 

considered suburban and are not well connected to downtown or to local services by 

anything other than automobile. This is not a fault of the public housing sites but of the 

overall transportation system which is heavily car dependent. One report describes two 

of the sites as “islands in a sea of disconnect”. Local transit service is typically every 45 

minutes  on  weekdays  only.  Additionally,  there  are  concerns  about  bicycle  and 

pedestrian safety at two of the sites given their location along major roads. The reports 

note that the lack of transportation options can impact residents' access to basics good 

and services like groceries and medical care, especially for parents with children, the 

elderly,  and  the  disabled.  Increasing  the  mobility  of  residents  is  seen  to  enhance 

opportunity and self-sufficiency.

5.1.9. Industrial ecology

This  group  contains  one  report.  The  Industrial  Ecology report  examines 

opportunities for saving money by  reducing waste, reclaiming energy and other forms of 

industrial symbiosis in two cases: Salem's Willow Lake Water Pollution Control Facility 

which is operated by Salem's Public Works Department;  and NORPAC Foods Inc, a 

private fruit and vegetable canning and processing company. The report is divided into 

five unique projects, three of which focus on Willow Lake and two of which focus on 

NORPAC.

The  first  project  investigates  options  for  replacing  the  current  methane  gas 

generator at Willow Lake. This generator, which is showing signs of aging, burns the 

methane gas produced as a result of digesting the wastewater that comes into Willow 

Lake and produces electricity  and heat,  both of  which  are  used by  the facility.  The 

generator produces roughly one quarter of the facility's electricity needs and two thirds of 

the facility's heat needs. Three options are assessed in terms of their relative upfront 

cost, operating and maintenance costs, efficiency, and greenhouse gas emissions. The 

first  option  is  a  slightly  larger  capacity  generator  which uses the same conventional 

combustion technology to convert methane into electricity. The second option uses fuel 

cell technology (which uses a chemical reaction to convert methane to electricity instead 

of combustion) and has a little over twice the energy generation capacity as the existing 

system. The third option combines a slightly larger conventional generator with a smaller 

59



fuel  cell  generator.  Despite  the potential  environmental  benefits,  the study finds that 

there are still serious technical challenges to using fuel cell technology as well as much 

higher capital and maintenance costs. The study recommends that Willow Lake continue 

with conventional generator technology.

The second project assesses the potential for Willow Lake to treat the grease 

byproduct of a nearby biofuel processing business (SeQuential-Pacific Biodiesel). At the 

time of the study, SeQuential shipped its grease waste to Portland to be dehydrated and 

spread  on  land.  Students  used case studies  along  with  environmental  and  financial 

analysis to determine the feasibility of rerouting the waste product to Willow Lake. The 

results of this analysis were positive and the students recommend that a partnership be 

pursued.  The  potential  benefits  to  Willow  Lake  include  an  increase  in  methane  to 

electricity  production which helps  the facility  reduce its  own electricity  costs,  and an 

additional revenue stream in the way of a tipping fee from SeQuential. The partnership 

also reduces SeQuential's  costs for  disposing of  the waste and significantly  reduces 

greenhouse gas emissions associated with trucking and land spreading. This project is 

moving forward and the benefits realized. Additionally, the lessons learned are opening 

up new avenues for cost savings and revenue generation at the treatment plant. It is 

quite literally changing their business model.

The third project assesses the potential for reclaiming Willow Lake's wastewater 

for reuse. This project anticipates that future environmental changes may create a strong 

business case for water reclamation. The study concludes that water reclamation is not 

currently cost effective but that, in order to position itself as an environmental leader and 

prepare for the effects of climate change, the City of Salem could begin encouraging 

demonstration projects, stimulating dialogue among economic development and utility 

partners, and installing basic infrastructure such as 'purple pipe' - the pipe infrastructure 

which is used to distribute reclaimed or recycled water,  named because it  is  literally 

colored purple.

The  fourth  project  assesses  the  potential  for  NORPAC  to  reclaim  nutrients, 

reduce costs, and reduce greenhouse gas emissions from its organic waste which is 

currently  being  spread  on  land  as  fertilizer,  a  practice  which  produces  significant 

methane. Three options are considered: i) converting the organic waste into methane 

which can then be burned to produce electricity for use by NORPAC; ii) conventional 
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composting;  and  iii)  worm  composting.  In  the  last  two  options,  the  output  of  the 

composting process could be sold as fertilizer and provide a revenue stream.  For each 

option,  students  considered  on-site  solutions  as  well  as  potential  partnerships.  The 

students  recommended  that  NORPAC  pursue  the  worm  composting  option  in 

partnership  with  the  Oregon  Soil  Corporation  because  it  offered  the  largest 

environmental and revenue benefits.

The fifth  project  assessed the potential  for  recycling  the defective  cans from 

NORPACs  four  canning  facilities  and  reducing  landfill  costs.  Three  options  were 

considered:  i)  NORPAC  establishing  a  central  can  recycling  facility  which  could, 

theoretically, process 100% of the defective cans rather than relying on plant workers to 

open and recycle cans in their downtime; ii) partnering with Recology, a private recycling 

business, to open and recycle the defective cans; iii) using a digester. All of the options 

will require an investment in labor and equipment and the report was inconclusive about 

longer term cost savings given the uncertainty of future landfill and energy costs. The 

students  recommended a  phased  approach that  involves  managing  as  much of  the 

recycling internally for up to six months and then pursuing a partnership with Recology.

5.2. Vision of a sustainable Salem built from actually 
existing sustainabilities

In  order  to  reconstruct  the  whole  set  of  proposals  contained  within  the 

SCYP-Salem reports into the vision of a sustainable Salem derived through this process, 

I looked within each planning element group for aspirational statements, statements that 

seem  to  suggest  a  desired  quality  of  life.  These  aspirational statements  and  the 

proposals to which they are linked can be viewed as the building blocks of a pragmatic 

vision of the future of Salem. I grouped the aspirational statements together based on 

similarity (see Figure 13) referring often to the original text of the reports to ensure that I 

understood their intent. As the groups evolved, I also considered  them in light of  the 

discussions  with  staff  at  the  City  of  Salem about  their  perceptions  of  sustainability, 

quality of life, economic development and other key concepts  with  the goal of keeping 

the final set of visions as relevant as possible to City staff. This process produced three 

high-level visions out of a large basket of real, implementable proposals.
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Figure 13: Aspirational statements grouped into three high-level visions

Salem is a vibrant city which offers a high quality of life for all

Increase  street  activity.  First  and  foremost  this  means  encouraging  more 

walking and biking overall. More people on the streets is seen to draw more people to 

the area as well as reduce crime and add to the sense of safety. Specific actions which 

can  be  taken  include  encouraging  street  food,  creating  cultural,  restaurant,  and 

entertainment districts, hosting festivals and other public events, and supporting more 

neighborhood  oriented  businesses.  Specific  policy  strategies  include  altering  traffic 

patterns  in  order  to  minimize  pedestrian-vehicle  interactions,  increasing  density, 

encouraging  mixed-use  development,  reducing  or  eliminating  minimum  parking 

requirements, and creating a sense of unity in the built form.

Increase ecological  amenities.  Salem is  blessed with  many waterways and 

green spaces and the city is working hard to restore and protect these natural assets 

from the impact of past and future development activity. Actions include reducing litter in 

the parks,  managing stormwater  in  a more ecologically  sensitive way,  restoring  and 

protecting  natural  habitats,  daylighting  creeks,  and  reducing  light  pollution.  A  key 
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objective here is to foster a sense of stewardship of these assets among the residents of 

Salem through ecological education and physical design. A river research center,  for 

example, may provide a destination that helps to achieve this purpose.

Attract people to Salem. Salem desires to be seen as more than just the capital 

city of Oregon. The reports address this through proposals which seek to attract people 

to Salem. Many of the redevelopment proposals focus on creating destination sites that 

draw  tourists  from  around  the  region.  The  features  of  a  destination  include  those 

discussed above such as green amenities and cultural assets but there is an additional 

emphasis  placed  on  ensuring  connectivity  between  the  destination  sites  and  to 

downtown Salem from the Interstate 5 highway. More specifically, this means reducing 

congestion  by  expanding  road  capacity  and  maintaining  parking  capacity  in  the 

downtown core. In fact, the necessity to minimize disruptions to traffic flow and maintain 

parking  capacity  was the only  absolute  restriction  placed on the students'  creativity. 

Herein lies a key challenge to moving forward with the vision of Salem as a vibrant city. 

Traffic calming and minimizing pedestrian-vehicle interactions is proposed as an action 

toward increasing street activity yet disruptions to traffic flow are also seen as having a 

negative impact on tourism and on local businesses.

Salem's communities are resilient to unexpected events

Conserve  energy  and  resource  use.  The  theme  of  conservation  runs 

throughout and is seen a way to save money and reduce pollution. Emphasis is placed 

on reusing existing materials and assets and designing new buildings and other civic 

infrastructure  that  physically  lasts  a  long  time  and  is  adaptable  to  changing  needs. 

These principles could be embedded in a green building program. Other proposals focus 

on the energy used by transportation.  Encouraging  mode switch  from automobile  to 

transit  or  cycling  is  a key  way to reduce energy use associated with transportation. 

Policy  tools  include  traffic  calming,  improving  transit  and  cycling  infrastructure, 

eliminating minimum parking requirements, and encouraging mixed-use development so 

that there is less need to drive. It is argued that if organizations and the City overall can 

reduce energy and material use then there will be more money and resources for other 

projects and services. A conservation city is a more productive and resilient city.
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Provide excellent homes for all. This objective places emphasis on improving 

the conditions of public housing and reducing homelessness. Sustainable design (in line 

with the energy conservation proposals discussed above) and a focus on improving the 

aesthetics of public housing is seen as a way to increase the sense of ownership that 

residents have which will in turn cause them to take a more active role in maintaining 

their communities. It is proposed that excellent design in public housing can influence 

the private market as well, increasing the sustainability, beauty and longevity of the city's 

housing stock. Additionally, community gardens and other public spaces may be used as 

a  way  to  engage  the  homeless  in  community  activities,  helping  to  generate  social 

connections and develop life skills.

Increase  citizen  engagement  and  social  capital.  Social  capital  and  social 

cohesion are seen as desirable attributes for building resilience because they enable 

communities to work together to solve problems. Public spaces, community gardens, 

shared facilities, and open and accessible public organizations (such as neighborhoods 

associations and City Hall) are seen as a form of social infrastructure which can help to 

encourage greater citizen engagement. As with proposals that aim to engender a sense 

of ownership for public housing, greater engagement with the public realm is linked to a 

sense of ownership and stewardship for communities and the city as a whole.

Salem contributes to a vital and diverse regional economy

Attract large employers to Salem. Job growth is a top priority for Salem. Even 

before the 2008 recession, unemployment was slightly above the national average and 

earnings were slightly below the national average. The formation of industrial clusters is 

seen as a long-term solution to stimulating the economy and creating jobs. The City of 

Salem and its economic development partners are refocusing on food processing, metal 

manufacturing, renewable energy, and biosciences as possible growth industries. Each 

of these has some historical or regional justification. Proposals for encouraging growth in 

these industries  focus on developing vacant  land within  the urban growth boundary, 

providing incentives to businesses that wish to relocate to Salem, marketing Salem's 

geographic  position  along  the  Interstate  5  highway  and  its  proximity  to  Portland, 

partnering with regional colleges and universities on workforce development programs, 

and creating opportunities for cost savings through greater integration of supply chains 

and reuse of waste streams.
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Increase the diversity of Salem's economy. Although a great deal of emphasis 

is being placed on attracting large employers and developing industrial clusters, there is 

a recognition within the reports that it would be unwise for Salem to put all its ‘eggs in 

one basket’. Economic diversity can be achieved by encouraging local consumption and 

therefore local  production.  The City could,  for  example,  institute a local  procurement 

policy  and  encourage  larger  businesses  to  do  the  same.  Low-income  and  Latino 

residents could be encouraged and incentivized to start community oriented businesses. 

The cost  saving potential  of  energy  conservation  and recycling  could  play  a  role  in 

improving the competitiveness of small businesses. Many of the proposals discussed as 

contributing to a vibrant and livable city are also seen as playing a role in attracting 

creative,  small  business  entrepreneurs.  Mixed-use  development  policies  could  help 

small businesses compete with big-box chains by ensuring an ultra-local customer base. 

Finally, many respondents to the business perception survey conducted as part of the 

Prosperity Plan recommended placing more emphasis on business retention rather than 

just on business development.

Increase mobility. As with the proposals for creating a vibrant and livable city, 

mobility  and  connectivity  are  seen  as  central  to  economic  development.  The  key 

difference here is that emphasis is placed on the free and unrestricted flow of freight into 

and out of the city. Additionally, Salem is placing a great deal of emphasis on improving 

the regional airport.

Discussion

The pragmatic point of view is that a vision of the future which is derived from 

present practice and local experience is more likely to be acted on and be successful 

than  a  vision  which  is  derived  from  abstract  ideas  such  as  the  elusive  search  for 

integration between social, environmental, and economic goals. This is not to say that 

integration is an elusive goal generally or that principles and abstractions have no place 

in change processes. Indeed social aspirations tend to be abstract and malleable, and 

Evan and Jones (2009) argue that this is a virtue of concepts such as sustainability 

because  it  provides  a  'shared  territory'  on  which  actors  can  converge.  Pragmatism 

suggests,  however,  that  abstractions  provide  a  poor  foundation  for  evaluating  the 

consequences of our actions because people do not base their decisions on principles 

but  on  experience  of what works, and especially  social  experience.  The abstractions 
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which  frame  our  social  aspirations  need  to  be  transformed  into  many  local, 

implementable proposals for action which are connected to existing practice. Our social 

aspirations need to be made relevant to the present. Further, in order to build a cohesive 

framework against which the efficacy of actions can be evaluated, the proposals need to 

be  reconstructed  into  a  common  vision  of  the future.  This  reconstruction  process 

provides a more identifiable causal link between present action and the emerging vision 

of a sustainable city. Finally, this method of reconstructive analysis provides a form of 

conceptual  integration  which  respects  the  real  silos  (i.e. planning  elements, 

departments)  into which urban planning and service delivery are organized in  actual 

practice.

In this final  analysis,  I  have provided an example of how the wealth of ideas 

contained within the SCYP-Salem reports can be reconstructed into a set of visions for 

action. Actors can use these visions directly as a source of inquiry and debate or they 

can adapt  the  process  of  reconstruction  to  arrive  at  their  own  set  of  visions  of  a 

sustainable Salem. The point of  this analysis,  in fact the point of this entire research 

project,  is  to  elaborate  a  process  for  building  on  the  work  of  the  SCYP-Salem 

partnership; to elaborate the difference that the partnership has made and the difference 

that it could make.
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6. Conclusion

Each  year,  the  Sustainable  City  Year  Program  (SCYP)  at  the  University  of 

Oregon  partners  with  local  governments  to  provide  implementation  support  to 

sustainability projects. Through an attempt to understand the potential for change toward 

sustainability  within  the  SCYP-Salem  Partnership, this  paper  finds  the  case  is  best  

explained with reference to the philosophy of American pragmatism which focuses on 

the central role of social experience in decision making. From the pragmatic perspective, 

the Partnership shows evidence of having stimulated new directions in actual practice  

which may prove to produce more sustainable outcomes. Further, these new directions 

may be linked to the formation of 'communities of inquiry'. Leveraging the SCYP centers 

on using the partnership: a) to unpack complex problems and abstract social aspirations 

into real, implementable projects and proposals; and b) to demonstrate and stimulate the 

formation  of  new  communities  of  inquiry  which  guide  the  work  of  testing  and 

implementing the ideas. I conclude by drawing out the pragmatic implications contained 

within the SCYP's self-description which was quoted in the Introduction to this paper.

The Sustainable City Year Program (SCYP) is a simple and yet radical 
re-conceptualization  of  the  public  research  university  as  catalyst  for 
sustainable community change. Through our innovative service-learning 
model, the SCYP helps small and medium-sized cities transition to more 
sustainable frameworks. ...

The SCYP addresses … the problem of outdated problem framing and a 
shortage  of  local  professionals  with  sustainability  and  livability 
knowledge...through a multidisciplinary effort to assist each partner city 
with  its  sustainability-oriented  goals  and  projects.  Students  and 
professors work on topics developed jointly by instructors and city staff, 
ensuring that student ideas are relevant to communities. ... Our partner 
cities benefit directly from bold ideas that propel fresh thinking, improve 
livability for residents, and invigorate city staff (SCI, 2012).

First, “sustainable frameworks” in the pragmatic view are those which provide a 

process for arriving at a locally relevant conception of sustainability rather than a content 
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oriented model of how a sustainable city ought to look or function.  Second, problem 

framing becomes outdated because it ceases to be relevant to the experiences of local 

actors and, perhaps most importantly, to the creation of an implementable vision of the 

future.  Attaching  sustainability  as  a  social  aspiration  to  the  problem  of  negotiating 

conflicting world-views  is  outdated  because  it  offers  no  escape  from  political  and 

technical  lock-in.  The  SCYP helps  sidestep  this  pitfall  by  exposing  the  potential  for 

existing practices to link to more sustainable outcomes.  Louis Menand says of  John 

Dewey that he was a reformer, “and reform is about improving the quality of life under a 

given  regime,  not  about  overthrowing  the  established  order”  (2001,  p.  373).  The 

'problem' of sustainability, then, is one of finding leverage within the existing order. Third, 

the SCYP addresses the “shortage of local professionals with sustainability and livability 

knowledge” by providing process oriented tools and an experience of social inquiry to 

empower  anyone,  be  if  City  staff  or  community  members,  to  generate  sustainability 

knowledge. What the SCYP leaves behind are the seeds of social learning which feed 

on experience and the incremental development of expertise rather than on a sufficient 

quantity of 'experts' in sustainability. Finally, the “benefits” to the partner cities, the bold 

ideas  and  the fresh thinking,  must  add  up  to  something  bigger,  they  must  make  a 

difference. For this reason, the wealth of ideas and proposals which are produced out of 

the  SCYP partnership  must  be continually  reconstructed into  a  larger  vision  against 

which  the  consequences  of  implementing  the  ideas  can  be  evaluated. This  vision, 

derived  from  the  locally  and  temporally  relevant  proposals,  holds  the  process  of 

implementation accountable, it gives structure to a sustainability transition.

In the early twentieth century, American pragmatism helped usher in values of 

corporate management, accountability, and public oversight, giving rise to the modern 

system  of  finance  capitalism.  This  was  seen  as  an  improvement  over  the  largely 

unaccountable  model  by  which  economic  activity  had  been  conducted  previously 

(Menand, 2001, p. 371). Today's social challenges could also be addressed through an 

increase in accountability and public oversight but not the kind which has come to be 

associated with 'big government'. American pragmatism offers the possibility of public 

oversight  through  communities  of  inquiry  which  actively  engage  in  the  process  of 

experimentation  of  social  reform.  The  SCYP-Salem  partnership  has  provided  a 

demonstration of pragmatism in action.
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