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Abstract
Climate change and the coupled loss of ecosystem services pose major collective action problems in that all individuals
would benefit from better cooperation to address these problems but conflicting interests and/or incomplete knowledge
discourage joint action. Adopting an inductive and multi‐layered approach, drawing upon the authors’ previous research
on urban commons, we here summarize key insights on environmentally oriented urban commons and elaborate on what
role they have in instigating climate‐proofing activities in urban areas. We deal with three types of urban commons, i.e.,
“urban green commons,” “coworking spaces,” and “community climate commons.” We describe how allotment gardens,
community gardens, and other types of urban green commons contribute to environmental learning thatmay boost under‐
standing of environmental issues and which constitute important learning arenas for climate‐change mitigation and adap‐
tation. We also deal with the newly emerging phenomenon of coworking spaces that share many essential institutional
attributes of urban commons and which can work for climate‐change mitigation through the benefits provided by a shar‐
ing economy and through reduction of domestic transportation and commuting distance. Community climate commons
represent commons where local communities can mobilize together to create shared low‐carbon assets and which hold
the potential to empower certain segments and civil society groups so that they can have greater influence and ownership
of the transformation of reaching net‐zero carbon goals. We conclude this article by identifying some critical determinants
for the up‐scaling of environmentally oriented urban commons.
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1. Introduction

Human‐induced global warming through greenhouse gas
emissions is unquestionably humanity’s greatest chal‐
lenge. The Sixth Assessment Report (IPCC, 2021) empha‐
sizes that we will not be able to limit global warming
to even 2°C without extensive reductions in greenhouse
gas emissions. The impacts of global warming are largely

unpredictable, with extreme weather events and more
long‐term effects of elevated sea levels, loss of biodiver‐
sity, and ultimately loss of resilience at planetary scales
(Rockström et al., 2009).

Climate change and the coupled loss of ecosystem
services pose major collective action problems. This is
because humans as a group would benefit from taking
action to deal with these problems, but few individuals
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have sufficient incentives to act alone (Nyborg et al.,
2016). While much institutional inertia exists in effec‐
tively dealing with climate change (Colding et al., 2020),
it is well worth asking what role collective‐choice arenas
could play for increasedmobilization of civil society orga‐
nizations to more effectively deal with the threats of cli‐
mate change.

Horelli et al. (2015) show how self‐organizing citi‐
zen initiatives, ranging from spontaneous events to long‐
term neighborhood developments aided by ICT, can have
innovative impacts in urban life by activating new citi‐
zen groups. Devolution of property‐right arrangements
represents yet another means for initiating local climate
action in society (Webb et al., 2021). Devolution entails
that some or several of the bundles of rights and respon‐
sibilities associated with ownership are transferred to
lower organizational levels (Ostrom & Schlager, 1996).

Civil society organizations already play a significant
role in the emergence of many self‐organizing citizen
initiatives and the emerging environmentally oriented
urban commons in a wide range of urban settings
(Colding et al., 2013). This is likely due to achieving a
more holistic perspective on sustainability in recogni‐
tion that social and natural systems are intimately linked
and could best be described as social‐ecological systems
(Berkes & Folke, 1998). The trend and ambition to estab‐
lish “community centers” inmarginalized neighborhoods
or for certain marginalized groups is yet another exam‐
ple where urban commons can be designed and initiated.
Community centers are public locations where mem‐
bers of a community gather for activities, social services,
public information, education, and social mobilization.
They can be open to the whole community or a special‐
ized group within the greater community (Estes, 1997).
Community work is closely related to the strategies and
characteristics of the welfare state (Dominelli, 2020).

1.1. Article Content, Outline, and Methodological
Departure

1.1.1. Preconditions

In this article we address what role urban commons
could have in instigating collective action for climate‐
proofing activities in urban areas. The concept “urban”
herein includes settings ranging from rural towns to
megacities. By “climate proofing” we mean the process
of turning climate change into mitigation and/or adapta‐
tion strategies and programs (Kabat et al., 2005). Such
strategies need to be broad and holistic and address
both social and environmental issues. Raworth (2012)
discusses how environmental and social factors are cor‐
related, ranging from basic human material and social
needs to planetary factors such as the atmosphere, cli‐
mate, land use, flora, and fauna. Hence, Raworth pro‐
vides a holistic perspective on sustainability. A similar
perspective is proposed by Dominelli (2020), who high‐
lights the need for creating a new paradigm—green

social work—for promotingmobilization for environmen‐
tal justice and care for the planet.

In line with these holistic propositions, we adopt
a broad definition of urban commons while recog‐
nizing that definitions vary quite extensively (Colding
et al., 2013). Here we describe urban commons as
key institutions (including rules and norms) that reg‐
ulate natural and societal resources in urban areas
that are accessible to all members of a group that
use, share, and/or manage resources together (Ostrom,
1990). Active common participation, social mobilization,
and democratic influence are key features of urban
commons (Stavrides, 2016). Urban commons are usu‐
ally excludable for non‐members, recognizing that it is
only the local community or group of users that share,
hold rights, and set the rules for how to manage their
commons (Berkes, 1989; Ostrom, 2008). The exclusion
of non‐members can be important for sustaining the
commons and avoiding the tragedy of the commons
(Hardin, 1968).

The commons may be synonymous with the public,
but the public becomes a commons only when the cit‐
izens have real influence over public resources. Central
to the notion of the commons is the community itself,
not whether it exists in a private or public context and
ownership (Colding&Barthel, 2013; Ostrom, 1990). Hess
(2008) describes a whole range of “new commons” that
recently have evolved or lately have been recognized
as commons, ranging from cultural commons, knowl‐
edge commons, neighborhood commons to medical and
health commons.

Previous research indicates that venues that support
physical meetings among people are key for collective
action. When participants share a common interest and
interact with one another in groups, the probabilities of
their developing social norms to govern repetitive rela‐
tionships aremuch greater than in situations lacking such
characteristics (Ostrom, 2005). That sharing an interest
can be a sufficient condition for mobilization of collec‐
tive action has been demonstrated in the urban policy
and planning arena. Rydin and Pennington (2000), for
example, argue that sharing certain traits and the enjoy‐
ment of collective effort, often is a sufficient incentive for
greater participation in planning activities.

Research in environmental psychology also indicates
that group‐based learning is more effective for people
to learn about climate change than individual learning
(Holmgren et al., 2019; Xie et al., 2018). Thework on com‐
mon property systems by Elinor Ostrom supports this
line of argument, emphasizing the critical role that col‐
lective choice arenas play in long‐enduring resourceman‐
agement systems (Ostrom, 2005).

1.1.2. Methodological Departure

In writing this article, we have adopted the inductive
approach used by Barthel et al. (2021), enabling multi‐
layered and cross‐disciplinary collaboration and analysis
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from a diverse set of scientific disciplines in the natural,
social, and humanistic sciences inwhich the authors hold
expert knowledge. The approach was originally devel‐
oped by Conrad and Sinner (2015) as a way to encourage
scholars to work together to create new possibilities and
interactivity with other professionals and community
groups to explore questions, generate knowledge, and
express shared understandings of phenomena. The pur‐
pose here has been to present and elaborate on a set
of environmentally oriented urban commons with the
potential to instigate collective climate proofing in soci‐
ety. We here elaborate on three types of environmen‐
tally oriented urban commons that the authors hold
expert knowledge of, including “urban green commons,”
“coworking spaces,” and “community climate commons.”
In line with the classification made by Hess (2008), the
latter two represent “new commons” that more recently
have been classified as commons.

2. Environmental Urban Commons

2.1. Urban Green Commons

Colding and Barthel (2013, p. 159) have defined urban
green commons as:

Physical green spaces in urban settings of diverse
land ownership that depend on collective organiza‐
tion and management and to which individuals and
interest groups participating in management hold a
rich set of bundles of rights, including rights to craft
their own institutions and to decide whom they want
to include in such management schemes.

Urban green commons, as dealt with here, allow for a
considerably larger set of the urban populace to actively
manage land in cities. Fewproperty rights regimes enable
a larger set of urban residents to actively “manage” land
in cities. As Table 1 shows, most natural and semi‐natural
land in cities only offers access rights to land but does not
offer management rights to ordinary citizens.

Most urban green commons involve quite traditional
landforms, such as “allotment areas” that are a cus‐
tomary feature in European urban landscapes and that

historically have played a role by ensuring food secu‐
rity during crises (Barthel & Isendahl, 2013). Allotment
associations effectively deal with the problem of conges‐
tion resulting from open access through fixed sizes and
numbers of individual plots, and by membership fees.
Leaseholds between the allotment association and the
landholder tend to be rather long, lasting up to 25 years
in some cases.

Exclusion of outsiders to allotments is often physi‐
cally embodied in that fences or hedges surround these
areas. A more recent trend in the UK is to create com‐
munity allotments that can be used by large groups of
people such as schools (Speak et al., 2015). Allotments
differ from private domestic gardens by being subject
to prescriptive gardening association codes. These local
and national codes determine how management is car‐
ried out (Cabral et al., 2017). Barthel et al. (2010)
refer to allotment gardens as communities‐of‐practice
(Wenger, 1998) that involve acquisition, transmission,
andmodification of ecological practices and local ecolog‐
ical knowledge.

“Community gardens” are another example of urban
green commons, although they represent a considerably
more unstable form of commons, having a tradition of
being self‐organized (Ruitenbeek & Cartier, 2001), and
often constituting an interimuse for vacant land awaiting
construction (Colding, 2011). They represent a very dif‐
fuse phenomenon with a long tradition and history both
across the EU and in the rest of the world. Community
gardens often involve small land plots used for food culti‐
vation by urban dwellers with limited ability to own land.
They represent bottom‐up, community‐based efforts to
grow food (Okvat & Zautra, 2011). Only a tiny proportion
of the community gardens in the US are permanent and
their fate is largely determined by the real estate market
(Linn, 1999).

In comparison to allotments, community gardens are
surrounded by less strict regulations (Cabral et al., 2017).
Many community gardens afford a holistic framework for
sustainability by integrating environmental restoration,
community activism, social interaction, cultural expres‐
sion, and food security (Krasny & Tidball, 2009).

Even whole public parks, or portions of parks, are
sometimes managed as urban green commons. The city

Table 1. Bundle of rights to nature from a citizen perspective in relation to different landforms.

Residential garden Tree alleys Parks Urban green commons

Access x x x x
Withdrawal x x
Management x x
Exclusion x x
Alienation x
Property rights regime Private Public Public Commons
Notes: In residential gardens, only the owner can conduct gardening. In street tree alleys and parks, people normally only have access
rights; urban green commons increase the opportunity for urban residents to have management and access rights to urban ecosystems;
(x) = partial rights. Source: Modified and adapted from Colding et al. (2013).
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of Berlin, for example, holds a number of public parks
that are managed (not owned) by collective user groups
(Bendt et al., 2013). Membership to these areas is
either formally defined or according to ex post criteria
such as residency or acceptance by existing members in
the group.

Urban “community forests” are yet another exam‐
ple of Urban green commons that are collectively man‐
aged by a diverse set of stakeholders. Community forests
in the UK are often located in green belts and often
cover several hundred hectares of land (Colding, 2011).
“Sacred groves” are common in Asia and Africa (Colding
& Folke, 2001). A sacred grove is usually a part of a forest
set aside for spiritual or religious purposes and therefore
considered sacred, and the removal of even dead wood
is strictly taboo (Gadgil & Vartak, 1974). Due to increas‐
ing urbanization pressures, many sacred groves are pro‐
tected as cultural heritage sites. In some parts of the
world they represent the only remaining virgin forests
(Colding & Folke, 2001).

2.1.1. Environmental Learning as a Co‐Benefit of Urban
Green Commons

Bendt et al. (2013) found that much holistic learning
takes place in urban green commons, including learning
about gardening and local ecological conditions, learn‐
ing about self‐organization and social integration, learn‐
ing about the politics of urban space, and learning about
social entrepreneurship. For example, respondents state
that they learned about micro‐ecological conditions—
e.g., soil quality, shade patterns, heat levels in differ‐
ent parts of the garden, and local wind patterns—and
also became more aware of climate change and dis‐
played an increased concern for environmental issues.
Hence, urban gardening, which is an active way of learn‐
ing by doing, instills participants with new, or reinforced,
awareness of ecological issues and processes that are
operating at greater scales than the gardens themselves.
Barthel et al. (2010) provide ample examples of ecolog‐
ical learning among allotment holders—knowledge that
may or may not be transmitted to others via mimicking
or oral means.

Suffice to say, we view urban green commons as
key institutional arrangements for civil society groups
to become more deeply involved in the resilience build‐
ing of cities and local communities through combining
climate‐change adaptation with climate‐change mitiga‐
tion measures. Urban planners and policymakers should
nurture such property rights arrangements for harness‐
ing the climate‐change agency of different civil society
groups (Colding et al., 2020). As elaborated upon here,
urban green commons can grant urban residents the
right to actively engage in the management of both
public and private land and this, in turn, contributes
to environmental learning. As shown in previous stud‐
ies, local‐level institutions can respond to environmen‐
tal feedback and surprises much faster than formal insti‐

tutions used by centralized agencies (Folke et al., 2007).
This is because informal institutions are locally crafted
and socially enforced by the group of users themselves;
hence, their flexible character renders them sensitive to
environmental variability. Many of the practices that are
carried out in urban green commons promote climate
proofing. For example, urban gardening that may abate
food shortage during periods of crisis (i.e., adaptation)
could reduce unnecessary transports. Protecting commu‐
nity forests and green infrastructure for biodiversity rea‐
sons in community forests, allotments, and even in pub‐
lic parks (i.e., adaptation) also helps to sequester carbon
from the atmosphere (i.e., mitigation). Protecting green
structures and wetlands to adapt cities to the impacts
of droughts and flooding is another adaptation strategy
that enhances climate resilience while sequestering car‐
bon and reducing carbon emissions generated by traffic,
fossil fuel‐based power plants, and other forms of com‐
bustion sources (Jansson & Nohrstedt, 2001).

To create opportunities for civil society groups to
act against climate crises, property rights regimes need
to exist to promote such advancement. A strength‐
ened socio‐economic investment in urban green com‐
mons could help instigate climate‐change adaption in
the wider society and could, in the long run, be more
effective for dealing with the climate crisis than solely
focusing on achieving specific mitigation targets that
often lack a socio‐cultural context (Colding et al., 2020).
As studies also indicate, socio‐cultural factors often rep‐
resent a strong motive for people to take up urban gar‐
dening (Oddsberg, 2011). Interest in partaking in urban
green commons can, in a more theoretical sense, be
interpreted as an expressionof the antithesis of globaliza‐
tion and for proliferating cultural identities that increas‐
ingly have become diluted (Tomlinson, 2003). Identity
in this sense denotes the rising power of local cul‐
ture (“glocalization’’) that offers resistance to the mar‐
ket forces of globalization (Tomlinson, 2003). This line
of argument is supported by Pearsall et al. (2017) and
Saldivar‐Tanaka and Krasny (2004) who found that the
preservation of cultural identities was the strongest
motive for respondents to take up urban gardening in
several examined community gardens in the US.

3. Coworking Spaces

Coworking spaces share some essential institutional
attributes of urban common property systems. First of
all, they represent physical locations or meeting places
in cities, suburbs, and even rural areas, bringing people
together. Secondly, and similar to other forms of urban
commons, they are not freely open to everyone, but to a
subset of people that become active members through
rental fees and/or admittance fees. Thirdly, sharing of
certain resources is a distinct characteristic of coworking
spaces. To what degree participants in coworking spaces
hold collective‐choice rights and may influence organiza‐
tional decisions is, however, a question not looked into
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here due to lack of empirical findings. However, this char‐
acteristic should be explored in further studies.

Coworking has globally grown on a regular basis
during the last two decades. The definition of cowork‐
ing varies depending on the interpreter. An accepted
description is that it stands for a fundamentally new
way of working in that two or more people work in
the same place but for different companies (DTZ, 2014).
Coworking can be described as a mixture of working
from home and public workspaces (Brown, 2017). It rep‐
resents but one example of the ample emergence of
autonomous ways of working and living, such as mobile
work, flex office, platform‐based entrepreneurship,
virtual collaborations, DIY, the work‐from‐home phe‐
nomenon, digital nomads, and other emergent trends
of organizing work practices (de Vaujany et al., 2021).

Freelance engineer Brad Neuberg is by many seen
as the pioneer of the concept when starting the Spiral
Muse in San Francisco in 2005. Neuberg launched the
Spiral Muse for lack of like‐minded people to boost
exchange knowledge and experience through creative
flows that arose through collaborationwith other individ‐
uals (Waters‐Lynch et al., 2016). Similar examples then
spread to other cities around the US and eventually
to Europe.

The sharing of office space among employees of
different interests and occupations has rapidly spread
in conjunction with the growth of digitalization (Luo &
Chan, 2020), especially in relation to the development
of smart cities where coworking is seen as an impor‐
tant tool of a sharing economy that aims at reducing
resource use by joint use of goods and services (Akande
et al., 2020). Luo and Chan (2020) have estimated that
about 1.7 million people worked in 19,000 coworking
offices worldwide by the end of 2018, in contrast to
the 160 coworking offices that existed in 2008. It is
not only freelancers and self‐employed people that take
advantage of shared office landscapes, but also tech‐
nology giants such as Microsoft and Google (Bouncken
et al., 2020). Many companies have increasingly begun
to develop their physical office landscapes during the
past 20 years to improve the flow of communication, col‐
laboration, and innovation among employees (Bouncken
et al., 2020).

3.1. Drivers Behind Coworking

There is a multitude of reasons behind the rapid growth
of coworking spaces, some of which converge and rein‐
force each other. One key determinant was the global
economic recession of 2008. After the financial cri‐
sis, office rents in many cities rose dramatically (Yang
et al., 2019). In many contemporary urban regions,
office shortages are as common as housing shortages
(Börjesson, 2018). This affects start‐ups and independent
entrepreneurs as rents, equipment, and resources are
significant costs for young companies (Yang et al., 2019).
Sharing office space and necessary equipment, there‐

fore, becomes a viable alternative for survival (Räisänen
et al., 2020).

Coworking is directly linked to the “gig economy”
that broke out during the financial crisis in 2008
when employment conditions became more unstable.
Journalist Tina Brown suggested the term “gig economy”
when she observed the shift between more traditional
working hours to more and more people choosing their
own working hours (Goswami, 2020). Gig economics is
characterized by short‐term employment with specific
work assignments, hence the word “gig” alluding to the
music scene (Schroeder et al., 2019).

One should not underestimate the great need that
people have to meet physically, something that the
Covid‐19 pandemic reminds us of. For many companies,
physical meetings are an important strategy for business
development. Moriset (2013) describes how the term
“creative city” (Scott, 2006) aims to maximize opportu‐
nities for face‐to‐face meetings that in turn nurture the
exchange of “tacit knowledge” (Polanyi, 1966), a con‐
cept that has received much attention from economic
geographers (Moriset, 2013). Many researchers regard
tacit knowledge as “a key determinant of the geogra‐
phy of innovative activity” (Gertler, 2003, p. 79). While
codified knowledge—like “raw information”—may be
exchanged and traded at distance through digital plat‐
forms and technologies, the production and exchange of
tacit knowledge involve social and cultural components
and require some intimate trust between participants.
Moriset (2013) argues that this level of trust is often
achieved through close contact during in‐person meet‐
ings, which occur in selected places.

In her studies of common‐property systems, Elinor
Ostrom stressed the key role of eye‐to‐eye contact for
trust building in social settings where individuals coop‐
erate to achieve desired ends (see, e.g., Ostrom, 1990).
Climate change represents amajor collective action prob‐
lem that depends on trust building and cooperation
among a greater set of people. Many of the dimensions
that are deemed key by social scientists for achieving sus‐
tainability (e.g., social cohesion, social inclusion, human
well‐being, and quality of life) depend likewise on the
physical meetings of community members.

3.1.1. Environmental Co‐Benefits of Coworking

Domestic transport and travel account for a significant
part of today’s greenhouse gas emissions. In Sweden, for
example, they accounted for about 17million tons of car‐
bon dioxide equivalents of greenhouse gas emissions in
2019. This corresponds to about a third of Sweden’s total
emissions within its borders.

While positive environmental outcomes have been
reported for teleworking in general (Hook et al., 2020),
empirical research has revealed an overestimation in
reducing greenhouse gas emissions (Ohnmacht et al.,
2020). Besides the reported potential reductions ofwork‐
from‐home, the travel time saved by shorter trips for
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work reasons may be reinvested in travel for other
reasons, thus leading to rebound effects (Ohnmacht
et al., 2020).

While there are few empirical studies so far on the
environmental gains of coworking, the ones that do exist
suggest that it can contribute to reduced transportation
and that this part can be significant. For example, Kylili
et al. (2020) showed that the environmental impact on
Cyprus was reduced by 43% through coworking by reduc‐
ing daily commuting. In a study by Eriksson (2021) in
Sweden, a significant difference in kilometer distance
was observed between people commuting to coworking
spaces relative to their previous commuting behavior to
regular offices. This difference was not trivial, as cowork‐
ing reduced commuting by a significant distance per day.

Moreover, in a study of coworking in Switzerland,
Ohnmacht et al. (2020) found that CO2 emissions from
commuting for work were significantly lower for urban
coworking spaces than for rural coworking spaces. They
concluded that coworking spaces have the potential to
reduce CO2 emissions from commuting by 10%.

The notion of the sharing economy that coworking
centers rest upon also plays an important role in achiev‐
ing several Agenda 2030 goals (Akande et al., 2020).
Sharing economy creates new jobs, new income forms,
and business ventures. From a social perspective, it
creates new social ties and helps build communities
(Akande et al., 2020). Despite a lack of empirical evi‐
dence from sustainability assessments of sharing initia‐
tives, sharing economy has been shown to contribute to
increased resource efficiency and climate‐change mitiga‐
tion through the utilization of redundant assets (Harris
et al., 2021). While tool sharing does not demonstrate
a large potential for national reductions, office sharing
has been found to have a significant potential to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions (Harris et al., 2021).

Buildings use a lot of energy to heat, cool, and illu‐
minate offices as well as to operate various types of
office equipment. This energy use is not insignificant.
Rivas et al. (2020) found that office buildings account
for one‐fifth of all commercial energy consumption.
Estimates determined by the Swedish Environmental
Research Institute (2019) show that shared office types
have the potential to reduce energy use and greenhouse
gas emissions by as much as 38–70% depending on
how the office spaces are used. These estimates do not
include savings from work equipment and furniture.

3.1.2. Public vs Social Spaces

Coworking spaces are initiated by both top‐down and
bottom‐up forces (Moriset, 2013). Due to the ongoing
decline of the national welfare states, the private sec‐
tor increasingly replaces funding of services that previ‐
ouslywere provided by various governmental bodies. For
example, hybrid forms of contractual relations between
the public and private sectors are increasing all over
the world (Vincent‐Jones, 2000). Public‐private partner‐

ships (PPPs) are often used to re‐develop and manage
public spaces, especially when capital investments are
needed. Such a development may not always be socially
sustainable. According to modern conceptions of prop‐
erty rights, ownership of public space also implies con‐
trol over the range of permissible uses of a particular
location (Kohn, 2004). While PPPs arrangements may
not directly lead to the loss of public space, they can
affect public space inmore indirectways, such as through
increased crowd control and by creating more social
spaces that fragmentize formerly public spaces. Kohn
(2004) refers to such intrusion of private spaces into pub‐
lic spaces as “café creep,” referring to the ongoing grad‐
ual privatization in many cities and which cuts residents
off from places that previously were public. Unless rev‐
enues also are redistributed to the public sector from
a profit‐maximizing private sector, PPPs arrangements
may not always be socially desirable from a democratic
point of view. As an effect of the globalized market econ‐
omy, there is an increasing dislodging of locally sup‐
plied resources and responsibilities that contributes neg‐
atively to public health, welfare, and people’s living con‐
ditions, and is thus not socially sustainable.

On the other hand, coworking spaces could posi‐
tively contribute to the loss of many “third places” as
experienced in many cities due to lack of public fund‐
ing (Moriset, 2013). Third places describe places that
are separate from the two usual social environments
of home (“first place”) and workplace (“second place”);
hence, these represent places where people convene
and socialize in a free, informal manner and that are irre‐
placeable in the production of the urban social fabric
(Oldenburg, 1989). This includes public libraries, book‐
stores, parks, and various community centers. The fact
that many coworking spaces were founded based on
self‐organization in the beginning era of the coworking
movement (2005–2010) is testimony to their role as serv‐
ing as new forms of physical meeting places in the digi‐
tal era.

4. Community Climate Commons

Given the gravity of the issue at stake, the scientific lit‐
erature is surprisingly devoid of relevant examples of
urban commons that are specifically targeted for climate‐
change abatement. Webb et al. (2021, p. 5) refer to such
commons as “local climate commons,” representing com‐
mons where local people are “coming together to create
shared low carbon assets,” including renewable energy,
housing, woodland, and food cultivation. The purpose
of this type of commons is to empower local communi‐
ties so that they can have greater participation and own‐
ership of the transition to net‐zero emissions that are
locally tailored and locally driven while also addressing
inequality. To bring about such a shift, Webb et al. (2021)
argue that three key conditions are required:

• Widespread devolution of power and resources;
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• Setting ambitions for climate action and the
community;

• Policies to drive community climate action and
build community‐owned green assets.

We have previously addressed the first point regard‐
ing the devolution of powers down to local levels.
Devolution of formal rules to informal institutions could
nurture social norms that may have greater power to
facilitate collective action. McGinnis and Ostrom (1992)
argue that the most successful institutions to control
environmental problems are those that are bestmatched
to micro‐ or meso‐level environments rather than insti‐
tutions determined at a global level. The notion of “com‐
munity” is central here and entails everything from a con‐
gregation of people living together, to civil society groups
or organizations, and even whole urban neighborhoods
(Webb et al., 2021). The community concept includes
both a delimited geographical area and an interest‐based
social community of people (Popple, 2015). Within the
community discourse, scholars stress that successful
community mobilization presupposes a number of com‐
ponents (see, e.g., Fook, 2016; Popple, 2015; Pyles, 2020;
Sjöberg et al., 2015):

• Creating interaction, dialogue, confidence, and col‐
lective identity within the community;

• Spreading knowledge and awareness of identified
common problems;

• Promoting activation, participation, and demo‐
cratic influence;

• Building networks, cooperation, and collective
resources;

• Organizing common activities and collective
empowerment to act for change and development.

Active common participation, democratic influence, and
social mobilization are key features in the creation of
urban commons where people meet and act together
(Stavrides, 2016). Commons can also include the social
practice ofmanaging a resource by a community of users
that self‐governs through institutions that it has created.
To create collective action for climate‐proofing activities,
it is important to have places to meet in the urban space.
This means places where people and organizations can
meet, exchange experiences, and arrange meetings for
knowledge acquisition and awareness‐raising. We then
believe that community centers can have a key role in
the social mobilization of community climate commons.
Community centers are common locations where mem‐
bers of a community can gather for education, lectures,
autonomous dialogue, activities, and social mobilization.
Community centers can serve as a foundation for com‐
mons that can evolve both top‐down (e.g., initiated by
public actors) or bottom‐up (driven by, e.g., civil soci‐
ety organizations and through different forms of hybrid
governance). Besides being a multi‐service location, it
might work as a node of cooperation and community

mobilizing agent for increased participatory democracy
(Estes, 1997; Sjöberg & Kings, 2021). Community cen‐
ters have been of interest within social sciences ever
since the settlement movement and the labor move‐
ment’s establishment of such centers in the 19th cen‐
tury (Kohn, 2001; Yan, 2004). In Sweden so‐called Folkets
hus (literary meaning “the People’s houses”) were built
by the labor movement around the country starting in
1932, and they still work as important community cen‐
ters for education, debate, and social awareness (Kohn,
2001). Community commons have the potential to func‐
tion as catalysts of mobilization for climate action, where
venues in the built environment can serve as places for
various community‐based organizations and actors to
start to mobilize for collective climate action in deliber‐
ative democratic processes (Dryzek & Niemeyer, 2019).

There aremany examples of how community centers
have been important for the mobilization of civil soci‐
ety. A local example in Stockholm is the community cen‐
ter Folkets Husby in the marginalized suburb of Husby.
The premises are owned by the municipal public hous‐
ing company and the community center is self‐governed
by local voluntary associations. Folkets Husby has man‐
aged to generate a strong local mobilization, started a
cooperation with the long‐established nationwide orga‐
nization Folkets Hus, and has run new premises in the
neighborhood since 2016. Today, this community cen‐
ter is run by some 50 associations and many residents
have become members involved in the center in differ‐
ent ways (Sjöberg & Kings, 2021). The center is democrat‐
ically governed by the members and primarily financed
by state or municipal grants. Folkets Husby has served as
a basis for getting people and organizations from various
backgrounds together and has resulted in social mobi‐
lization for the socially sustainable development of seg‐
regated neighborhoods in Stockholm. Using the commu‐
nity center as a basis for their activities, the organized
civil society actors have successfully mobilized to put
issues such as social exclusion and segregation on the
agenda, including meetings and discussions with, e.g.,
decision‐making politicians. We consider that such com‐
munity centers are important cornerstones and that they
have the potential to serve as nodes and basis for mobi‐
lization for climate action and change, and the formation
of community climate commons.

4.1. Community Climate Commons in the Built
Environment

The built environment is of particular importance for
instigating community climate commons since this is
where the majority of people reside. By the built envi‐
ronment we mean the human‐made space in which peo‐
ple live, work, and recreate on a day‐to‐day basis (Roof
& Oleru, 2008). Setting ambitions for the climate proof‐
ing of the built environment is also in the self‐interest of
most real estate companies, whether public, non‐profit,
or private profit‐oriented real estate companies. Suffice
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to say, it is also in the interest of the tenants to have
a stake in the climate proofing of their local outdoor
environments, such as courtyard and backyard habitats
and nearby green spaces. Community climate commons
are also important to nurture to increase awareness
and knowledge about climate change in wider society.
Interestingly, research in environmental psychology sug‐
gests that group‐based learning about climate change is
more effective than individual learning (Holmgren et al.,
2019; Xie et al., 2018).

It is first when physically built community centers
function so that the people who are there are active par‐
ticipants who design and democratically decide which
activities are to be carried out, that the community cen‐
ters become urban commons. Community centers then
have the potential to function as catalysts of mobiliza‐
tion for climate action, where venues in the built environ‐
ment can serve as places for various community‐based
organizations and actors to start mobilizing for climate‐
proofing action.

We suggest that local community centers and out‐
door environments of different types are suitable locales
aroundwhich to create climate commons. Inmany cases,
present‐day courtyards need to be retrofitted to better
buffer against undesirable climate‐change effects. Both
technical and nature‐based solutions could be harnessed
to achieve climate adaptation, e.g., underground tanks
to store rainwater, green roofs, the planting of species
to support pollinators, creation of bioswales and wet‐
lands, wind and solar power systems, etc. The use of aug‐
mented reality technology (https://bit.ly/33NCJsu) can
be useful for designing community climate commons by
visualizing different types of design solutions and can
also provide information about ecosystem services, bio‐
diversity, and linked social activities.

5. Concluding Remarks

Much “devolutionary inertia” acts as a real barrier
for facilitating climate‐proofing in present‐day society.
There probably are many reasons for this, such as a lack
of trust in, and the unwillingness of, local governments
to transfer power (read “property rights”) to groups of
non‐authorial stakeholders. High transaction costs might
be another reason as well as lack of financial means for
local governments to handle devolution issues. We also
believe that there is a lack of knowledge about the
virtues of urban commons more generally in society.
Hence, an article of this kind may shed new light on
the environmental ramifications of urban commons and
identify ways to make them even more relevant for cli‐
mate proofing in the near future.

A number of critical questions still circumscribe an
upscaling of urban commons in wider society. One refers
to the question of private‐public interests and coopera‐
tion. We see it as crucial that the public sector actively
supports urban common projects. We are not sure how‐
ever to what extent private interests could back up and

assist the development of urban commons. And is it fea‐
sible or even desirable that governments, e.g., provide
economic incentives (tax cuts, etc.) for private compa‐
nies that invest in urban commons projects?

Another critical question is to determine to what
degree participants in coworking spaces hold collective‐
choice rights and may influence organizational decisions.
In conjunction with this question, there likely is a contin‐
uum of different types of coworking spaces, from those
being collectively run and managed to those being pri‐
vately run and managed. This needs to be determined in
future studies since this likely influences to what degree
coworking spaces can instigate collective climate‐change
action more broadly in society.

Moreover, is there a critical size for urban com‐
mons for them to function well? Is this contingent
on the number of people participating, or the size of
an area managed as urban commons? Both of these
questions are likely interdependent. As pointed out
above, trust‐building is an essential characteristic of
well‐functioning common property systems. As empiri‐
cal research suggests (Feinberg et al., 2020; Rogge et al.,
2018), smaller group sizes are more likely to sustain trust
and social cohesion. This, perhaps, also indicates that
the “community” to start with should not be too big and
involve too many stakeholders, also taking into consid‐
eration Ostrom’s critical design principle of having well‐
demarcated resource areas to be governed and/or man‐
aged. That might be an argument for instigating locally
based community climate commons which could then
serve as a basis for building strong networks for collec‐
tive climate‐proofing action.
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