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Abstract 15 

The capacity to derive, analyse and communicate urban knowledge is increasingly 16 

essential for decision-makers managing the complex pressures of rapidly expanding 17 

cities. This paper examines the importance of transdisciplinary boundary organisations 18 

in generating and mobilising this knowledge. It introduces ‘urban observatories’ as an 19 

example of institutions catalysing information that can shape urban governance, 20 

considering in detail the experience of the Gauteng City-Region Observatory (GCRO) 21 

in South Africa. Insights drawn from GCRO’s recent work illustrate key operational 22 

considerations for these types of boundary institutions, highlighting opportunities and 23 

challenges in shaping the knowledge systems that underpin contemporary policymaking 24 

in and for cities. 25 
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Introduction  30 

‘Urban observatories’ – research organisations that work across policymaking and 31 

academia – are increasingly flagged as critical in achieving sustainable urban 32 

development. In the current context of expanding urban settlements and accelerating 33 

global change, there is increasing pressure for cities to play central roles in response to 34 

an array of interconnected global, environmental and social challenges (Albertini, 2017; 35 

Caprotti et al., 2017). Urban areas are now seen as critical in shifting global 36 

development trajectories towards more sustainable and equitable outcomes, but this 37 

understanding also begs central questions about what we know of cities and how we 38 

mobilise this knowledge effectively towards these goals (Satterthwaite, 2017). As is 39 

now well recognised in major United Nations frameworks, the acknowledgement of this 40 

role is coupled with widespread calls for cities to develop the capacity to generate, 41 

mobilize and access comprehensive knowledge about their environments and to support 42 

policymaking and societal action (Acuto and Parnell, 2016; McPhearson, et al., 2016a).  43 

Such 'knowledge-for-action' is essential not only for local governments responding to 44 

the immediate needs of urban dwellers, but also for national and international 45 

stakeholders in developing evidence-based policies and programmes that tackle 46 

complex global development challenges (Seto et al. 2017; Robin and Acuto 2018). 47 

Importantly, the institutionalization of science-policy connections that can effectively 48 

mobilise urban knowledge for urban governance has now taken the centre stage in 49 

academia and international policymaking. This is because achieving effective insight 50 

into the nature of urban challenges, and addressing them in practice, requires connection 51 

and feedback loops between the knowledge produced about these challenges and its 52 

application in urban, regional and national policy (Webb, et al., 2017). How these 53 



  

 

feedback loops can be institutionalised, and what tangible experiments are out there, is a 54 

central concern for many and the subject we would like to address here.  55 

This article focuses on the boundaries across which this knowledge travels and is 56 

transformed – what we could term ‘knowledge transition zones’ - where concepts are 57 

reciprocally translated and applied. Effective exchanges across these zones can enable 58 

decision-makers to apply academic research, and for research to be informed by insight 59 

and data collected within or for decision-making settings (Townsend, 2015). Yet we 60 

still know very little about the organisation involved in these boundary crossing 61 

processes in urban settings. The contemporary urban science-policy interface is still 62 

poorly characterised and under studied. As efforts to create effective interventions 63 

within this space increase in number and significance, actionable academic study 64 

becomes key to developing novel, critical and enabling insights around its products and 65 

processes. Our effort to offer a detailed insight into the operation of an urban 66 

observatory, then, responds directly for calls to institutionalize the dynamics of science-67 

policy interaction underpinning urban governance. This is flagged, for instance, by the 68 

‘CitiesIPCC’ initiative in the Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change (Bai et al., 69 

2018) and the recent Nature Sustainability international expert panel on ‘science and the 70 

future of cities’ (Acuto, Parnell & Seto 2018).  71 

Securing effective collaboration in knowledge generation processes, including data 72 

collection, analysis and communication can be difficult, not least because of the 73 

divergent purposes, structures, cultures and rhythms of the different institutions 74 

involved (Simon, et al., 2016). Given the increasing importance of research to inform 75 

decision-making, there are growing calls for organisations that are designed to ‘bridge’ 76 

and navigate this ‘knowledge transition zone’ between research and decision-making 77 

(e.g. Perry and May, 2010). Although the salience of these organisations is now 78 



  

 

acknowledged, there is currently only limited analytic reflection on the contemporary 79 

institutions that have emerged in this space (Farah, 2011; Acuto et al. 2018; Robin and 80 

Acuto 2018). This paper explores the role that such bodies can play in cities and the 81 

challenges they have to negotiate in urban governance.  Reflexively exploring the 82 

practices and dynamics of these institutions offers invaluable opportunities for 83 

understanding and shaping the emergence of effective urban knowledge systems. This is 84 

achieved through examining a case study to demonstrate the modes, strategies and 85 

challenges of building enduring research collaborations around complex urban issues. 86 

This paper is addressed to urban researchers, but tells the story relevant to a much wider 87 

community of knowledge producers and users, from researchers to universities to local 88 

government. It extends a call to all involved for their attention and critical reflection.  89 

Some of the key opportunities and challenges at the heart of contemporary urban 90 

knowledge systems are illustrated through a detailed examination of an existing 91 

institution: the Gauteng City-Region Observatory (GCRO) in South Africa. This 92 

examination, written by authors both within and outside of the case study institution, 93 

highlights the challenges of critical distance allied with the importance of reflexivity. 94 

GCRO stands as an example of a broader class of organizations, referred to as ‘urban 95 

observatories’ (‘observatories’ from hereon) that represent, in our view, a potentially 96 

effective form of institutionalized boundary spanning organization addressing the 97 

science-policy links needed for urban governance. In their role of navigating the 98 

‘difficult’ research space across the urban science-policy interface (Evans and Marvin 99 

2006, Petts et al 2008, Berkes 2009), observatories are well-placed to develop and test 100 

innovative means of knowledge production and interaction between academia and 101 

decision-makers.  102 



  

 

Urban knowledge systems 103 

Urban knowledge and (global) urban governance 104 

Recent international frameworks aimed at improving quality of life and sustainability 105 

globally – including the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (Sustainable 106 

Development Goals (SDGs)) (UN, 2015), the Paris Agreement on climate change 107 

(UNFCCC, 2015), the New Urban Agenda (NUA) (UN, 2016) and the Sendai 108 

Framework on disaster risk reduction (UNISDR, 2015) – have all emphasised the 109 

central role that cities must play in addressing global challenges and achieving agreed 110 

goals. Simultaneously, these frameworks have highlighted the importance of broadly 111 

accessible information and data (i.e. ‘evidence’) for informing decision-making and 112 

policy development across all levels of governance. The UN’s forum on the ‘Global 113 

Action Plan for Data’ emphasises that effectively implementing the 2030 Agenda for 114 

Sustainable Development (SDGs) “requires the collection, processing, analysis and 115 

dissemination of an unprecedented amount of data and statistics at local, national, 116 

regional and global levels” (UN, 2017). Furthermore, the effectiveness of responses to 117 

global challenges, from local initiatives to multilateral processes, depends on detailed 118 

and timely knowledge about “demographic, economic, cultural, physical, technological 119 

and environmental dynamics” (UN-Habitat GUO, 2015).  120 

‘Data’, ‘information’, and ‘knowledge’ have specific definitions but may overlap in 121 

their usage in urban theory and urban studies more generally (Parnell & Robinson 122 

2018). Throughout this paper we use ‘data’ to refer to collected quantitative variables 123 

and statistics (Batty, 2013), ‘information’ to refer to processed or purpose specific data 124 

(Acuto et al., 2018) and ‘knowledge’ as a sum of data, information and experience 125 

(Komninos, 2013). The original formulation is maintained within direct quotations. 126 



  

 

Because cities play an important role in the global agreements mentioned above, this 127 

places significant pressure on urban systems – particularly those underpinning urban 128 

governance – to enable effective generation, analysis and communication of knowledge 129 

about the challenges that confront local (and indeed national) governments. From a 130 

specifically urban governance perspective, the New Urban Agenda goes further than 131 

placing knowledge demands on cities. It also reflects a global appetite to actively 132 

support and strengthen “the role and enhanced capacity of national, subnational and 133 

local governments in data collection, mapping, analysis and dissemination and in 134 

promoting evidence-based governance, building on a shared knowledge base using both 135 

globally comparable as well as locally generated data.” (UN, 2016, para 159). This sits 136 

alongside repeated calls from the urban academic community (e.g. Parnell, 2007; Acuto, 137 

Parnell and Seto 2018; Bai et al., 2018) for new modalities for developing applied and 138 

policy-relevant urban research with the potential to transform the way in which urban 139 

systems are understood, structured, and managed. The challenge is, therefore, to 140 

identify appropriate institutional models and practices that enable the realisation of 141 

effective urban knowledge systems (e.g. Komninos, 2013). The case presented within 142 

this paper emphasises the importance of institutions dedicated to converting urban data 143 

into actionable urban knowledge, not only providing data in the manner of statistical 144 

repositories (e.g. census) but asking questions about how and why issues arise (Culwick 145 

et al., 2017; Parnell and Robinson, 2018). These institutions can play a role in 146 

interrogating how research can build better knowledge bases for policy and decision-147 

making, reflecting on the governance of urban areas and practices of urban knowledge 148 

generation. They also provide opportunities for city officials to become active in 149 

knowledge production rather than merely recipients thereof (Vogel et al., 2016), 150 



  

 

encouraging a two-way collaboration that many have highlighted as crucial in cities 151 

today (Barnett and Parnell 2016).  152 

Urban Observatories as boundary spanning institutions 153 

Guston (1999, 2001) frames the role of ‘boundary organisations’ as attempting to 154 

navigate the boundary between academia and policy by meeting three criteria: 1) 155 

provide opportunities and incentives to create and use boundary objects, 2) involve the 156 

participation of actors from both sides of the boundary, and professionals in a mediating 157 

role; and 3) exist at the frontier of the two relatively different worlds, but have distinct 158 

lines of accountability to each. Academic work has to date offered very limited analysis 159 

of these aspects in practice, presenting not only a major literature gap but also a 160 

shortcoming in the very science-policy bridging capacity these organisation seek to 161 

build.  162 

Observatories have emerged as a broad but important class of institutions within many 163 

urban knowledge transition zones. The term ‘Urban Observatory’ appears explicitly in 164 

academic literature in relation to a series of observatories founded in the 1960’s in the 165 

United States of America to build a robust evidence base for urban decision-making 166 

(Williams, 1972). Since then, the establishment of observatories has evolved and 167 

proliferated, with clear attention by the United Nations. There are now 187 such bodies 168 

listed as part of the Global Urban Observatory Network, set up by UN-Habitat (UN-169 

Habitat GUO) (UN-Habitat GUO, 2018). For the purposes of this paper, the key 170 

descriptors for an ‘Urban Observatory’ are derived from UN-Habitat GUO as the most 171 

visible global body in the establishment and management of observatories. UN-Habitat 172 

GUO defines observatories as “… governmental agencies, research centres or 173 

educational institutions that are designated as the "workshops" where monitoring tools 174 

are developed and used for policy-making through consultative processes”. UN-Habitat 175 



  

 

GUO proposes that all observatories share at least three common aims: 1) to create 176 

sustainable urban monitoring systems to support local planning and management 177 

processes, linking data to policy; 2) to strengthen local capacity for the development 178 

and use of urban indicators that facilitate the collection of disaggregated data at city and 179 

sub-city levels; and 3) to promote local ownership of urban indicator systems and a 180 

culture of monitoring and assessment in the urban sector (UN-Habitat GUO, 2015, 181 

p12). Observatories are thus tasked with the responsibility for sustained data collection 182 

and analysis to support public policy in urban contexts. Referring back to Guston (1999, 183 

2001) who frames this as a clear “opportunity… to create and use boundary objects”. 184 

Despite the existence of many observatories, Siedlok and Hibbert (2014) highlight the 185 

paucity of literature that builds an understanding of how long term research 186 

collaborations are organised and managed and what has enabled the longevity of these 187 

bodies. 188 

Observatories take on a range of forms, which have been summarised by Farah (2011) 189 

into four ‘archetypes’: city-university partnerships, public actor models (based within an 190 

existing element of the public sector), global network models (instigated and formed by 191 

global bodies such as UN-Habitat GUO) and local initiative models (driven and 192 

operated by local, non-government actors). The diversity of forms is also mirrored in 193 

the scales of focus. Observatories range in focus from a single city-region (e.g. 194 

Vancouver or Melbourne) to the urban form of Europe (e.g. ESPON, the European 195 

Spatial Planning Observation Network) (Moore, 2016). Observatories may also have a 196 

specific thematic focus (e.g. poverty, gender, housing) or a general remit for the 197 

collection of data and formation of knowledge across the city region, where the 198 

thematic research priorities are decided by partners, local decision-makers and directly 199 

or indirectly influenced by global governance needs (UN-Habitat GUO, 2015). The 200 



  

 

individual structure and mandate of the observatories has implications for their day-to-201 

day operation at all levels, including the nature of their partnerships, and the methods 202 

and approaches employed to gather and analyse data. The permeable boundaries of 203 

knowledge production and transfer place observatory professionals in a mediating role 204 

between a range of stakeholders and depending on their formal, institutional structure 205 

can generate complex lines of accountability (Guston, 1999, 2001). 206 

Farah (2011) notes that “while urban observatory structures may differ in their scale, 207 

mode of operation, objects of interest and outputs, they are all similar in the central 208 

thing defining their mode of operation: observation”. Irrespective of their ‘type’, in 209 

order for these organisations to research, analyse and present knowledge effectively, 210 

they have to negotiate the persistent tensions of being positioned at particular 211 

knowledge transition zones. What is ‘observed’, how, and why - will, therefore, be 212 

highly contingent on the respective contextual factors. Yet some generalizations on the 213 

operation of observatories might still be of value in charting lessons for the mobilisation 214 

of urban knowledge for policymaking. 215 

Spanning boundaries of knowledge  216 

The boundary nature of observatories and their respective capabilities frequently falls 217 

within the realms of transdisciplinary research, which is typically problem-oriented and 218 

practice driven (Klein, 2008), drawing on knowledge co-production methods such as 219 

participatory mapping (Mushongera and Culwick, 2017). These approaches imply a 220 

“collaborative process of bringing a plurality of knowledge sources and types together 221 

to address a defined problem and build an integrated or systems-oriented understanding 222 

of that problem” (Armitage et al., 2011, pg. 996). Correspondingly, the UN-Habitat 223 

GUO guidance for establishing an observatory states that “Urban observatories not only 224 

direct specific attention towards urban questions through merging/bridging traditional 225 



  

 

disciplines, but they also deliberately attempt to learn from practice and use applied 226 

knowledge to inform the scholarly pursuit.” (UN-Habitat GUO, 2015). This implies a 227 

reflexive positioning for those involved in observatories, which echoes the approach 228 

adopted in this analysis of the GCRO. 229 

Here we focus more specifically on the city-university partnership model - Farah's first 230 

archetype of observatories (2011) - of which the GCRO is, in our view, an effective and 231 

increasingly internationally-recognised example. In considering such a partnership 232 

model, some immediate challenges and opportunities present themselves. Public sector 233 

decision-makers and academics have very different knowledge practices and these 234 

variations can undermine the identification and flow of useful knowledge. In the 235 

common caricature of this model, conflicts arise where on the one hand policy-makers 236 

consider academic research outputs as too removed from real-world contexts and 237 

inaccessible to be meaningfully applicable for governance (Panda and Gupta, 2014), 238 

and on the other hand, academics consider knowledge that derives from within 239 

government and which has been primarily designed to support pragmatic policy less 240 

credible than peer-reviewed academic research (van Kammen et al., 2006). Academic 241 

research is also interested in making theoretical advances: these can ultimately form the 242 

frameworks of thinking and action which support real-world progress on issues, but in 243 

themselves are not always perceived as critical in a decision-making context (Batty, 244 

2012; McPhearson et al., 2016b).  245 

City-university boundary organisations, therefore, deliberately create common ‘objects’ 246 

such as aims and procedures shared or agreed by all parties to ensure genuine 247 

engagement and participation across the knowledge transition zone. This practice of co-248 

production between academia and policy-making is essential for the achievement of a 249 

productive partnership.  Approaches to addressing tensions lie both in increasing the 250 



  

 

quality and contextual relevance of policy research and in strengthening the translation 251 

of academic research into policy (Sutcliffe and Court, 2005). Observatories, through 252 

navigating the perceived ‘difficult’ co-production and interdisciplinary research space 253 

(Brewer, 1999; Campbell, 2005; Evans and Marvin; 2006, Petts, et al., 2008; Berkes, 254 

2009,), can provide insights into developing innovative approaches to knowledge 255 

production and interaction that are required. Observatories can create permeable 256 

boundaries for knowledge exchange in a way that cultivates the reciprocal absorptive 257 

capacities of the partner institutions and generates shared insights that are productive for 258 

better-informed public policy.  259 

Despite the acknowledged importance of observatories in facilitating evidence-based 260 

policy, and the growing calls for observatories to play a more prominent role in 261 

addressing global urban challenges, they remain under-analysed, with the scientific 262 

literature on observatories described as “rare and culturally fragmented” (Farah, 2011, 263 

Holden, 2006). Towards filling this 'void' the following section explores how our case-264 

study observatory, the Gauteng City-Region Observatory (GCRO) in South Africa, 265 

navigates the complex and relatively unreported terrain of applied urban research for 266 

decision-making. The GCRO was selected due to its relatively long history as an 267 

observatory (10 years) and the existence of detailed, open access records of its 268 

foundation and development as well as open information on the example projects 269 

reported. The GCRO is also respected as a credible research institute by government, 270 

academia and the broader public. It is used in this paper to explore how the theoretical 271 

context of observatories and knowledge transition zones is visible in a functional 272 

institute. It is also, in our view, a chance to encourage greater learning from the Global 273 

South. Our case highlights how some of the most effective forms of urban governance 274 

innovation might, in fact, have a long history (10 years in the case of GCRO) rather 275 



  

 

than being borne out of a current ‘urban’ fad. It also highlights the potential for global 276 

relevance of models situated, like GCRO, beyond the traditional core cities of urban 277 

theorizing, often “off the map” of those Norther-driven geographies of “authoritative 278 

knowledge” that for too long have dominated our thinking about cities (Robinson, 2006; 279 

Roy, 2011). The operating mode, form, philosophy, skills base and impact of the GCRO 280 

reveal both the successes and persistent struggles of being a transdisciplinary boundary 281 

organisation. The paper also serves as a means of reflection on practice for the GCRO 282 

regarding its data, methods, modes of working and partnerships. 283 

Materials and methods  284 

This case study was developed to investigate some of the key opportunities and 285 

challenges for boundary organisations noted in the preceding sections and in the 286 

relevant literature. All of the examples noted in the introductory passages highlight 287 

critical interactions around the institutional structure of the boundary institution, its 288 

mode of operation and some aspect of its ultimate outputs as concrete artefacts and as 289 

‘boundary objects’ between different stakeholders. The case study was shaped through a 290 

close analysis of the history, processes, working experiences and outputs of GCRO, 291 

based on a varied corpus of documentation, research materials, direct insight, and 292 

interviews more specifically developed for the purpose of this study. The study 293 

employed a holistic single case study approach, taking a detailed view across many 294 

facets of the study organisation (Mills et al. 2010). It provides a ‘critical case’ which is 295 

intended to explore existing theory around observatories and boundary organisations 296 

more broadly. Throughout the discussion we have endeavoured to draw the case back to 297 

the literature in the introductory sections, implementing an embedded design approach 298 

to connect observations to theory (Mills et al. 2010). Although we acknowledge the 299 

limitations of considering GCRO as a ‘representative case’ within the field of urban 300 



  

 

observatories, our intention is to develop a case study approach that can be adopted as a 301 

template against which other observatories can reflect on their own practice.      302 

The corpus from which the GCRO case study was developed includes publicly available 303 

materials online (www.gcro.ac.za), combined with annual reports, the GCRO 304 

constitution, board and internal reporting documents. It also includes quantitative 305 

figures on the GCRO, descriptions of materials and interventions generated by the 306 

GCRO and autoethnographic reflections from the GCRO co-authors of this manuscript 307 

(Christina Culwick and Rob Moore) on their work within the GCRO (Culwick et al. 308 

2016; Moore, 2016). This required a reflexive approach, acknowledging the GCRO 309 

authors’ close involvement with the case in question and cross-validating their insights 310 

through the inclusion of other research inputs (document analysis, interviews) (Thorpe 311 

and Holt, 2008; May and Perry, 2018). In the development of the case we acknowledge 312 

a particular need for ‘introspective reflexivity’, promoting a high degree of self-313 

consciousness on the part of the GCRO authors, ‘especially in terms of how [their] 314 

identity affects the design and process of [their] work’ (Thorpe and Holt, 2008). The 315 

development of this case could be conceptualised as an example of ‘reflection-in-316 

action’, as the GCRO authors’ reflected on both past and present everyday activities 317 

(Schön, 1983). The paper also draws on two semi-structured interviews with 318 

longstanding senior GCRO staff members, in which they were asked to reflect on 319 

GCRO’s form and approach, partnerships, philosophy and impact.  320 

This body of materials was interrogated on the basis of three main thematic areas of 321 

interest: structure (form, approach), partnerships and outputs. Taking this framework as 322 

a point of departure, the following research process was inductive, with some minor 323 

themes within these areas surfacing and evolving through the research and analysis, 324 

including: philosophy, skills and aptitudes, impact.  325 



  

 

 326 

Results  327 

The case of the Gauteng City-Region Observatory (GCRO) 328 

The GCRO is a research centre, established in 2008, that supports planning and 329 

decision-making in the Gauteng City-Region (GCR). The GCR is a fast growing and 330 

dynamic urban area in South Africa’s central interior. It consists of a number of 331 

municipalities, including three of the country’s largest metropolitan municipalities - 332 

Johannesburg, Tshwane and Ekurhuleni. Gauteng is the primary economic hub of South 333 

Africa and, although it makes up less than 2% of the national landmass, it is home to 334 

roughly a quarter of the country’s residents and contributes more than a third of the 335 

national GDP. It is the most urbanised city-region in the country and has the highest 336 

rates of population growth and in-migration. Furthermore, Gauteng is the site of high 337 

resource consumption and the most pronounced levels of inequality in the country. 338 

Thus, shifting Gauteng towards a more equitable and sustainable space will contribute 339 

significantly towards South Africa’s progress. The GCRO was established to undertake 340 

research to support government in achieving these goals, setting a policy agenda in the 341 

background of the knowledge (creation and dissemination) agenda of the GCRO itself.  342 

GCRO as an urban observatory  343 

The GCRO was established to inform the city-region governance agenda and was 344 

motivated by calls from within both the government in Gauteng and academic urbanists 345 

in South Africa (e.g. Parnell 2007) for policy-relevant research specific to the local 346 

urban context. Academics in Gauteng had noted frustration that existing and emerging 347 

research was not used within local planning and decision-making, while government 348 

stakeholders flagged the inaccessibility of academic research to inform policy.  349 



  

 

The GCRO was deliberately set up to address these concerns. This purpose-designed 350 

institution undertakes research aimed to address the complex questions of urbanism in 351 

the GCR, and to provide insights to inform policies and decision-making (Everatt, 2017; 352 

Mushongera and Culwick, 2017). Its formal mandate is to:  353 

• Generate datasets for evaluation and comparison of the settlements of the city-354 

region with one another and with other local and international comparators 355 

• Analyse the data to identify the key opportunities and challenges highlighted by 356 

these comparisons 357 

• Assist government and its partners to interpret the trends and forces shaping the 358 

city-region 359 

• Support decision-makers through analysis and evaluation 360 

Observation is a defining modality of research adopted by the GCRO and is undertaken 361 

through the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data, and the analysis of 362 

existing datasets from a range of sources (e.g. Census, GIS and remote sensing data). In 363 

line with the UN-Habitat GUO (2015) ‘requirement’ for observatories to create 364 

sustainable urban monitoring systems, and to develop and use indicators at the city-365 

region level, GCRO has developed the Quality of Life (QoL) survey, which serves as a 366 

tracking and diagnostic tool, affording a rich information resource about Gauteng, and 367 

is deliberately designed to feed in to a knowledge base for supporting decision-making 368 

in the GCR. 369 

The GCRO’s QoL survey, run every two years, measures the quality of life, socio-370 

economic circumstances, attitudes to service delivery, psycho-social attitudes and 371 

opinions, and other characteristics of residents within the GCR. The QoL study is a 372 

household-based survey with randomly selected adults (18 years of age and over) as 373 

respondents. The sample, which has grown significantly over time, is designed to be 374 



  

 

representative of the Gauteng population. The QoL survey has arguably become the 375 

largest independent social dynamics and attitudes survey conducted in South Africa. 376 

The questionnaire consists of over 200 questions spanning topics including dwellings, 377 

services, satisfaction with services and government, migration, transport, public 378 

participation, employment, and perceptions about a range of socio-political questions. 379 

While approximately 60% of the questionnaire remains constant across all iterations of 380 

the survey, the remaining bank of questions has evolved over time. The questionnaire 381 

has evolved in response to extensive engagement with both government officials and 382 

academic researchers, with the expressed intention of equipping a range of actors with 383 

critical, local-level data needed to ensure the effectiveness of their programmes and 384 

research. 385 

Analyses arising from the QoL survey, including various multi-dimensional indices 386 

(e.g. the Quality of Life index (Everatt, 2017)), have provided perspectives on how the 387 

lived experience of residents varies across the spectrum of affluence and poverty, and 388 

how these deep inequities in well-being remain differentially distributed across social 389 

identities and spatial locations. These analyses provide the government with a set of 390 

variables (and thus a conceptual vocabulary) together with trend data on the trajectory 391 

of these variables across wards, intended to inform planning and evaluation.  392 

While there has been uneven uptake of the QoL data across departments and agencies, 393 

there is growing evidence of increasing traction in various quarters. These concepts, 394 

born primarily within academia, have enabled ideas within government to be articulated 395 

and crystallised in a way that empowers the government to rethink how it engages with 396 

and cares for its residents. The City of Johannesburg, for example, has taken these 397 

concepts strongly on board and has used the Quality of Life index, which combines 58 398 

variables from the QoL survey into a single measure of quality of life, as an internal 399 



  

 

monitoring tool to assess the municipality’s performance in advancing the city and its 400 

residents. 401 

Form and approach 402 

The GCRO emerged as a formal partnership between the University of Johannesburg 403 

(UJ), the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) and the Gauteng Provincial 404 

Government. Organised local government in Gauteng is also now represented on the 405 

GCRO’s board. The GCRO receives a core grant from the provincial government and 406 

the two universities provide significant in-kind support. A senior academic at GCRO 407 

noted that “it is in many ways the best possible set of arrangements… [GCRO] is given 408 

full academic autonomy to develop its own academic programmes and interests” 409 

(Ballard, personal communication 4 February 2019).  410 

While the GCRO’s academic partners are formally limited to Wits and UJ, it undertakes 411 

collaborative research with individuals and departments across other higher education 412 

institutions, research centres, private sector think-tanks, NGOs, and knowledge-413 

exchange and learning-networks that operate both within and beyond the city-region. 414 

Partnerships exist at both organisational and individual researcher levels, with local and 415 

international organisations and researchers, and take the form of advisory, short-term 416 

project-based collaborations, as well as longer-term research initiatives. 417 

As noted in the introductory sections, tensions can derive from the fact that the GCRO 418 

is a hybrid, interstitial organisation that straddles the boundaries of very different 419 

institutions (university and government) and must mediate and resolve competing 420 

priorities, rhythms and cultures. It draws on the resources and methodologies of both 421 

academia and government to inform its research and research outputs, and in this way 422 

“there can be a productive tension” (Ballard, personal communication 4 February 2019). 423 

It is physically located in the academy (to signal and support its independence and 424 



  

 

credibility) but takes its cue from the needs of government. Inevitably, both these 425 

contexts compete to influence the disposition of the organisation, and the staff of the 426 

GCRO must steer an accommodating route between these competing demands. This 427 

tension is most obviously reflected in the interplay between different types of research 428 

output, illustrated later in this paper. 429 

The GCRO’s research focus is directed broadly by government objectives; however, it 430 

maintains academic independence and accountability through the two university 431 

structures. For example, the chair of the governing board alternates annually between 432 

the two academic partners, which means that although the core funding comes from 433 

government, the chair of the board (i.e. academia) holds a deciding vote on any evenly 434 

contested issue. The GCRO is physically located at Wits University and the 435 

organisation links directly into academic structures of both UJ and Wits. The GCRO 436 

also draws on the expertise of a ‘Research Advisory Committee’ with representatives 437 

from relevant research fields in academia, the public sector and beyond. Individuals 438 

from the research advisory committee help to develop the research agenda, review 439 

GCRO outputs and foster relationships between key researchers and counterparts in 440 

government. 441 

The GCRO has deliberately built on the opportunities afforded by the organisation’s 442 

formal partnership structure and fostered relationships across government and academia 443 

to build trust across these sectors. Inevitably, this trust is carried largely in the form of 444 

personal relationships between researchers and government officers, as well as in 445 

established track-records of repeated co-operative initiatives. For example, although the 446 

political leadership in one of the metros in Gauteng has changed since the establishment 447 

of the GCRO, this metro has continued to provide financial support to key GCRO 448 

initiatives, based on the track-record of independent, credible data provided in the past. 449 



  

 

Although GCRO has had overall success in building relationships and trust across the 450 

knowledge transition zone in Gauteng, it has faced challenges related to external 451 

political priorities with regards to university-government interaction. Municipal funding 452 

has for example been threatened in one of the GCRO’s projects unless a particular 453 

university in the province is included on the GCRO’s board. Thus, while the GCRO 454 

structure and institutional relationships have been relatively stable, this particular form 455 

cannot be taken for granted over time.  456 

The relationships of trust, maintained at personal levels, have enabled researchers to 457 

gain clearer insight into the contexts of government and for public officers to better 458 

understand the methods and time-scales of good-quality research. Together, these 459 

reciprocal insights contribute both to the quality of the work and its absorption into the 460 

public sector. The GCRO co-authors of this manuscript have frequently noted their 461 

appreciation for the levels of political maturity exercised by government leadership that 462 

have persistently respected the scholarly independence of the GCRO and have thus far 463 

never sought to limit the publication of, or disengage from, (sometimes) uncomfortable 464 

research findings. This speaks to the space for dialogue and mutual trust that is fostered 465 

by GCRO’s core belief that “academia is only relevant to the extent that it talks to the 466 

real-world challenges and… you only make progress in government if you are 467 

continuously reflecting” (Götz, personal communication 4 February 2019).  468 

Philosophy 469 

In order to establish a coherent and resilient organisation, significant work was required 470 

to bring the government and academic partners together and reach consensus among 471 

them regarding the role and mandate of the GCRO. In the end, this was achieved in part 472 

by a powerful and overarching mobilising vision for an alternative future for the city-473 

region as a whole, as well as mutual acknowledgement of the respective contributions 474 



  

 

both government and academia brought to the partnership (Moore 2016). This 475 

established not only an organisation that is able to operate between government and 476 

academia, but also an organisation that has developed the trust of both government 477 

officials and academics.  478 

Although the city-region is roughly co-terminus with the boundaries of the Gauteng 479 

Province, the functional footprint of this urban agglomeration sprawls beyond these 480 

boundaries into neighbouring provinces. While the Gauteng Provincial Government has 481 

taken the steerage of the city-region as its emblematic purpose, this governance 482 

ambition is curtailed by the constitutional autonomy of the city-region’s metropolitan 483 

and district municipalities.  484 

Achieving coherence and co-ordination across this city-region is obviously in both the 485 

regional and national interests and, municipal autonomies notwithstanding, it falls to 486 

provincial government to achieve a synoptic view across the region and to plan for its 487 

collective future. A challenge in this regard is the disconnectedness of available data, 488 

particularly spatial data. Although many of the municipalities in the province gather 489 

spatial and other data, securing access to this data can be difficult, even for the GCRO, a 490 

government-funded research institute. Furthermore, even when data is accessible, 491 

different departments and levels of government have adopted different approaches to its 492 

gathering and storage (Schäffler et al. 2013). This can make it difficult and sometimes 493 

impossible to analyse the data at a city-region scale. The GCRO itself has found it 494 

difficult to collect data beyond the provincial boundary – only the 2009 QoL survey was 495 

successful in conducting interviews in the provinces adjacent to Gauteng.  496 

Because the GCR is a heterogeneous city-region made up of a number of urban nodes, 497 

rather than a single constrained urban core, the GCRO not only navigates the 498 

government-academic divide, but also the complex terrain of multiple municipalities in 499 



  

 

the city-region and different levels of government (primarily local and provincial, but 500 

sometimes national too). This is particularly difficult when conflicts exist between or 501 

within different government spheres. The GCRO has adopted an approach where, 502 

instead of taking a particular side (between academia and government, or between 503 

different government spheres) the researchers deliberately find ways to open up debate 504 

and discussion around contentious issues.  505 

An example of where this approach has proved valuable is the May 2015 Map of the 506 

Month (Figure 1). The map plotted the location of government funded human 507 

settlements proposed by the provincial government, together with the concentration of 508 

businesses and unemployed people in Gauteng. The map made the argument that there 509 

is an apparent disconnect between the location of proposed housing and work 510 

opportunities. Subsequent to the release of the map GCRO received a plethora of 511 

requests for presentations and engagement from all spheres of government. These initial 512 

engagements mushroomed into numerous seminars and facilitated discussions between 513 

government officials and academics, special sessions at academic conferences and a 514 

journal special issue focused on Megaprojects for South Africa’s settlements (Ballard, 515 

2017).   516 

[Figure 1 about here]  517 

Skills and aptitudes 518 

GCRO’s core research includes a range of urban themes: 'changing social fabric', 519 

'government and governance', 'histories and futures', 'landscapes in transition', 'new 520 

regional economies', and 'sustainability transitions', with the crosscutting theme 521 

‘analytics and visualisations’. These themes are deliberately designed to transcend 522 

traditional disciplinary boundaries to provide integrated insights into complex urban 523 

trends and processes. GCRO explicitly tries to draw on the strengths of both 524 



  

 

government and academia, to help produce and translate knowledge to inform 525 

government decision-making. One of the main purposes of GCRO’s research is in 526 

providing different perspectives and thus shifting understandings of the GCR to 527 

influence governance in the city-region.  This requires researchers who are willing and 528 

able to interrogate current approaches and understandings to explore where a particular 529 

reading or theorisation of a problem needs to be interrogated.  530 

The GCRO presents its research in a range of outputs (see Figure 2) including 531 

infographic style vignettes, Maps of the Month, interactive websites, research reports, 532 

data briefs, and academic publications. The balance between academic outputs (journal 533 

articles and books) and materials for other audiences is about 47% academic to 53% 534 

other. In addition to raw and analysed QoL data, the GCRO develops innovative web-535 

based applications to ensure that the QoL data and other spatial datasets are available 536 

and widely accessible even to people without data or spatial analysis capabilities. Data 537 

analytics and visualisation is a key focus that cuts across all of GCRO’s research themes 538 

coupling data generation, analysis and visualisation to increase the accessibility of the 539 

research to a range of audiences.  540 

[Figure 2 about here] 541 
One of the GCRO’s ongoing projects, Green Assets and Infrastructure (GAI), provides 542 

an example of how the GCRO has utilised a range of data, methods and output types to 543 

systematically build the argument for rethinking the current approach to urban 544 

development and infrastructure provision in Gauteng. The project explores how green 545 

infrastructure (the interconnected network of ecological systems) can be mainstreamed 546 

into urban infrastructure planning and management.  547 

This project has brought together qualitative and quantitative methodologies and 548 

approaches including GIS (Geographical Information Systems), data visualisation and 549 

photography. While few of the concepts adopted in this project are novel 550 



  

 

internationally, its significance is that it articulates arguments and translates academic 551 

theories in a way that is relevant to government in Gauteng. In reporting on this project, 552 

the GCRO has deliberately adopted the language of infrastructure planning and service 553 

delivery, rather than that of environmental conservation and biodiversity, in order to 554 

open up the research to a wider range of people.  555 

The GAI project firstly drew on experience from elsewhere in providing detailed case 556 

studies and experiential reflections, and secondly developed strategic conversations and 557 

spaces where both practitioners and academics could together explore these concepts for 558 

the Gauteng context, in a platform dubbed the ‘Green Infrastructure CityLab’. 559 

The Green Infrastructure CityLab initiated a space for sharing and co-producing 560 

knowledge between provincial and municipal officials, academics and other 561 

stakeholders from a range of backgrounds. Modelled on the methodology developed by 562 

the African Centre for Cities (Anderson et al., 2013), it was designed as a platform for 563 

exploring existing green infrastructure plans and projects and for considering what is 564 

required collectively to build the knowledge base to support a green infrastructure 565 

approach in government planning processes in the GCR. This method provided a space 566 

for people to step away from their day-to-day demands and offered opportunities to 567 

think beyond the existing structures and practices (Vogel et al., 2016).  568 

In attempting to enhance the traction and uptake of the research the project has used a 569 

range of outputs types and methodologies (see   570 

) to translate concepts in an accessible way. The GAI project has been successful in 571 

providing external validation for officials attempting to shift stubborn policy approaches 572 

and created ‘safe’ spaces where the insights from both government and academia 573 

contribute to and guide the direction of future research. The project has systematically 574 

and logically established an argument that speaks directly to local challenges, draws 575 



  

 

insights from other cases and provides officials with the tools, vocabulary and support 576 

to change approaches in the face of deep resistance. This has required a range of 577 

additional skills, beyond traditional academic research skills, such as facilitation, 578 

creative visualisation, co-production methods and diplomacy.  579 

[Table 1 about here] 580 

Over time, the project has developed partnerships and collaborations with government, 581 

academia and private sector stakeholders. Furthermore, it has supported a number of 582 

government projects and processes, including helping different government departments 583 

to think through how green infrastructure can be incorporated into integrated 584 

infrastructure planning, natural resource planning and responding to climate change. 585 

The GAI project and the CityLab demonstrate the importance of developing a trusted 586 

platform for engagement that allows people to come together in sustained deliberation. 587 

The relative independence of the GCRO, while concurrently holding the interests of 588 

both academia and government, was able to create a space where different actors could 589 

be engaged and united towards a combined purpose, even though outside of this space 590 

they would not necessarily have been easily aligned. However, the project has also 591 

highlighted the time-consuming nature of this type of work, and the additional 592 

emotional and administrative burden taken on by the researchers.  593 

This is an example of where GCRO’s research approach (outputs and research process) 594 

has promoted local ownership of the research and informed change. However, achieving 595 

influence in this way is far from a guaranteed outcome, and patterns of uptake are very 596 

uneven, with examples where the GCRO research seems not to have gained visible 597 

traction. 598 



  

 

Impact 599 

The GCRO is predicated on the ideal that systematic data generation and analysis, when 600 

presented publicly in ways that enable debate, can both contribute to society’s 601 

understanding of development opportunities and challenges, and support government’s 602 

strategic decision-making. An important component of ensuring accessibility is 603 

GCRO’s commitment to making all research outputs freely and publicly available, and 604 

data repositories are available for any non-commercial purposes.   605 

The QoL survey provides the basis for research within and beyond the GCRO. The raw 606 

data is freely available for research purposes and can be requested directly from the 607 

GCRO or accessed via an open-source data repository. Figure 3 shows the number of 608 

direct data requests for the QoL survey data from the GCRO. Although the QoL survey 609 

is deliberately designed to support government decision-making, by far the majority of 610 

requests come from academia. This demonstrates the limited uptake of data within 611 

government for internal analysis and use, and emphasises the continuing importance of 612 

ensuring that the QoL results are presented to government in various other formats to 613 

ensure the application of the data into government decision-making. QoL related 614 

outputs take on many forms including written and visual outputs in physical and digital 615 

formats, as well as many presentations to executive groupings, committees, strategic 616 

planning workshops and government-hosted conferences.  617 

[Figure 3 about here] 618 
As noted previously, the GCRO produces conventional academic research outputs (e.g. 619 

books and journal articles) as well as a wider range of reports and data visualisations. 620 

The relative distribution of output across academic and other 'more accessible' 621 

categories reflects an approach that ensures the scholarly rigour of the research before 622 

the insights are made available in more digestible and applicable policy-friendly 623 

formats. In terms of the latter, the GCRO is widely known for its Map of the Month 624 



  

 

series, where every month a new map is published using innovative mapping techniques 625 

and data, to reveal new and interesting dynamics in the city-region and encourage 626 

debate. 627 

The range of GCRO’s outputs has broadened over time as staff have pushed boundaries 628 

of data analysis, visualisation and dissemination. This is motivated by the concurrent 629 

desire to broaden the reach of GCRO’s data and research among a wide range of 630 

audiences and to explore methodologies that open fresh avenues of enquiry and insight. 631 

For example, the GCRO’s strong track-record in wide-scale survey methods (e.g. its 632 

biennial Quality of Life survey) is currently being complemented by ethnographic 633 

enquiry into governmental decision-making cultures on the one hand, and into the social 634 

fabric of street-level communities on the other.  635 

GCRO also seeks a broader sense of impact, beyond the number of publications, data 636 

requests or citations. As the research director notes, “we would be doing ourselves a 637 

disservice if we dwell on those kind of metrics” (Götz, personal communication 4 638 

February 2019). GCRO’s greater success has been in “expanding the space of debate 639 

within government” (Ballard, personal communication, 4 February 2019) and “there is a 640 

huge amount that we have done that has shifted the nature of the conversation and 641 

continues to do so” (Götz, personal communication 4 February 2019). 642 

Discussion and conclusion 643 

Challenges and opportunities  644 

The aspirations of an observatory can be specified from the outset but will evolve with 645 

time and the changing demands to which it is exposed, as well as by its own successes 646 

and failures. This ultimately sets an impact agenda, which over time results in opening 647 

up of operating spaces such as those described in the case study. A successful boundary 648 

organization “will thus succeed in pleasing two sets of principals and remain stable to 649 



  

 

external forces astride the internal instability at the actual boundary” (Guston, 2001, pg. 650 

401). One of the critical elements highlighted is a need for sustained and systematic 651 

investment in the capability, resources and relationships for transdisciplinary 652 

knowledge-making. The “conversation [between academia and government] can happen 653 

because we are the right kind of space, but it does not automatically happen because the 654 

space exists” (Götz, personal communication 4 February 2019). The case presented 655 

highlights the need for trusted relationships and consensus building in the functioning 656 

and longevity of observatories.  657 

Much interdisciplinary research is still conducted through temporary teams and 658 

collaborations (Klein, 2008). This is not always a satisfactory arrangement in addressing 659 

complex, long-term urban problems and there is growing emphasis on the need for 660 

institutions to build research relationships to undertake problem-based research that 661 

spans disciplines and sectors. The GCRO experience has demonstrated that it is from 662 

deep, established and evolving capability that the complexity and multifactorial nature 663 

of urban phenomena can be understood, drawing upon comprehensive data repositories 664 

and seasoned research skills that are specialised in this domain and the local context. 665 

This sustained investment is also essential for the establishment of considered and 666 

effective partnerships and networks that reach across institutional boundaries. This is 667 

crucial for navigating the inevitable (and often productive) tensions between partners 668 

and ensuring the uptake of the research into decision-making systems (Guston, 2001). 669 

This also affords the convening power, legitimacy and independence to stage initiatives 670 

such as the CityLab. It is thus essential that considered arrangements are made for the 671 

longevity of an observatory (including the institutional hosting, core funding etc.) so 672 

that it can build both the mature expertise and the appropriate spheres of influence 673 

needed to address complex long-term urban problems (Klein, 2008). 674 



  

 

In addition to sustained investment, which has allowed GCRO to pursue long term 675 

research projects, the recurring core grant funding from the provincial government and 676 

the in-kind support from the university partners has allowed GCRO staff to focus 677 

primarily on research rather than splitting their focus between conducting research and 678 

pursuing research funding. This has freed up time for GCRO to undertake 679 

transdisciplinary research, where significant time and effort is required to curate 680 

effective spaces for knowledge co-production. It has also enabled the organisation to 681 

dedicate time and resources to undertake major data collection on a regular basis and to 682 

explore innovative visualisation and alternative outputs that enhance dissemination and 683 

uptake of GCRO’s data and research. The organisation’s success and reputation have 684 

been significantly furthered through these efforts. 685 

GCRO’s physical and epistemological location as part of the academy enables it in the 686 

most practical sense to make independent research insights available for the governance 687 

of the GCR and its connection to decision-making bodies assists both the relevance of 688 

its research and its access to the knowledge metabolisms of the public sector. A hybrid, 689 

interstitial enterprise of this nature requires a stable organisational platform, invested 690 

with sufficient independence and autonomy to protect it from being unduly ‘captured’ 691 

by the dynamics and agendas of any one domain, but that enables it to nourish its work 692 

amply from both. It needs to have clear windows of insight into imperatives and 693 

conditions that public policy must address, without being drawn into the political 694 

urgencies of day-to-day government. Equally, it needs to make full use of the methods 695 

and rigour of the academy without becoming committed to burgeoning responsibilities 696 

that characterise contemporary academic labour. The GCRO is collectively and 697 

divisibly mindful of the competing and complementary imperatives of both the 698 

academic and decision-making realms. Through activities such as those described 699 



  

 

briefly above, it strives to meet the need for high-quality academic outputs (the primary 700 

currency of scholarly credibility in the university sector) as well as the appropriate 701 

products and publications intended for a wider (especially public sector) readership. In 702 

this process, the respective operating boundaries are repeatedly negotiated, contested, 703 

and maintained as stakeholders work to resolve a fundamental tension that emerges 704 

when science is brought into the policy arena: maintaining scientific credibility while 705 

assuring political saliency (Jasanoff, 1987). Ultimately, its outputs are a balance 706 

between the two. It is this distinctive tension and dilemma that the GCRO and other 707 

boundary organisations must resolve on an ongoing basis; striking a balance between 708 

potentially competing purposes, values and practical considerations. A positive lens in 709 

the boundary space, posits that where research is confronted by scrutiny from 710 

sometimes opposing perspectives, this can increase the difficulty of finalising research 711 

outputs, but the credibility of the final output may be of higher quality than without the 712 

double accountability (Parnell, 2007).  713 

One of the benefits of working as an interstitial organisation is the relative 714 

independence that this can provide. This has relevance in the emerging need for 715 

observatories to be also ‘intermediary organisations’, or bodies that broker relationships 716 

between other agencies and sectors, that might not otherwise be in dialogue. Certainly, 717 

the GCRO has found itself facilitating conversations and debate that extend across 718 

government, academia and civil society with the intention of mobilising their individual 719 

strengths in pro-active and constructive ways. GCRO has also been active in extending 720 

research across a large and heterogeneous geographic space. These processes, like the 721 

Green Infrastructure CityLab, often require significant time and effort beyond the pure 722 

research endeavour. The potential successes from such engagements can justify this 723 

additional effort. However, the risk that some effort might not pay off in the short term 724 



  

 

needs to be taken into consideration when planning the structure and institutional 725 

positioning of observatories, as well as the indicators and measures by which the 726 

organisations and their staff are evaluated. Typically, knowledge co-production within 727 

boundary organisations results in more varied and nuanced roles for both academic and 728 

governmental actors (Guston, 2001 and sub-refs: Braun 1993; Guston 1996; Caswill 729 

1998; van der Meulen 1998). The utility of boundary organisations, broadly, is that they 730 

sit between two different social worlds, such as science and non-science, and they can 731 

be used by individuals within each for specific purposes without losing their own 732 

identity (Guston, 2001 pg. 400). While these insights reflect enticingly on the 733 

experiences of those interacting with the boundary organisation, the implications for 734 

those working within the organisation are notably different and worthy of further 735 

reflection. The demands of working life in an observatory can be challenging, 736 

presenting a wide range of engagements and accountabilities, different from those of 737 

government agencies and academic departments. Researchers in these settings must not 738 

be daunted by ambiguity, or the many barriers and frustrations that characterise policy-739 

oriented research, but should rather find fluid and unpredictable contexts to be triggers 740 

for innovation. Certainly, in the case of the GCRO, it has been these motivations, skills 741 

and capabilities that have helped to shape the paths of enquiry and the research 742 

methods, as well as the modes of publication and how these are mediated across 743 

audiences. Because of tensions between what is valued in different academic disciplines 744 

and the skewed system of research incentives, ways of tracking success are not 745 

straightforward and have historically imitated a narrow path to professional excellence 746 

and impact (Rijnsoever and Hessels, 2011).  In a positive move, with respect to 747 

individuals working within an increasingly complex and technical world, some 748 

postgraduate programmes in universities encourage and train these boundary-crossing 749 



  

 

skills. Observatories and similar bodies are natural destinations for individuals with 750 

strong disciplinary skills, but also with an appetite for wider intellectual territory 751 

beyond their own disciplines, for problem-oriented enquiry, and for boundary-spanning 752 

approaches to research. 753 

Taking urban observatories seriously 754 

Global bodies emphasise the necessity for enhanced research capability to support 755 

sustainable urban development objectives, particularly in the global South where urban 756 

growth and its consequences are concentrated. In light of calls for urban scholarship that 757 

extends beyond traditional Western approaches to enhance knowledge in the global 758 

South (Pieterse 2011), it is pertinent that this paper’s selected case study is located in 759 

one of Africa’s major city-regions and is increasingly cited as a global exemplar of 760 

boundary organisations.  761 

Ongoing work in this space with academics and practitioners across a range of global 762 

settings points to its timeliness and significance, as in the international agenda-setting 763 

efforts highlighted in the introduction to this paper. This extended holistic single case 764 

study has been produced to illustrate the experience of GCRO as an exemplar boundary 765 

organisation in the urban knowledge space. The case connects with many of the 766 

documented challenges and benefits surrounding boundary organisations and can assist 767 

in informing similar new bodies tasked with data collection and analysis for urban 768 

governance, or governance more broadly. The GCRO demonstrates the real potential for 769 

the longevity of transdisciplinary research that extends beyond the project level. 770 

Observatories are valuable examples of boundary organisations within urban knowledge 771 

systems that contribute to weaving larger landscapes of knowledge-to-action for urban 772 

governance. Observatories also reveal the potential for collaboration to enable spaces of 773 



  

 

creativity and innovation to support transdisciplinary research for urban decision-774 

making (Siedlok and Hibbert, 2014).  775 

The complexity of contemporary urban challenges, and demands for reporting against 776 

global agendas, increasingly requires multi-level approaches to research, where local 777 

knowledge is critical for benchmarking and understanding success against global 778 

agendas. This complexity and scalability have implications for the nature and scope of 779 

organisations and communities that generate and mobilise knowledge into concerted 780 

policy programmes including global policy agendas. Beyond the observations 781 

developed in this paper, there would be considerable value in a programme of 782 

comparative research across existing observatories (structures, partnerships, methods, 783 

outputs etc.). This research could provide both further insights into practices and a 784 

means for initiating conversation and reflection across agencies operating within this 785 

space, deepening the qualitative and quantitative appreciation of their operations, 786 

impact and effectiveness in contributing to urban governance.  787 
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Tables 961 

Table 1: Methods used, outputs generated and engagement undertaken as part of 962 

the 'Green Assets and Infrastructure (GAI)’ project 963 

Methods Outputs Engagement  

Interviews 

Facilitated co-production 

Case studies 

GIS analysis 

GIS mapping 

Literature review 

Research reports 

Maps 

Vignettes 

Academic publications 

Photo essays 

Blog posts 

Animated video 

Green Infrastructure 

CityLab 

Ad hoc policy support 

Presentations for 

government & academia 

Steering committees 
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Figures  966 

967 

Figure 1: May 2015 Map of the Month: The location of planned mega housing projects 968 

in context (Ballard et al., 2015) 969 
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 971 

Figure 2: GCRO’s publication outputs and number of each published (Jan 2009 – June 972 

2018)  973 
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 974 

Figure 3: Number of requests for Quality of Life survey data directed from GCRO, and 975 

the sector from which the requests derived (as of June 2018) 976 
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Figure captions as list  978 

• Figure 4: May 2015 Map of the Month: The location of planned mega housing 979 

projects in context (Ballard et al., 2015) 980 

• Figure 5: GCRO’s publication outputs and number of each published (Jan 2009 – 981 

June 2018) 982 

• Figure 6: Number of requests for Quality of Life survey data directed from GCRO, 983 

and the sector from which the requests derived (as of June 2018) 984 


