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Abstract 
Linking education and research requires a transdisciplinary perspective and specific attention to 
translating research into practice by producing easy-to-understand materials and experiences that 
prepare students for the challenge of navigating complexity on the systems scale. An emerging trend in 
service design for the public sector is the ideation and deployment of a systemic approach to tackle 
complex grand challenges, which requires an adaptation and novel design of learning methodologies 
and content for public sector stakeholders aiming to learn to innovate. Systemic approach has been 
studied extensively in business literature and private sector concepts. However, when applied to the 
public sector and municipalities, it is an innovation that transcends their traditional roles to become 
orchestrators of multi-actor collaborations.   

It is theorized that achieving climate neutrality in urban contexts requires municipalities to adopt a 
systemic innovation which integrates technological solutions, economic and financial constraints, and 
social innovations. The interconnectivity of these elements implies that municipalities’ actions must 
constantly adapt across silos to remain relevant and targeted in a constantly changing local context. 
From the observation that to achieve the systemic innovation required for reaching climate neutrality in 
cities, organisational change in the municipality is required. Thus, municipalities need to build the 
relevant capabilities required to address climate issues by becoming learning organisations which 
can continuously learn how to learn together. In this context, knowledge translation is essential for 
bridging research and practice, ensuring that evidence-based insights inform policy and decision-
making processes. 

The NetZeroCities EU-funded project aims to support European cities to become Climate-Neutral and 
Smart Cities by deploying a Learning by Doing design approach [26] to create stakeholder buy-in to 
shift the public sector mindset when proposing comprehensive, innovative solutions co-created with 
citizens, private companies, civic organizations and research institutions, which disrupt the current siloed 
approaches to managing cities. The NetZeroCities project provides cities with information, tools, and 
expertise to support urban climate transitions to achieve climate neutrality in a socially inclusive way. 

This research outlines how the strategy tool of the Sweet Spot framework is typically utilized in 
corporate strategy making and applied to sustainability [20] through a co-design methodology. It 
identifies key organisational capabilities, alternative pathways, and stakeholder needs to support 
climate action at the municipal level. The results have informed the design of the NetZero Cities 
Learning offer value proposition [22], an educational digital portal designed to empower and legitimise 
public administrators, researchers, civic organisations, policymakers, consultants, and change-makers 
to reach climate neutrality in urban areas through learning from other cities. This paper highlights the 
critical role of knowledge translation in bridging research and policy implementation, strengthening the 
links between academic inquiry and real-world climate action, and giving EU municipalities the skills 
required to implement climate transition technologies in the public sector systemically. It provides a 
theoretical contribution to the discourse on how a transdisciplinary team may co-design education 
programs for the public sector through a strategy tool typically utilised in the business methods of 
innovation. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Systemic Innovation & EU Municipalities as Learning Organisations 
Municipalities mitigating and adapting to climate change face complex problems rooted in technological, 
economic, financial, organisational, political, cultural and social systems. Interconnected systems often 
become their own roadblocks [18] unless horizontal relationships break up siloing and isolation within 
the system [17]. “The systems approach to problems focuses on systems taken as a whole, not on their 
parts taken separately. Such an approach is concerned with total-system performance even when a 
change in only one or a few of its parts is contemplated because there are some properties of systems 
that can only be treated adequately from a holistic point of view.” [1, p.661] A systemic approach is one 
way the public sector might create continuous improvement [12] in the sustainability domain to 
successfully reach the UN’s sustainable development goals [30]. 

Sustainable transitions are difficult. Even with enthusiastic commitment from expert practitioners, 
without the required capabilities to take a systemic approach, EU municipalities face insurmountable 
complexity [31]. “Change comes from reimagining how different organizations and actors in the economy 
co-create value.” [17, p.10], and the implementation of the systemic innovations from research must be 
made into practical resources which produce organizational readiness [32] in cities to respond to the 
specific challenges of local contexts across the EU. By becoming learning organisations [25; 21; 10] 
municipalities might expand their capacity continuously to create the future towards which their net zero 
goals drive. A municipality is becoming a learning organization when they “expand their capacity to 
create results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where 
collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning how to learn together.” [2, p.3] 
Such capabilities can be fostered through learning by doing [33; 27] and these specific practical 
lessons must be designed with intention. The NetZeroCities project has used a co-design [28; 4; 14; 6; 
16] methodology to facilitate knowledge translation from research partners [15] and work across silos to 
produce a comprehensive learning offering to public administrators across the EU, with evidence-based 
needs analysis and research-driven pedagogy in a research through co-design approach [8]. This paper 
offers a theoretical contribution to education literature by proposing the use of a classic tool from strategy 
making in business literature called the Sweet Spot Canvas to find a value proposition for an educational 
outcome used by public administrators, inclusive of courses and a digital presence. This case study is 
particularly complex because it aims to teach a systemic approach. 

1.2 NetZeroCities Project 
NetZeroCities is a large multi-annual EU-funded project that aims to support 100 European cities to 
become Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities by 2030. The project promotes a systemic innovation 
approach for European cities to meet their net zero goals by integrating multiple levers of change 
(including learning, social innovation, stakeholder participation, policies, technologies, and others). 
While undergoing such transitions, municipalities experience organisational change as a response to 
tackling the complexities of climate action planning. Capability building through learning [24] equips 
municipalities with the proper disciplines required to succeed in taking a systemic approach in their local 
contexts. Various research-based instruments, tools, and resources have been co-designed within the 
NetZeroCities Project. They are offered to public administrators through multiple learning modalities: in-
presence, hybrid, and online learning. A Learning by Doing design approach was used to create 
stakeholder buy-in for the project to shift the public sector mindset when proposing comprehensive, 
innovative solutions co-created with citizens, private companies, civic organizations and research 
institutions, which disrupt the current siloed approaches to managing cities. One emerging modality for 
delivering this service system is the NetZero Cities Learning program, which consists of a range of 
learning offers, including webinars, courses in presence, courses online and an online platform with 
interactive resources. 

This effort explores how the NetZeroCities Learning Hub might facilitate the integration of research-
driven insights into local policy implementation for climate neutrality and highlights the critical role of 
knowledge translation in bridging research and policy implementation, strengthening the links between 
academic inquiry and real-world climate action, and giving EU municipalities the skills required to 
implement climate transition technologies in the public sector. 
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2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Co-Design Workshop 

2.1.1 Workshop Planning 
The NetZeroCities project contains an extreme wealth of expert knowledge due to the magnitude of the 
project and the inherent transdisciplinary [29] structure of the work and outputs. The project is a system 
itself, and an internal systemic approach to task management is necessary to leverage best and 
distribute the knowledge being produced. “For the collective mind, the connections that matter are those 
that link distributed activities” [31, p.374]. To create a shared vision [25] of the NetZeroCities Learning 
program and online learning space, workshop participants met in October 2024 to collaborate on a 
series of correlated canvases which would define the context of what might be offered to cities that 
access NetZeroCities materials for learning about the implementation of a systemic approach to climate 
transitions in their local contexts. It was important to begin by aligning task members’ overview of (1) 
what available resources or services had already been produced by NetZeroCities (including those that 
were planned for development); (2) what alternative products or services exist from outside 
organisations which could be used in tandem by cities; and (3) what are cities’ needs that were identified 
through user research analysis during the first three years of the project. This was accomplished by 
using a tool called the Sweet Spot Canvas. 

2.1.2 Sweet Spot Canvas Tool 
The Sweet Spot Canvas Fig.1 is a tool used to find how an organisation meets the “customers’ needs 
in a way that rivals can’t, given the context in which it competes.” [11, p.89]. The Sweet Spot is the space 
in which an organization can satisfy user needs better or differently from its competitors. The Venn 
diagram maps the organisation’s capabilities (the available resources and services) in the top circle, 
while alternative offerings (services and offerings which might be used instead of what the organisation 
is capable of providing) are mapped in the right circle, and stakeholder needs (the expectations or 
requirements of the user) in the left circle. Within the overlap of the organisation's capabilities and 
stakeholder needs, the sweet spot offering can be identified as what is uniquely possible from the 
specific organisation’s resources to meet the needs of stakeholders in a way that alternative products 
or services cannot.  

 
Figure 1. Generic Sweet Spot Canvas, adapted from Collis & Rukstad 2008 
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2.1.3 Workshop Facilitation 
Relevant outputs from previous project tasks were collected to inform the discussion and the co-design 
workshop with consortium members from across the NetZeroCities project. The workshop session 
began with a series of presentations from workshop participants with historical knowledge of the project 
on (1) the city needs, (2) the current capabilities of the NetZeroCities platform and portal for cities (based 
on insights from usage data collected from the NetZeroCities digital portal), (3) understanding of the 
stakeholder user clusters, and (4) suggested content which could be produced in response to a defined 
value proposition with skill sets present within the team. With this shared vision of the context 
surrounding the development of a NetZeroCities Learning program and portal, the Sweet Spot Canvas 
template was introduced for the workshop. Fig 2. 

 
Figure 2. NetZeroCities Learning Hub Sweet Spot Canvas 
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2.2 Sweet Spot Canvas Analysis 

2.2.1 Canvas Segment: Alternatives and ‘Complementors’ 
In the context of guiding European municipalities towards climate neutrality, we might not see other 
service or product offerings as competitors as typically framed in business strategy. Instead, we view 
them as complementors which a city might also access and benefit from when developing a portfolio of 
action. These external platforms and initiatives were introduced to the group, framed as sources of 
inspiration for the offering, and treated as supportive resources that could be used simultaneously. This 
view supports a systemic approach by cities and includes National Platforms [19].  

2.2.2 Canvas Segment: Stakeholder Needs 
European municipalities' specific capability building gap for reaching climate neutrality through a 
systemic approach is a massive challenge to articulate and define. This perspective was gained through 
research analysis of city needs [3]. A gap analysis of user capability building abilities conducted by the 
NetZeroCities project explored these capabilities through user interviews for insights into the needs, 
challenges, and preferences of the city representatives aiming for climate neutrality. Interview responses 
were mapped to the NetZeroCities Climate Transition Map [13; 23; 9] and by quantifying the activities 
measured, an indication of how frequently each phase of the NetZeroCities Climate Transition Map is 
covered, emerged and highlighted where cities have yet to be adequately supported in its use. Previous 
research [3] visualises the existing support and needs of cities that are new to the project and have not 
begun using its tools or services. This provided a foundational knowledge of what our users would need 
and was heavily referenced during the Sweet Spot Canvas development and discussion. Materials from 
a prior presentation on Peer Learning on the European Level and Online Peer Learning Groups provided 
insight into the value and impacts for cities participating in twinning learning. Peer collaboration at the 
Sub-European Level was included in this circle due to the articulation of support for cities through 
national platforms as communities of practice. The activities of this supporting task displayed a country-
specific support framework which aligns the particularities and necessities of each context within one of 
five clusters that can be placed upon a continuum of support ranging from having an advanced national 
platform to having other national ecosystems.  

2.2.3 Canvas Segment: Organisation’s Capabilities 
The NetZeroCities project has produced a myriad of materials and outcomes since its origin in October 
2021. It has become an organisation with many available capabilities, which must be intentionally 
leveraged to design services and products that can be accessed by all European cities, regardless of 
their prior familiarity with climate transitions. Articulating NetZeroCities’ current capabilities began by 
reviewing the internal capacity building materials of NetZeroCities. 

These activities resulted in a map showing types of learning (peer-to-peer, learning by doing, expert-
lead learning, reflective learning, and individual learning) covered by a portfolio of in-presence or hybrid 
activities (seasonal schools thematic/national workshops, best practice sessions, pilot city program, 
collective sensemaking, boot camps, capital hub sessions, policy labs, twinning programs, site cities, 
stakeholder mapping codesign) for cities. 

The data insights from portal usage revealed that the vast wealth of intelligence and information in the 
knowledge repository is rarely accessed. This underscored the need for curated product service system 
delivery. Netzerocities' capabilities produce valuable resources, but the lack of a user-centered design 
of the learning material does not support public administrators' self-learning. The outcomes of the sweet 
spot analysis led to the collective development of the Value Proposition of the NetZeroCities Learning offer. 

3 RESULTS 
The result of this experiment of applying business tools from strategy making literature, specifically the 
Sweet Spot, to developing a co-designed education product for the public sector supported a multi-
disciplinary group to co-design the learning vision. In this illustrative case, the application of the Sweet 
Spot Canvas helped define a value proposition rooted in transdisciplinary perspectives, historic project 
knowledge, and collaboration across working teams. In this specific case, the resulting NetZeroCities 
learning offer Value Proposition came to be: “EU-specific learning programs for reaching climate 
neutrality in cities with a systemic and collaborative approach, in local languages leveraging and 
supporting national platforms, using visuals and to overcome the challenges of implementing a systemic 
approach.”  
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Next, participants were invited to utilize the value proposition design canvas [22] to contribute to the 
user profile (City public administrator) to identify the gains, pains and learnings of the user and the Value 
Map for identify the services, gain creators, and pain relievers of the service with the aim of identify the 
fit, which is achieved when the services produce pain relievers and gain creators that match one or more 
of the learning needs, pains relief, and gains that are important to users.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The NetZeroCities learning offer aims to facilitate the integration of research-driven insights into cities’ 
local policy implementation for climate neutrality by taking a systemic approach. When designing the 
workflow, we prioritise working in interdisciplinary teams to ensure that we operate as a learning 
organisation that upholds systemic innovations while producing new content for cities. The knowledge 
produced in this project must be interpreted and repackaged through a service design approach, and 
this includes the design of the learning experience for public administrators of cities. While developing 
the NetZeroCities learning value proposition, the Sweet Spot Canvas resulted to be an effective tool for 
visualizing and systematizing internal skills and knowledge to produce a unique and useful value 
proposition for cities attempting to implement climate action plans with the support of NetZeroCities. 
Shaping a learning vision which is shared across the actors to break down internal work silos and 
leverage the collective knowledge of the project is the practical contribution of the research. 

This research's theoretical contribution is the extension of the use of a tool from the business sector, a 
method for innovation, applied to designing a complex learning program for public sector users. Its 
application proved useful as a boundary object to support coordinating an interdisciplinary team, and it 
worked as a means to the end of putting research-driven sustainability products and services into the 
hands of public administrators. The critical role of knowledge translation between disciplinary domains 
in bridging research and policy implementation strengthens the links between academic inquiry and real-
world climate action and gives EU municipalities the skills required to implement climate transition 
technologies in the public sector. 
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