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Persistent unsustainability:
Transformative change needed



Transitions
A process of structural, non-linear systemic change in 

dominant cultures, structures and practices (regime) 
that takes place over a period of decades (Rotmans 
et al, 2001, Grin et al, 2010)

cultures: shared values, paradigms, 
worldviews, discourses

structures: institutions, economic
structures, 
physical infrastructures

practices:  routines, behavior, action, 
lifestyles



Historic transitions



Emerging transformative innovations

Transformative innovation
Changes in lifestyles, values, 
technologies or 
organizational models that 
fundamentally challenge 
established cultures, 
structures and practices
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Changing the game?
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From destabilisation into transition



Proactive or transformative incumbents?



No transitions yet



(un)desired transitions?



Transition governance: principles for transformative entrepreneurship

Radical on the long-term, diplomatic on the short-term

• Systemic: develop systemic understanding of persistency and transition dynamics

• Selective: focus on change agents, frontrunners and exploring desired patterns

• Back-casting: envisioning and scenarios as instruments for change

• Adaptive: experimenting towards multiple goals and transition pathways

• Learning-by-doing and doing-by-learning: ensure monitoring, reflexivity and critical mindset



Governance in transitions 1.0
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Probleemstructuring and backcasting
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Transition arena



Policy transition



Social mobility



Connecting public space



Accelerating and guiding?
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Climate agreement



Mobility transition Rotterdam: 100% zero emission in 2030

A direction for societal change rather than a policy goal

100% zero emission within city limits

affordable, accessible and fun for all

60% reduction of cars, 80% reduction of space use for cars

inner city and neighborhoods: slow traffic has priority

healthy mobility (walking cycling) pays, motorized mobility costs

Focus on short term structural experimentation bringing existing niches to scale



Governance: (urban) acupuncture for structural change

Create breakthrough interventions to explore how the alternative could work to
accelerate positive transitions

Embrace the radical direction but reduce it to a manageable and accountable
short-term intervention

Aim to make existing alterantives attractive, available and accesible to all to help 
shift the norm

Start close but at scale in neighborhoods, streets communicties and in 
organisations and areas

Facilitate translocal diffusion by enabling people to see, experience and share 
alternatives



Car-free neighborhoods



Blaakpark



Transitions need action research(ers)

• Drivers and mechanisms that cause transitions need to be identified, 
interpreted and discussed

• Path-dependencies, routines and vested interests that work against desired 
futures need to be challenged

• Emerging alternatives need to be assessed, empowered, connected and 
diffused

• Possible positive futures need to be guided, protected, prioritized and 
nurtured
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