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Persistent problems

•• our society faces a number of persistent problemsour society faces a number of persistent problems

•• many examples:  climate change, energy supply, many examples:  climate change, energy supply, 
water problem, mobility problem, agriculture, health carewater problem, mobility problem, agriculture, health care

•• persistence is due to system failures that are deeply rootedpersistence is due to system failures that are deeply rooted
in our societal structuresin our societal structures

•• regularregular policypolicy aimedaimed at at incrementalincremental improvementimprovement
is is notnot enoughenough to to resolveresolve persistent persistent problemsproblems

transformative change is neededtransformative change is needed
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Transition

fundamentalfundamental changechange of of structurestructure, culture and , culture and practicespractices in in 

societalsocietal (sub)system(sub)system

•• structurestructure:: physicalphysical infrastructureinfrastructure, , economiceconomic infrastructureinfrastructure
((marketmarket, , consumptionconsumption, , productionproduction), ), institutionsinstitutions
((rulesrules, , regulationsregulations, , collectivecollective actorsactors))

•• culture:culture: collectivecollective set of set of valuesvalues, , normsnorms, , perspectiveperspective
((sharedshared orientationorientation), ), paradigmparadigm ((definingdefining
problemsproblems and and solutionssolutions))

•• practicespractices:: routines, routines, behaviourbehaviour, , waysways of of handlinghandling,,
implementationimplementation at the at the individualindividual levellevel

incumbentincumbent structurestructure, culture and , culture and practicespractices needneed to to bebe brokenbroken
down and down and newnew ((sustainablesustainable) ) onesones needneed to to bebe built up built up 



K
no

w
le

dg
e 

ne
tw

or
k 

fo
r S

ys
te

m
 In

no
va

tio
ns

an
d 

tra
ns

iti
on

s
(w

w
w

.k
si

ne
tw

or
k.

nl
)

20 - 30 years

Acceleration phasePredevelopment phase
20 – 30 years

Breakthrough to sustainable society  

”
Widespread application 

of new paradigms

Distribution and diffusion of 
societal advantagesTip

pin
g P
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t

Battle between old and 
new paradigm

Build up and decay 
of institutions

energy

Time

We are here

Consolidatiion

transport

fisheries

health care

agriculture
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Multiple Levels
Macro-level
autonomous trends, paradigms, 
slow developments

Meso-level
regime: dominant structures, cultures 
and practices (but also niche regimes)

Micro-level
fast developments: innovative ideas, 
projects, techniques, niche actors
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Examples of transitions

•• fromfrom coalcoal energyenergy supplysupply toto gas gas energyenergy supplysupply

•• fromfrom extensiveextensive toto intensive intensive agricultureagriculture

•• fromfrom anan industrialindustrial -- toto service service -- toto knowledgeknowledge economyeconomy

•• fromfrom fossilfossil fuelfuel basedbased energyenergy supplysupply toto renewablerenewable
energyenergy supplysupply

notnot spontaneousspontaneous processesprocesses
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Why do transitions often fail?

game, game, rulesrules and and playersplayers

transitiontransition requiresrequires a a newnew structurestructure, culture and , culture and practicespractices

transitiontransition requiresrequires newnew rulesrules, , newnew playersplayers and and newnew gamegame

dominant dominant playersplayers have have tootoo manymany interestsinterests toto defenddefend andand
dondon’’tt want want toto changechange the the rulesrules drasticallydrastically

onlyonly newnew playersplayers cancan ‘‘break openbreak open’’ the game and the game and changechange
the the rulesrules

more, different, more, different, betterbetter
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Sustainability as orientation

sustainability serves as guiding orientation for transitionsustainability serves as guiding orientation for transition

sustainable development is a socially and scientificallysustainable development is a socially and scientifically
contested notion: contested notion: no unique definition or approachno unique definition or approach

transitiontransition approachapproach

organize reflexive search and learning process with organize reflexive search and learning process with 
stakeholders [frontrunners] to assess what sustainabilitystakeholders [frontrunners] to assess what sustainability
is in a particular contextis in a particular context
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Transition governance
rules of thumbrules of thumb

•• longlong--term thinking as the basis for short term policyterm thinking as the basis for short term policy

•• think in terms of multiple domains (multithink in terms of multiple domains (multi--domain), domain), 
different actors (multidifferent actors (multi--actor), actor), different different levelslevels ((multimulti--levellevel))

•• learning as an important aim for policy (learning as an important aim for policy (‘‘learninglearning--byby--
doingdoing’’ and and ‘‘doingdoing--byby--learninglearning’’))

•• usingusing uncertaintiesuncertainties as a as a startingstarting pointpoint forfor governancegovernance

•• keeping options open (wide playing field)keeping options open (wide playing field)
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Transition approach
principlesprinciples

-- put put energyenergy in frontrunners and in frontrunners and notnot in the packin the pack

-- bringbring frontrunners frontrunners togethertogether in in protectedprotected spacesspaces

-- developdevelop a a longlong--termterm agenda, incl. agenda, incl. visionvision + + pathwayspathways

-- start start withwith portfolio of portfolio of transitiontransition experimentsexperiments

-- createcreate newnew coalitionscoalitions aroundaround pathwayspathways & & experimentsexperiments

searchingsearching, , learninglearning, , experimentingexperimenting
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Transition approach cycle

vision, 
pathways,
transition

agenda

transition arena

transition experiments

evaluation, 
monitoring

learning
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society

Transition arenasRegular policy arena
- Short term
- Peloton   
- Incremental change
- Problem- and goal oriented

- Long term
- Innovators 
- System-innovation
- Problem- and goal searching

The transition arena 
space for experimenting and envisioning
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Transition experiments
ssocietalocietal experiments with high risks (chance of failure) experiments with high risks (chance of failure) 
and a high potential to contribute to a transition processand a high potential to contribute to a transition process

howhow toto manage portfolio of manage portfolio of transitiontransition experimentsexperiments??

-- deepeningdeepening [[learnlearn as as muchmuch as as possiblepossible fromfrom anan experiment]experiment]

-- broadeningbroadening [[repeatingrepeating anan experiment in a different context]experiment in a different context]

-- scalingscaling upup [[anchoringanchoring of of anan experiment in the regimeexperiment in the regime]]
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Transition Experiments

•• energyenergy deliveringdelivering greenhousegreenhouse

•• rush rush hourhour avoidanceavoidance

•• electricelectric vehiclesvehicles

•• CCS close CCS close toto residentialresidential areaarea

•• sustainablesustainable roofsroofs

•• regulatoryregulatory freefree zoneszones
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Ongoing transition processes

•• six Dutch ministries have official transition policysix Dutch ministries have official transition policy
•• Water transitionWater transition
•• Energy transitionEnergy transition
•• Construction sector transitionConstruction sector transition
•• Mobility transitionMobility transition
•• BiodiversityBiodiversity transitiontransition
•• Health care transitionHealth care transition

•• regional governments experiment with transition policyregional governments experiment with transition policy
•• Provinces Zeeland, Provinces Zeeland, FlevolandFlevoland, North, North--HollandHolland
•• Regions such as Regions such as ZuidvleugelZuidvleugel, , TexelTexel, , HaarlemmermeerHaarlemmermeer, , TwenteTwente
•• Cities such as Cities such as AlmereAlmere, Rotterdam , Rotterdam 
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Energy transition
•• in 2001 in 2001 initiatedinitiated byby the the ministryministry of of EconomicEconomic AffairsAffairs (EZ)(EZ)

•• startedstarted withwith a niche (a niche (smallsmall groupgroup of frontrunners of frontrunners withinwithin EZ)EZ)
evolvedevolved intointo a a movementmovement withwith companiescompanies, , NGOsNGOs, , knowledgeknowledge
institutionsinstitutions and and individualsindividuals

•• visionvision hashas been been developeddeveloped [[‘‘wherewhere do we want do we want toto go?go?’’]]

•• 7 7 mainmain themesthemes chosenchosen [platforms [platforms oror arenasarenas]]

•• 23 23 transitiontransition pathspaths formulatedformulated [[‘‘howhow toto go go therethere fromfrom herehere??’’]]

•• 100 100 transitiontransition experimentsexperiments set set upup [[‘‘howhow toto implementimplement pathspaths??’’]]
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6 ministriesInfluential persons
from energy sector

(Ministerie van EZ)

SENTER NOVEM

TRANSITION-PROJECTS

Platform-
secretaries

Taskforce
Energy transition

PLATFORM
SUSUTAINABLEble

MOBILITY
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support

Frontrunners
office
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GREEN

RESOURCES
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BUILT 

ENVIRONMENT

PLATFORM
NEW
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TransitionTransition
--pathwayspathways
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LongLong--termterm

visionvision
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TransitionTransition

experimentsexperiments

PLATFORM
GREENHOUSE

SOURCE

IPE 
Supporting

staff

“6 DG”
team

Interdepartementale
Programme board
Energy transition

Energy transitionbegonnen met 1 arena…..

77
TransitionTransition
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What has been achieved?

•• sensesense of of urgencyurgency, high , high ambitionambition levellevel

•• newnew discours, agenda of reform, discours, agenda of reform, breakthroughbreakthrough projectsprojects

•• broadbroad movementmovement withwith 1000 1000 peoplepeople involvedinvolved

•• high high amountamount of time, of time, manpowermanpower, , energyenergy investedinvested

butbut

stillstill dominancedominance of regime of regime playersplayers and and dangerdanger ofof
becomingbecoming and and executionexecution processprocess and and institutionalizedinstitutionalized
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Urban transition management:
transitionizing Rotterdam

• strategic: fundamental debate on cities future
and governance culture

• role of government and the effectiveness of policy
related to persistent problems

• identifying the unsustainability of the city and 
debating long term sustainability principles

• creating various strategic arenas in different areas 
and government institutions
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Urban transition management:
transitionizing Rotterdam

• tactical: reorientation and reorganisation of 
major programmes in crucial domains

• Rotterdam Climate Initiative
- 50% reduction of CO2 in 2025

• Pact op Zuid
- 1 billion Euro investment in battling social problems

• CityHarbors
- 35 year redevelopment of innercity industrial harbor area

reorienting programmes based on raising ambition, seeking
coherence and new governance strategies
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Urban transition management:
transitionizing Rotterdam

• operational: transition experiments and actions

• floating city
• water mobiltiy
• urban agriculture
• new communities/lifestyles
• roof transition
• energy service companies
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Floating Pavilion
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Dutch Research Institute For Transitions

Floating City
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Role of government
notnot in a in a directingdirecting rolerole

butbut

•• a a facilitatingfacilitating, , enablingenabling, , stimulatingstimulating rolerole

•• stillstill anan activeactive butbut different different rolerole

-- formulatingformulating visionvision and high and high ambitionambition levellevel
-- creatingcreating spacespace forfor frontrunnersfrontrunners
-- stimulatingstimulating and and enablingenabling transitiontransition experimentsexperiments
-- removingremoving barriersbarriers forfor sustainablesustainable innovationinnovation
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Role of intermediairy organizations

•• brokerybrokery rolerole

•• coco--designingdesigning rolerole
-- coco--developdevelop transitiontransition instrumentsinstruments
-- initiatinginitiating transitiontransition experimentsexperiments

•• monitoringmonitoring rolerole
-- monitoringmonitoring progressprogress of of transitiontransition processprocess
-- evaluatingevaluating transitiontransition experimentsexperiments
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Successes and Failures
SuccessesSuccesses

energy transitionenergy transition

health care transitionhealth care transition

implemented in regular policyimplemented in regular policy

FailuresFailures

mobility transitionmobility transition

biodiversity transitionbiodiversity transition
notnot createdcreated enoughenough criticalcritical massmass
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Lessons

•• natural tendency to an execution processnatural tendency to an execution process

•• natural tendency of the government to fall backnatural tendency of the government to fall back
in the commandin the command--andand--control modecontrol mode

•• the first period is relatively easy, thereafter arisethe first period is relatively easy, thereafter arise
winners and loserswinners and losers

•• space for frontrunners is of crucial importancespace for frontrunners is of crucial importance
[financial, organizational, juridical, mental space][financial, organizational, juridical, mental space]
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International Context

•• in Belgium two transition processes are runningin Belgium two transition processes are running
•• sustainable housing, sustainable energy & materials sustainable housing, sustainable energy & materials 

•• in Finland transition in Finland transition programmeprogramme for health carefor health care

•• in other European countries growing interestin other European countries growing interest

•• in Australia city transition in Australia city transition programmeprogramme
•• Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane, Cairns  Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane, Cairns  

•• in Japan experiments with transition policy in Japan experiments with transition policy 
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Insights, no Answers

•• transition approach is promising new governance modetransition approach is promising new governance mode

•• principles underlying transition approach are universal principles underlying transition approach are universal 
but the application is contextbut the application is context--specificspecific

•• the results so far are promising and stimulating the results so far are promising and stimulating 

•• transition approach can be applied at various scaletransition approach can be applied at various scale
levels  [federal, province, regional level]levels  [federal, province, regional level]


