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DERK LOORBACH*
This article introduces transition management as a new governance
approach for sustainable development. Sustainable development is used
here as a common notion referring to those persistent problems in (Western
industrialized) societies that can only be dealt with on the very long term
(decades or more) through speciﬁc types of network and decision-making
processes. Based on interdisciplinary research into complex processes of
long term, structural change in society, basic tenets for complexity-based
governance are formulated. These tenets are translated into a framework
that distinguishes between four different types of governance activities and
their respective roles in societal transitions. This framework can be used for
implementation of governance strategies and instruments. The approach
and framework have been developed deductively and inductively in the
Netherlands since 2000. This article presents the theoretical basis of transition management and will be illustrated by examples from transition
management practice, especially the Dutch national energy transition
program.

Introduction
Over the last decades, we have witnessed a shift from the centralized
government-based nation-state toward liberalized, market–based, and
decentralized decision-making structures in modernized European
democracies. The power of central government to develop and implement
policies in a top-down manner has decreased, leading to increasingly
diffuse policymaking structures and processes stratiﬁed across subnational, national, and supranational levels of government (Hooghe and
Marks 2001). Generally referred to with the term ”governance” (Kooiman
1993), the current practice of governments in Western European nationstates is increasingly to develop policies in interaction with a diversity of
societal actors. In other words, interaction between all sorts of actors in
networks often produces (temporary) societal consensus and support
upon which policy decisions are based. This development is far from
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trivial in light of the many complex, persistent problems that face Western
societies, and for which sustainable development can neither be planned
nor emerge spontaneously.
There seems to be an increasing degree of consensus in governance
research that both top-down steering by government (“the extent to which
social change can be effected by government policies”) and the liberal free
market approach (“the extent to which social change can be brought about
by market forces”) are outmoded as effective management mechanisms to
generate sustainable solutions at the societal level by themselves, but it is
at the same time impossible to govern societal change without them
(Jessop 1997; Meadowcroft 2005; Pierre 2000; Scharpf 1999). Therefore,
new modes of governance are sought that reduce the lack of direction and
coordination associated with governance networks in general, and
increase the effect of existing forms of government and planning in the
context of long-term change in society. In effect, this implies a new balance
between state, market, and society and new ways to facilitate and make as
effective as possible the informal network processes through which alternative ideas and agendas are generated that are often seen as important in
fueling regular policymaking processes with new problem deﬁnitions,
ambitions, solutions, and agendas (Héritier 1999).
Although it is not easy to generalize, theories of governance developed
over the last 15 years are highly descriptive and analytical and rarely offer
a prescriptive basis for governance. Modern industrialized societies are
however confronted with many complex and unstructured problems (e.g.,
in our welfare systems, environment, agriculture, energy, mobility, health
care) for which long-term solution strategies need to be developed at the
level of the society. We can refer to this as the challenge for (a form of)
sustainable development or, to use a sociological concept, as reﬂexive
modernization (Beck 1992): Long-term development that takes in to
account the adverse side effects of modernization and fundamentally
redeﬁnes its own dynamics and workings. Not only does this imply a new
paradigm on economic and technology development, it also includes a
redeﬁnition of how to govern society. While in this article we focus on
Western democracies, this need for reﬂexive modernization and associated new ways of “reﬂexive governance” (Voss 2005) are a general need for
industrialized and industrializing countries.
Since 2001, a governance experiment is ongoing in the Netherlands
under the ﬂag of “transition management” (Rotmans, Kemp, and van
Asselt 2001; VROM 2001), of which the so-called Energy Transition
Program is best known (www.senternovem.nl/energytransition). It is
perhaps not coincidental that this experiment originated in the Netherlands, well known for its collaborative policymaking, long-term planning,
and innovative environmental policies. It is, however, also surprising,
since many facets of transition management constitute a break with dominant approaches: a focus on frontrunners, the objective of radical innovation, and the selective participatory approach (Van Buuren and Loorbach
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2009). The emergence of transition management can in this light perhaps
be seen as a break with the consensual tradition of policymaking in the
Netherlands, which according to some is a broader and ongoing development (Baumgartner and Jones 1993). On the other hand, the traditional
political culture and practices in national and local government seem on
the outside to be following new trends and changing quickly, while at
closer look, the changes often do not go deeper than the surface (Hendriks
and Grin 2007). The future will have to determine whether transition
management is a symptom of an emerging new political culture and
governance paradigm or another fashionable governance innovation that
is being used to cover up that in the meantime, it is still policy as usual.
This being said, governance processes based on transition management
have been developed in various sectors and regions over the past 10 years.
These are designed to create space for short-term innovation and develop
long-term sustainability visions linked to desired societal transitions.
These processes are producing broad innovation networks, including business, government, science, and civil society. These networks have shared
visions and agendas for social reform and are increasingly inﬂuencing
regular policies in areas such as the energy supply, mobility, health care,
agriculture, and water management (see, e.g., Loorbach 2007; Van der
Brugge 2009). Increasingly, it is also seen internationally as an interesting
approach to mobilize, guide, and accelerate social innovation rapidly (e.g.,
Hendriks and Grin 2007; Kern and Smith 2007; Meadowcroft 2007),
although the approach itself is still developing.
Transition management as presented in this article is a governance
approach based on insights from governance and complex systems theory
as much as upon practical experiment and experience (Loorbach 2007). On
this basis, a framework is built that discriminates between different types
of governance activities that inﬂuence long-term change. This framework
can be used both to analyze and to structure or “manage” ongoing governance processes in society. Transition management is innovative for two
reasons: It offers a prescriptive approach toward governance as a basis for
operational policy models, and it is explicitly a normative model by taking
sustainable development as long-term goal. Transition management is
itself still in development. The new, hybrid research ﬁeld of transitions in
which interdisciplinarity and practice-oriented research are central elements is still in a preparadigmatic stage (Rotmans et al. 2004; Voss,
Bauknecht, and Kemp 2006). This means that the thoughts and concepts
presented in this article are subject to debate. In fact, it is through scientiﬁc
and societal debate upon issues addressed in this article that our thinking
and practice of governance for sustainable development advances.
Governance and Complexity
Society has become increasingly complex on three levels: the level of
society itself, the level of the problems facing our society, and the level of
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dealing with these problems (governance). Trends such as economic and
demographic growth, internationalization, technology development, and
individualization have led to the emergence of the network society (Castells 1996; Teisman 1992; Voss, Bauknecht, and Kemp 2006) and an increasing societal complexity. This modern complex society is at the same time
the origin of many problems, as it is the breeding ground for novel
approaches to deal with these problems (as we will argue in this article).
In this article, we focus on a speciﬁc type of problems at the societal level,
which cannot be solved with simple, short-term solutions. These problems
are deﬁned as persistent problems: They are unstructured (Hisschemöller
1993) and highly complex because They are rooted in different societal
domains, occur on varying levels, and involve various actors with dissimilar perspectives, norms, and values. Solutions to such problems are not
given, and purely analytical approaches will not sufﬁce. The structural
uncertainties surrounding future development necessitate more explorative, experimental, and reﬂexive approaches.
Policymaking itself has become highly complex in the context of these
persistent problems and the related uncertainties, as different actors and
perspectives need to be dealt with, and clear solutions or mechanisms to
assess progress and success are lacking. In the short term, different new
concepts and approaches have emerged concerning how governments can
deal with a network society: interactive, participatory, network, and
process approaches (see, e.g., Edelenbos 2005; Jaeger et al. 1997; Jessop
1997; Klijn and Koppenjan 2000). These new governance arrangements
focus on understanding and sometimes facilitating network processes
around formulation and implementation of policy problems in the short
and mid term. Dealing with persistent societal problems in the long term
will require approaches that give special attention to learning, interaction,
integration, and experimentation on the level of society instead of policy
alone. This is especially true since every action or solution will lead to
changes in the societal structures, in turn transforming the problem itself.
A recent and poignant example is the issue of climate change, which
clearly can only be addressed through novel forms of government–society
interactions across different levels to address a broad complexity of interrelated problems (Prins and Rayner 2007; Rabe 2007).
An emerging paradigm for analysis of persistent problems is complex
systems theory (or “systems thinking”). Systems theory refers to a universal language to address complex patterns of interaction between different components in complex adaptive systems (Gell-Man 1994;
Gunderson and Holling 2002; Holland 1995; Kauffman 1995). “Systems
thinking” quickly gained popularity during the 1990s in the context of
organizational sciences and management practice but has emerged since
the 1950s in a number of disciplines (Ackoff 1971; Midgley 2000; Varela,
Maturana, and Uribe 1974; Von Bertalanffy 1956). Often linked to the
evolutionary or co-evolutionary perspective, system theories have been
adopted in one form or another as a useful analytical approach in sociol-
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ogy (Giddens 1984; Luhmann 1984), economics (Allen 2001; Boulding
1970), ecology (Gunderson and Holling 2002), policy sciences (Kickert
1991; Vickers 1965), and organizational sciences (Senge 1990). Recently, the
approach has been explicitly introduced into governance and political
sciences (Kemp, Loorbach, and Rotmans 2005; Rotmans, Kemp, and
van Asselt 2001) through the concept of transitions and transition
management.
Systems theory offers a conceptual lens to analyze and understand both
societal and governance complexity. The complexity perspective on
society makes it clear that uncertainties, nonlinear processes of change
and innovation, and emergence are important features of societal change,
but at the same time, there are speciﬁc patterns, dynamics, and mechanisms that drive change in societal systems (De Haan 2006). An understanding of these patterns and mechanisms provides greater insight into
the dynamics of a complex, adaptive societal system, which offers a basis
for improved insight into the feasibility of directing and inﬂuencing it and
vice versa. The governance- or network-processes actors co-evolve with
these broader societal system dynamics. Societal actors (governments,
business, scientists, nongovernmental organizations [NGOs], intermediary organizations) create formal and informal networks because
they have partially overlapping interests, and they ﬁnd beneﬁts in temporarily sharing certain resources and working together toward shared
objectives—something that they cannot do well without each other and
that they can better achieve jointly than individually. Within networks,
decisions and strategies are developed, negotiated and implemented that
lead to changes in societal structures, which in turn structure the governance patterns. The formal policy process in this view is only part of
“governance.” The central problem is that policymaking this way has
become less transparent; the division of power, as well as the accountability issue, is no longer clear, yet this produces a policy vacuum that needs
to be ﬁlled with novel strategies to ensure the effective production and
implementation of policies without losing democratic legitimacy.
In other words, governance itself is not independent of its surrounding
environment, be it political, social, or other. Driven by trends such as
European integration, internationalization, and empowerment of societal
actors, governance dynamics and structures have emerged in all sectors of
the economy and society. Not surprisingly, the interactive policy and
network approaches in which government involves societal stakeholders
in the policymaking process have recently become widespread. The organization and design of these interactive processes itself has become subject
of study (e.g., Edelenbos 1999) and has led to the emergence of the ﬁeld of
process and network management (De Bruijn and Ten Heuvelhof 1997;
Eising and Kohler-Koch 1999; Kickert, Klijn, and Koppenjan 1997;
Milward and Provan 2000). Besides the government, other societal actors
also attempt to direct a process where they have mutual inﬂuence (De
Bruin, ten Heuvelhof, and in ‘t Veld 1998).
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Based on an overview of the existing literature, we can conclude that
“governance” is characterized by diversity, uncertainty, heterogeneity of
society, and the decreased possibilities for inducing long-term change by
government. In light of the ambition of realizing long-term sustainable
development, prescriptive governance models need to take into account
that:
• All societal actors exert inﬂuence and thus direct social change, being
aware of the opportunities as well as the restrictions and limitations
of directing. Through agency and interaction in networks, society is
shaped as well, to which we conceptually refer as “governance.”
• Top-down planning and market dynamics only account for part of
societal change; network dynamics and reﬂexive behavior account
for other parts.
• Steering of societal change is a reﬂexive process of searching, learning, and experimenting.
The general conclusion from this overview is that there is a huge variety
and diversity of concepts, analytical models, and theories existing that
seem to provide some of the jigsaw pieces. None of the mentioned theories
seems to address the societal and steering complexity involved in issues
such as climate change, restructuring of energy, and mobility systems, or
the transformation of housing stock in long-term, multilevel, and multiactor terms in a prescriptive manner. We have found that different
elements are provided for such a mode of governance: actor–network
interaction, different levels, different social domains with speciﬁc characteristics, plurality of actor perspectives, and new instruments, practices,
and approaches that emerge within the ﬁeld of steering and government.
A shared message seems to be that there is a relationship between the
nature of a “system,” the speciﬁc patterns and dynamics, and the way that
actors inﬂuence and react to these. Transition management is therefore
analytically based on the concept of “transitions” as multilevel, multiphase processes of structural change in societal systems.
Starting Points for Governance Based on Complexity Theory
Transitions are processes of structural change in societal (sub-) systems
such as energy supply, housing, mobility, agriculture, health care, and so
on (Geels 2002a; Rotmans et al. 2000). Transitions come about when the
dominant structures in society (regimes) are put under pressure by external changes in society, as well as endogenous innovation. Under certain
conditions, seemingly stable societal conﬁgurations can transform relatively quickly (a societal transition could take decades). Two basic concepts are used to analyze transitions in societal systems. The multilevel
model (Rip and Kemp 1998) distinguishes between innovation in niches, a
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dominant regime, and an external landscape. Developed in the context of
sociotechnical studies, it has been applied to study historical transformations such as those from sail boats to steam engines, from piston engines
to jet propulsion aircraft and from horse carriages to automobiles (Geels
2002b). The multiphase or S-curve model (Rotmans, Kemp, and van Asselt
2001), typical for innovation studies, distinguishes between the predevelopment, take-off, acceleration, and stabilization phases. Examples of
transitions are the changes in water management (Van der Brugge and
Rotmans 2007), waste management (Parto et al. 2007), agriculture (Grin,
Felix, and Bos 2004), and energy supply (Loorbach, der Brugge, and Van
2008; Van den Bergh and Bruinsma 2008; Verbong and Geels 2006).
Transitions of societal systems can be considered as a particular case of
complex systems dynamics (Grin, Rotmans, and Schot 2009). In a transition, a complex, adaptive system is successfully adjusted to changed internal and external circumstances, and the system thus arrives at a higher
order of organization and complexity. In societal systems, structural change
is often a result of individual actions as a response to changing societal
conditions, as the mentioned historical case studies illustrate. This touches
upon the old debate in sociology about structuration (Giddens 1984): How
does the interplay between the system level and individual or institutional
action (or agency) produce societal change? The transition concept tries to
unravel the complex interaction patterns between individuals, organizations, networks, and regimes within a societal context, and how over time,
these can lead to nonlinear change in seemingly stable regimes.
Based on this multilevel and multiphase understanding of transitions in
complex, adaptive societal systems and insights from the governance
literature, the following tenets for a form of governance based on complexity have been formulated (Loorbach 2007; Rotmans and Loorbach
2008):
• The dynamics of the system create feasible and nonfeasible means for
steering: This implies that content and process are inseparable.
Process management on its own is not sufﬁcient—insight into
how the system works is an essential precondition for effective
management.
• Long-term thinking (at least 25 years) is a framework for shaping
short-term policy in the context of persistent societal problems. This
means back and forecasting: the setting of short-term goals based on
long-term goals and the reﬂection on future developments through
the use of scenarios.
• Objectives should be ﬂexible and adjustable at the system level. The
complexity of the system is at odds with the formulation of speciﬁc
objectives and blueprint plans. While being directed, the structure
and order of the system are also changing, and so the objectives set
should change too.
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• The timing of the intervention is crucial. Immediate and effective
intervention is possible in both desirable and undesirable crisis
situations.
• Managing a complex, adaptive system means using disequilibria as
well as equilibria. Relatively short periods of nonequilibrium therefore offer opportunities to direct the system in a desirable direction
(toward a new attractor).
• Creating space for agents to build up alternative regimes is crucial for
innovation. Agents at a certain distance from the regime can effectively create a new regime in a protected environment to permit
investment of sufﬁcient time, energy, and resources.
• Steering from “outside” a societal system is not effective: Structures,
actors, and practices adapt and anticipate in such a manner that these
should also be directed from “inside.”
• A focus on (social) learning about different actor perspectives and a
variety of options (which requires a wide playing ﬁeld) is a necessary
precondition for change.
• Participation from and interaction between stakeholders is a necessary basis for developing support for policies but also to engage
actors in reframing problems and solutions through social learning.
Transition Management: A Descriptive Multilevel Framework
The challenge is obviously to translate these relatively abstract governance
tenets into a practical management framework without losing too much of
the complexity involved and without becoming too prescriptive. We have
attempted this by developing a framework for transition management.
This framework has emerged out of theoretical reasoning (following the
line of reasoning and conceptual integration described above) combined
with practical experiment and observation. It is, in other words, based on
“natural” processes of governance that can be observed in society (see,
e.g., Kemp 2006; Parto et al. 2007) but then structured and deﬁned based
on the characteristics of complex societal transitions. In that sense, it is an
analytical lens to assess how societal actors deal with complex societal
issues at different levels but consequently also to develop and implement
strategies to inﬂuence these “natural” governance processes. In the transition management framework, four different types of governance activities (alternatively called “spheres”; Van der Brugge and Van Raak 2007) are
identiﬁed that are relevant to societal transitions: strategic, tactical, operational, and reﬂexive (Loorbach 2002, 2007).
Strategic
As strategic activities, we identify processes of vision development, strategic discussions, long-term goal formulation, collective goal and norm
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setting, and long-term anticipation. In essence, all activities and developments that deal primarily with the “culture” of a societal (sub-) system as
a whole: debates on norms and values, identity, ethics, sustainability, and
functional and relative importance for society. In the context of regular
policies, especially in periods of predevelopment and takeoff, discussions
of this nature draw more attention. Think, for example, about the debate
about energy supply, in which energy security, climate impact, energy
prices, and diversity of resources are central issues for which the buildup
of sociopolitical sense of urgency, as well as consensus regarding future
development, is ongoing.
In such a sociopolitical context, uncertainty around future developments is high, and opinion leaders and innovative alternatives are able to
voice alternatives and inﬂuence societal and political debate. However,
the way in which future visions, structural reﬂection on ongoing and
future trends and developments, and debate on how innovation should
contribute to desired changes is often more implicit than systematically
structured. Long-term concerns and governance have no institutionalized
place in regular policymaking, which is generally focused on the short and
mid term because of political cycles, individual interests, and public
pressure. The ambition of transition management is to integrate (in a
sense institutionalize, although this is contrary to the nature of transition management) long-term governance activities into the realm of
policymaking—not as a regular and formalized activity but as a fundamentally necessary element of policymaking for sustainable development.
Tactical
As tactical activities, we identify steering activities that are interest driven
and relate to the dominant structures (regime) of a societal (sub-) system.
This includes all established patterns and structures, such as rules and
regulations, institutions, organizations and networks, infrastructure, and
routines. This “sphere” thus includes all actors that are dealing on a daily
basis with developing programs, ﬁnancial and institutional regulation and
frameworks, organizing networks and coalitions, and, in general, representing certain interests. The context in which such actors operate is at the
level of departments, subsectors, or within speciﬁc subthemes. For
example, subsystems or themes observed within the energy system could
be the different sources of energy (coal, gas, oil, sustainable) or could be
different “domains,” such as technology, policy, market, and consumption. Activities are focused on achieving goals within a speciﬁc context but
are almost never concerned with the overall development of the societal
system. They generally have a time horizon of 5–15 years, and are generally considered “strategic” at the level of individual actors.
A company or organization will probably have a strategic vision upon
the position of the organization in its direct (industrial, institutional, or
societal) context, from which it enters the interaction and negotiation with
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other actors. But from the perspective of transitions, this leads to fragmentation in governance and suboptimal solutions at the systems level. For the
government, the institutional fragmentation in terms of different ministries, departments, executive ofﬁces, and directorates is a major barrier for
integrative long-term policies. The same might be true for other actors,
such as business, science, and NGOs that are operating in networks
negotiating change or projects and running their day-to-day operations.
Sometimes, these actors are not able or willing to contribute to system
innovation, but often they are unaware of the possibility. Not because they
are not functioning at their own level, but because an integrative strategic
governance level is missing, there are only very limited instances of successfully integrated long-term governance.
Operational
As operational activities, experiments and actions are identiﬁed that have
a short-term horizon and are often carried out in the context of innovation
projects and programs, in business and industry, in politics or in civil
society, and are generally referred to as “innovation.” In the context of
transition management, it is important to emphasize the inclusive deﬁnition of innovation as including all societal, technological, institutional, and
behavioral practices that introduce or operationalize new structures,
culture, routines, or actors. Action at this level is often driven by individual ambitions, entrepreneurial skills, or promising innovations. In the
innovation and sociotechnical literature, the process of innovation is often
presented as an emergent, often random, and uncertain process. In practice, these innovations often seem to emerge in niches (Kemp, Schot, and
Hoogma 1998) without any link to broader policies or agendas and can,
under speciﬁc conditions, develop into mainstream options. From this
perspective, innovations almost never lead to system innovations and
transitions except by chance.
Reﬂexive
Reﬂexive activities relate to monitoring, assessments and evaluation of
ongoing policies, and ongoing societal change. In part, they are located
within existing institutions established to monitor and evaluate, but in part
they are also socially embedded: The media and Internet, for example,
have an important role in inﬂuencing public opinions and judging the
effectiveness of policies and political agendas. A central role is also played
here by science: Researchers analyze longer-term societal processes and
dynamics and put these on the societal and political agenda. These and
other reﬂexive activities are necessary to prevent lock-in and to enable
exploration of new ideas and trajectories. From a transition management
perspective, however, the reﬂexivity needs to be an integrated part
of governance processes and not, as is often the case nowadays, either
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TABLE 1
Transition Management Types and Their Focus (Loorbach 2007)
Transition
Management
Types

Focus

Problem Scope

Time Scale
Long term
(30 years)
Mid term
(5–15 years)
Short term
(0–5 years)

Strategic

Culture

Tactical

Structures

Abstract/societal
system
Institutions/regime

Operational

Practices

Concrete/project

Level of
Activities
System
Subsystem
Concrete

only come afterward or be detached from the actual governance itself.
Reﬂexive activities are related to all three other types of governance
(Table 1).
This framework itself is recursive, meaning that it can be applied on the
level of a societal system, but as well as on a subsystem or even the project
level. The different types of governance are thus identiﬁed based on the
demarcation of the system; the debate about the future energy supply as a
whole can be considered, as well as a debate about the future of biomass.
However, the latter is a tactical activity in the context of the whole energy
transition and will itself be accompanied by tactical activities related to the
competition between different ﬂows of biomass or different competing
technologies and their roadmaps. This recursiveness has a certain
elegancy because it allows for all sorts of interactions between and within
the different types of governance. In transition management practice,
these interactions and their effects are unpredictable and not directly
managed, but because they ﬁt within the same overall direction and
emerge within a network of actors, they can contribute largely to collective goals. In a sense, this type of self-organization is thus indirectly
managed: The conditions are created in terms of the structured process
and substance under which self-organization arises. The governance
system that subsequently develops is a multilevel network in which actors
sometimes even unconsciously contribute to shared goals through different types of governance strategies and actions.

The Transition Management Cycle: Linking
Descriptive to Prescriptive
“Systemic instruments” need to be developed to inﬂuence the different
types of activities and to guide them in a speciﬁc direction. These instruments need to be designed based on the characteristics of the different
types of activities deﬁned above and the types of individuals involved in
these. The framework for transition management therefore contains a
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process dimension that distinguishes between different clusters of activities that are recognizable throughout any governance processes around
long-term societal change. These are the typical phases identiﬁed by many
policy-process models but fundamentally different in their focus on societal processes, persistent problems, and normative direction. This process
model has been developed by Loorbach and Rotmans (Loorbach 2007;
Loorbach and Rotmans 2006) based on iteration between theoretical
reﬂection and practical experiments with new systemic instruments. Such
experiments include, for example, regional transition arenas,1 the Dutch
national energy transition program,2 and two transition arenas on
resource transition and sustainable housing in Flanders, Belgium.3
The systemic instruments are captured in a cyclical process model as a
basis for implementing the transition management approach. It thus offers
the basis for a normative approach based on the analytical framework and
theoretically offers the perspective of actively inﬂuencing the “natural”
self-steering and governance activities present in society. This so-called
transition management cycle consists of the following components (Loorbach 2004): (1) structure the problem in question, develop a long-term
sustainability vision and establish and organize the transition arena; (2)
develop future images, a transition agenda and derive the necessary transition paths; (3) establish and carry out transition experiments and mobilize the resulting transition networks; (4) monitor, evaluate, and learn
lessons from the transition experiments and, based on these, make adjustments in the vision, agenda, and coalitions. In reality, there is no ﬁxed
sequence of the steps in transition management. The cycle only visualizes
the need to connect activities and presents some possible logical connections but does not suggest a sequential order of activities (Figure 1).
Implementing Transition Management
The transition management framework does provide the basis for managing transitions in an operational sense. Although every transition management process will be unique in terms of context, actors, problems, and
solutions, the cycle is ﬂexible enough for adaptation but prescriptive
enough to be functional in practice. An integrated analysis of a societal
system in transition terms yields a very general idea of the dynamics in
society on different levels that are a starting point for governance.
Depending on this analysis, a strategy can be designed that, for example,
focuses primarily at structuration of societal problems, at envisioning, at
scaling up experiments, at political lobby, or a combination of these. Either
way, transition management focuses at the frontrunners in society, and
related to desired sustainability transitions, these are frontrunners that
promote sustainable development. In a sense, it tries to structure and
coordinate those informal networks of actors that, collectively and over
time, are able to inﬂuence regular policy. The important role of outsiders
and informal networks on providing innovative ideas and impulses to
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FIGURE 1
The Transition Management Cycle
Problem structuring,
envisioning, and
establishment of the
transition arena (strategic)

Developing
coalitions,
images, and
transitionagendas
(tactical)

Evaluating,
monitoring,
and learning
(reflexive)

Mobilizing actors and
executing projects and
experiments (operational)

regular policymaking processes has been descriptively identiﬁed in many
studies (Héritier 1999; Nooteboom 2006; Olsson et al. 2006; Scharpf 1999;
Van der Brugge 2009) but so far hardly translated into a prescriptive
strategy. The approach described below is, as mentioned, based on theoretical deduction, as well as practical experience, and still in evolution.
The implementation in any speciﬁc context will lead to speciﬁc characteristics and thus speciﬁc lessons, which in turn can lead to novel insights
regarding the generic model. This approach of learning by doing is a
central part of transition management and, in a sense, a way to develop a
more experimental and explorative attitude toward social innovation in
practice.
Strategic: The Transition Arena
The transition arena is a small network of frontrunners with different
backgrounds, within which various perceptions of a speciﬁc persistent
problem and possible directions for solutions can be deliberately confronted with each other and subsequently integrated. To be involved, the
actors have their own perception of the transition issue in question from
their speciﬁc background and perspective. These people participate on a
personal basis and not as a representative of their institution or based on
their organizational background (government, business, science, civil
society). There should not be too many actors (10–15), and they are
identiﬁed and selected based on their competencies, interests, and
backgrounds. The competencies expected of them and are: (1) ability to
consider complex problems at a high level of abstraction, (2) ability to look
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beyond the limits of their own discipline and background, (3) enjoy a
certain level of authority within various networks, (4) ability to establish
and explain visions of sustainable development within their own networks, (5) willingness to think together, and (6) open for innovation
instead of already having speciﬁc solutions in mind. These frontrunners
do not necessarily need to be experts; they can also be networkers or
opinion leaders. They should also be prepared to invest time and energy
in the process of innovation and commit themselves to it. And ﬁnally, it is
important that there are an equal number of frontrunners from the societal
pentagon: government, companies, NGOs, knowledge institutes, and
intermediaries (consulting organizations, project organizations and
mediators).
The fundamental issue here is not that the existing establishment and
interests (incumbent regime) come together within the transition arena
but that innovative individuals who can operate more or less autonomously are involved. Indeed, a certain representation from the existing
regime is necessary, also with an eye to the legitimacy and ﬁnancing of the
process of innovation. But a transition arena is not an administrative
platform, or a consultative body, but a societal network of innovation
(Van Buuren and Loorbach 2009). This demands a critical selection of
frontrunners—not by a “gatekeeper” who selects who may or may not
participate but by an initiating core group in which experts on the process
and on the transition subject are involved—that consider matters carefully.
The arena process is an open, evolving process of innovation that implies
variation and selection: After a certain period of time, some people drop
out and others join in. Management therefore means creating sufﬁcient
space and favorable conditions for the frontrunners, such that the envisaged process of innovation begins to take shape. It does not mean gathering together a wide range of bodies around the arena, such as a steering
group, a consultation group, or advisory board, because that is exactly the
recipe for limiting the space for innovation and management that has just
been created.
When such a group of frontrunners has been brought together to focus
on a certain transition issue, an attempt is made to reach a joint perception
of the problem by means of a strongly interactive process. By deploying a
participative integrated systems approach, the complex problem(s) can be
structured and made easier to understand (Hisschemöller and Hoppe
1996). The convergence of the various problem perceptions is facilitated
from the articulation of diverging perspectives of the actors involved,
which in turn will lead to new insights into the nature of the problem(s)
and the underlying causal mechanisms. These insights form the prelude to
a change in perspective, which is a necessary but insufﬁcient precondition
to realizing a transition. Based on this new perspective and through discussion and interaction, sustainability visions are generated, which
primarily include the shared basic principles for long-term (sustainable)
development, leaving room for dissent upon short and mid-term
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solutions, goals, and strategies. While there is an emphasis on consensus
or at least a willingness to cooperate within a common framework, this
consensus is only valid within the context of the transition network. By
necessity, transition visions will oppose expectations and visions of
regime actors, and in this sense, transition visions are explicitly seeking
conﬂict with vested interests and powers to establish a fundamental
debate upon future development, the necessity of fundamental change,
and the possibilities of an envisaged transition.
Visions are an important management instrument for achieving new
insights and starting points and, therefore, a change of attractor. The
visions created evolve and are instrumental: The process of envisioning is
just as important as the ultimate visions themselves. Envisioning processes are very labor intensive and time consuming but are crucial to
achieving development in the desired direction. This direction, as long as
a sufﬁciently large group of frontrunners supports it, provides a focus and
creates the constraints, which determine the room for maneuver within
which the future transition activities can take place. Based on the sustainability vision developed, a process can be initiated in which transition
paths are developed and a common transition agenda is drawn up. A
common transition agenda contains a number of joint objectives, action
points, projects, and instruments to realize these objectives. It should be
clear which party is responsible for which type of activity, project, or
instrument that is being developed or applied. Where the sustainability
visions and the accompanying ﬁnal transition images and transition objectives form the guidelines for the transition agenda that is to be developed,
the transition agenda itself forms the compass for the frontrunners that
they can refer to during their research and learning process.
Tactical: The Transition Agenda
The change in perspective, described by the visions and the accompanying
transition images of the future, should be further translated to and ﬁnd
root within various networks, organizations, and institutions. Focus at this
tactical level is therefore the structural (regime) barriers to development in
the desired direction, which can be explored through developing transitions scenarios (Sondeijker et al. 2006; Wiek et al. 2006). Such barriers
include regulatory, institutional, and economic conditions but could also
involve consumer routines, physical infrastructures, or speciﬁc technologies. In an expanding transition network stemming from the transition
arena, this vision is further translated by self-formed coalitions into
so-called transition paths: routes to a transition image via intermediate
objectives, which, as they come closer, can be formulated more quantitatively. Different transition paths can lead to a single transition image, and
conversely, a single transition path can lead to several transition images. In
this phase, the interests, motives, and policy of the various actors involved
(NGOs, governments, knowledge institutes, and intermediaries) come out
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into the open; there will be negotiations about investments, and individual plans and strategies will be ﬁne-tuned. The actors who should be
involved at this stage are those who represent one of the organizations
involved and who are willing and able to operate for more than just a
short period of time. Within this tactical layer, actors should be recruited
who, in particular, have sufﬁcient authority and room for maneuver
within their own organization and who also have insight into the opportunities for their organization to contribute to the envisaged transition
process. An important condition for this is that the actors involved have
the capacity to “translate” the transition vision and the consequences of
this to the transition agenda of their own organization. When the organizations and networks involved start to adjust their own policy and actions
in this way, tensions will arise between the transition arena and the everyday policy agendas. Then the direction will have to be reviewed at a
strategic level, and if necessary, a new arena will have to be established
with some of the existing actors, but also with new ones.

Operational: Experiments
At the operational level of transition management, transition experiments
and actions are carried out that try to broaden, deepen, and scale up
existing and planned initiatives and actions (Raven, Van den Bosch, and
Weterings 2007; Rotmans and Loorbach 2008). The transition experiments
need to ﬁt within the context of the vision and transition paths developed.
They may compete, complement each other, or investigate various
options. Diversity is an important aspect, as long as these experiments at
the systems level are in a position to contribute to the envisaged transition.
Transition experiments are iconic projects with a high level of risk that can
make a potentially large innovative contribution to a transition process.
New transition experiments are derived directly from the developed sustainability vision and transition objectives, and they ﬁt within the identiﬁed transition paths. On the other hand, experiments can be linked to
innovation experiments that are already taking place as long as they ﬁt
into the context of the transition. When an experiment has been successful
(in terms of evaluating its learning experiences and contributions to the
transition challenge), it can be repeated in different contexts (broadening)
and scaled up from the micro- to the mesolevel (scaling up). This requires
a considerable amount of time—approximately 5–10 years. Transition
experiments are often costly and time consuming, so it is important that
wherever possible, existing infrastructure (physical, ﬁnancial, institutional) is used for experiments, and that the experiment’s feasibility is
continuously monitored. Transition management at this level focuses on
creating a portfolio of related transition experiments that complement and
strengthen each other, have a contribution to the sustainability objective,
can be scaled up, and are signiﬁcant and measurable.
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Reﬂexive: Monitoring and Evaluation
Continuous monitoring is a vital part of the search and learning process of
transitions (Taanman 2008). We distinguish between monitoring the transition process itself and monitoring transition management. Monitoring
the transition process involves physical changes in the system in question,
slowly changing macrodevelopments, fast niche developments, and seeds
of change, as well as movements of individual and collective actors at the
regime level. This provides the “enriched context” for transition management. Monitoring of transition management involves different aspects.
First, the actors within the transition arena must be monitored with regard
to their behavior, networking activities, alliance forming and responsibilities, and also with regard to their activities, projects, and instruments.
Next, the transition agenda must be monitored with regard to the actions,
goals, projects, and instruments that have been agreed upon. Transition
experiments need to be monitored with regard to speciﬁc new knowledge
and insight and how these are transferred, but also with regard to the
aspects of social and institutional learning. Finally, the transition process
itself must be monitored with regard to the rate of progress, the barriers
and points to be improved, and so forth. Integration of monitoring and
evaluation within each phase and at every level of transition management
may stimulate a process of social learning that arises from the interaction
and cooperation between different actors involved. To ensure this, transition monitoring, much like fourth-generation evaluation (Guba and
Lincoln 1989), is about reﬂecting collectively upon the process and in this
way articulating next steps.
Conclusions: Toward Transition Governance?
In this article, we presented a new governance framework for addressing
persistent societal problems. This transition management framework is
based on common notions from complex systems theory and new forms
of governance that are welded into a new governance approach. Understanding the dynamics of complex, adaptive systems provides insight into
the opportunities, limitations, and conditions under which it is possible to
direct such systems (Van der Brugge 2009). This perspective enables us to
reﬂect upon and analyze actions and strategies of actors in these processes.
The combined analysis of system dynamics and actor behavior then allows
us to try to inﬂuence these in such a way that the changes that result from
these are more likely to lead to sustainability in the long run. Transition
management in this way provides both an analytical perspective on longterm governance and a basis for actually dealing intelligently with this. To
this end, we presented basic governance tenets, a framework for analysis,
and the transition management cycle for actually implementing strategies
that help to guide and accelerate transitions.
Based on the understanding of transitions in complex societal systems,
central tenets of the transition management approach are, for example, the
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need for a long-term perspective to guide short-term development, the
acknowledgment of uncertainties and surprise, the importance of networks and self-steering, and the necessity of creating space for innovation.
These basic tenets are translated into a framework that distinguishes
between different types of governance that relate directly to different
patterns of change in societal systems. We deﬁned these different types of
governance activities (strategic, tactical, and operational) based on their
respective time horizons, outcomes, and types of actors involved. This
framework, besides that it could be used to assess how actors in general
are dealing with long-term changes in society, is the basis for the transition
management cycle, which is used to actually implement strategies to inﬂuence societal transitions.
The management model is far from deterministic, but rather reﬂexive.
Applying the model implies adjusting the basic tenets and transition
management instruments to a speciﬁc context, which will change as a
result, in turn requiring adaptations in the implementation. Transition
management as prescriptive mode of governance could be characterized
as a reﬂexive approach toward long-term social change through small
steps based on searching, learning, and experimenting. It is normative in
its ambition, prescriptive nature, long-term focus, and analytical basis.
Transition management is promising both theoretically and as operational
management strategy, but it still develops quickly and largely needs to
prove itself. The approach has already been empirically tested in the many
transition experiments that are currently going on in the Netherlands and
Belgium. More than that, the management framework itself has been the
result of experiences within testing grounds.
However, we need to be clear that so far, transition management has
been mainly implemented and conceptualized as a “shadow track” in
which new visions, ideas, and agendas can be developed in a more innovative way than within the context of regular policy processes. In a sense,
transition management tries to systematically organize informal networks
and policy processes, which are often found to be an explanation for the
innovative and evolving policy at the EU level, in spite of the institutional
and cross-national differences and deadlocks (Héritier 1999). As such,
transition management in the form presented here will be most effective
in early phases of the policymaking processes or in those processes in
which a deadlock requires breakthroughs. It leaves open for further
research the fascinating question of how the basic ideas and principles
underlying transition management could be translated into speciﬁc operational models that would be more in tune with other phases in policy- and
decision-making processes.
One ﬁnal key question here is to what extent the approach can be
translated to other sociopolitical contexts and cultures. Some research and
experiments have been undertaken with the approach in Belgium, and
comparative studies have been launched to study similarities and differences in implementation within different sectors and regions in the Neth-
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erlands. But diffusing and translating transition management to other
countries and contexts poses an inspiring challenge. The ambition is to
validate the partly descriptive and partly prescriptive parts of transition
management for the coming period empirically, and in such a manner that
a scientiﬁcally well-grounded concept and framework can be used and
further developed in a broad societal context and also internationally.
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