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1 Grand (sustainability) challenges 

§  Problem characteristics:  

complex, multi-dimensional, evaluative,  

socially constructed 

§  Scope: regional or global, cross-sectoral,  

inter-generational 

§  Actors and agency: broad range of distributed actors,  

conflicting interests, actor networks/coalitions 

§  Policies: policy interaction,  

potential conflicts, different levels 
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[George et al. 2016; Ferraro et al. 2015; Reid et al. 2010]  
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2 Management studies & sustainability 
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§ Does it pay to be green? 
[Hart and Ahuja, 1996; King and Lenox, 2001; Kölbel et al., 2017; Margolis and Walsh, 2003] 

§ How do firms react to sustainability challenges? 
[Buhr, 2012; Engau and Hoffmann, 2011; Kolk and Pinkse, 2005; Levy and Kolk, 2002; Wright & Nyberg 2016] 

§  Emergence of clean industries & the role of firms 
[Bohnsack et al., 2016; Garud and Karnoe, 2003; Sine and Lee, 2009] 

§  Institutional entrepreneurship, instit. work, corporate political action 
[Wijen and Ansari, 2007; Lefsrud and Meyer, 2012; Slager et al., 2012; Levy and Egan, 2003] 

§ Novel frameworks and approaches 
[Bansal & Song 2016; Etzion et al., 2017; Garud and Gehman, 2012; Wittneben et al., 2012] 

Critique 
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§ Narrow focus, poorly connected, few theoretical lenses 
[Hahn et al. 2017; Linnnluecke and Griffiths 2013] 

§  Peripheral topic, esp. in top journals 
[Goodall 2008; Patenaude 2011] 

§  Incompatible with dominant research paradigm;  

linear cause effect relationships, lack of systemic approaches 
[Bansal and Song 2016; Delbridge and Fiss 2013; Gladwin et al. 1995] 

§  Little or even adverse impact 
[Hahn et al. 2010] 
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3 Sustainability Transitions: The emerging field 

§  Academic network with >1‘300 members 

§ Website, mailing-list, newsletter 

§  Yearly IST conference (2017: 470 participants) 

§  PhD schools, smaller conferences 

§ Dedicated journal: EIST 

§ Mission & research agenda 
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Academic output 

Date: Dec 2016; Method: Markard et al. 2012 
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Key journals in the field 

0%#

2%#

4%#

6%#

8%#

10%#

12%#

14%#

16%#

18%#

20%#

En
Po
l#

TF
SC
#

JCP
#

EIS
T#

Re
sP
ol#

TA
SM
#

RS
ER
#

Ec
olE
co
n#

GE
C#

ER
SS
#

rel.%number%of%publica0ons%

rel.%number%of%cita0ons%

Gothenburg, June-18, 2017 7 Sustainability Transitions - Intro to Newcomers 

Key topics 
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Major research areas  [à STRN Research Agenda]  

§ Historic transitions. Transition pathways. 
[Geels 2002, 2005; Geels & Schot 2007; Geels et al. 2016; Smith et al. 2005] 

§  Success and failure of novel technologies & niches. 
[Bergek & Jacobsson 2003; Bergek et al. 2015; Markard et al. 2015; Negro et al. 2007; Smith & Raven 2012] 

§ Role of policies. Governance, transition management. 
[Kemp & Rotmans 2005; Loorbach & Rotmans 2010; Rogge & Reichardt 2016; Voß 2006] 

§ Role of (incumbent) actors & strategies. Politics of transitions. 
[Avelino et al. 2016; Farla et al. 2012; Kern & Smith 2008; Meadowcroft 2011; Smink et al 2015; Smith & Stirling 2007] 

§  Social movements, grassroot initiatives, local communities. 
[Geels & Penna 2015; Hargreaves et al. 2013; Smith 2006] 

§ Geography of transitions. Transitions at the urban scale. 
[Bento & Fontes 2015; Binz et al. 2014; Bulkeley et al. 2011; Coenen et al. 2012; Wirth et al. 2013] 

§  Transitions in everyday life, practice theory. 
[Jalas et al. in press; Shove & Walker 2007, 2010; Spaargaren 2011] 
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4 What is a sustainability transition? 

§  Diffusion of photovoltaics in California 

§  Abolishment of Apartheid regime in South-Africa 

§  ICT revolution, Internet of things 

§  Emergence of electric vehicles 

§  Transformation in Eastern European countries 1980s & 90s 

§  Phase-out of nuclear power in Germany 

§  Introduction of container based sanitation in slums of Nairobi 

§  Achievement of MDGs (e.g. peace & justice) 

Lausanne, April 27, 2017 9 Transition studies: frameworks & challenges - BT/JM 



6 

§ Long-term, multi-dimensional & fundamental transformation of  

large socio-technical systems towards more sustainable modes  

of production & consumption [Markard et al., 2012] 

§  time, scale, scope 

§ purposive transformation 

§ systemic 

§  technology plays a central role  
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Definining the phenomenon 

Particularities of sustainability transitions 

§ Complex, uncertain, long-term 

§ Multi-dimensional: institutional, organizational, technological 

§ Multiple levels: global, regional, national, local 

§  Value-laden & contested 
à conflicting views, trade-offs (e.g. low-carbon vs. nuclear risks)  

§  Key role for public policies 
à purposive transitions, associated with sustainability targets 

§  Power & politics central 
à vested interests; winners & losers; coalitions & alliances 

§ Context dependent: different pathways 

11 EGOS, July-6, 2017 Sustainability transitions & Management Studies 
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5 Transitions & Management: Common research topics 

§ Novel strategies and perspectives [Etzion et al. 2015; Garud & Gehman 2012; Wittneben et al. 2016] 

§  Incumbents vs. newcomers, disruptive innovation  
[Ansari et al. 2016; Berggren et al. 2015; Hess 2014; Hill & Rothaermel 2003; Kishna et al. 2016] 

§  Institutional work, corporate political action, advocacy coalitions  
[Bohnsack et al. 2016; Fuenfschilling & Truffer 2016; Garud et al. 2010; Geels & Verhees 2011; Markard et al. 2016] 

§  Innovation system building [Hughes 1983; Musiolik et al. 2012; Planko et al. 2016]; infrastructure 
for entrepreneurship [vd Ven & Garud 1989]; inno-ecosystems [Adner & Kapoor 2010] 

§  Business models for sustainability [Boons et al. 2013; Schaltegger et al. 2016; Wells 2017] 

§  Industry creation & legitimacy [Aldrich & Fiol 1994; Binz et al. 2016; Markard et al. 2016; Rao 2002, 2004]; 

Industry convergence, industry decline [Hacklin et al. 2009; Erlinghagen & Markard 2012; Maguire & 

Hardy 2009; Turnheim & Geels 2012] 
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 6 Conclusion 
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§  Grand sustainability challenges 

à require tailored approaches 

§  Sustainability transitions: Emerging, interdisciplinary and problem-

oriented field of research 

§  Systems perspective central:  

interdependence, different levels, ‘cause-effect‘ approaches questioned 

§  Focus on technology / socio-technical systems 

§  Complementary insights to / from mgmt studies 
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