
T  he concept of a green economy combines the promise 
of continued economic growth with an environmentally 

friendly direction of travel. Such ideas and terms have recently 
been very popular with organisations like the United Nations 
Environment Programme, the European Union and countries 
such as Germany or the United Kingdom (UK). For example, 
the British Prime Minister Cameron recently expressed his 
support for the green economy agenda and declared: “Make 
no mistake, we are in a global race and the countries that suc-
ceed in that race, the economies in Europe that will prosper, 
are those that are the greenest and the most energy efficient” 
(cited in: ENDS 2013). Moreover, non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGOs) like Friends of the Earth or the Green Alliance 
promote the concept and the green economy was a key theme 
in the 2012 Rio+20 Earth Summit. Especially since the notion it-
self now seems widely shared internationally, it is important to 
turn to the complex question about how our current economic 
system can be transformed into a green economy by deliberate 
policy and political action.

Green economy and energy production

One of the most important challenges of the green econ-
omy is the overhaul of the way we produce and consume energy. 
Current practices in this area are highly unsustainable caus-
ing important pressure for change. However, energy infrastruc-
tures are expensive and very long lived, as are consumer hab-
its and expectations, and it has proven difficult to develop new 
business models within the energy sector, sufficiently engage 
citizens and consumers in the process and widely diffuse low 
carbon technologies and supporting infrastructures. Over the 
last few years, several European countries have made attempts 
at deliberately governing energy transitions towards more sus-
tainable configurations. For example, the UK made a legal com-

mitment in the form of the 2008 Climate Change Act, which re-
quires the government to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 
80 percent by 2050. The government is therefore actively pro-
moting a transition towards a low carbon economy. For that 
purpose, the government employs a variety of policy instru-
ments including a legal reform of the electricity market to fos-
ter investment in low carbon generation capacity and it is cur-
rently developing a community energy strategy.

In 2001, the Dutch government committed to the concept 
of energy transition and has since implemented a variety of 
activities under the term of ‘managing the energy transition’. 
In the latest coalition agreement, the Dutch Liberal and So-
cial-Democratic parties agreed that by 2050 Dutch energy sup-
ply ought to be fully sustainable. However, progress in terms 
of the diffusion of renewable energy technologies has so far 
been slow in the Netherlands. Sustainable energy only accounts 
for about four percent of the Dutch energy supply (Bosman  
 2013).

The German Energiewende is perhaps the most success-
ful example of a deliberate attempt to change the current en-
ergy system towards a more sustainable configuration. The per-
centage of renewable electricity has been growing considerably 
over the last decade and more interestingly, most of this growth 
originates from small-scale installations, which are not owned 
by the big utilities. Yet, the Energiewende still faces enormous 
challenges concerning infrastructure developments, energy 
storage solutions, costs and the sustainability of jobs, especially 
in the photovoltaic sector.

Implementing the green economy

How can we analytically understand the challenges of im-
plementing the green economy and derive sensible policy rec-
ommendations from this understanding? Previous conceptu-
alisations of green growth or ecological modernisation were 
often framed in terms of the diffusion of eco-innovations like 
green products and services (Hemmelskamp/Rennings et al. 
2000). The role of governments was often perceived as one of 
providing favourable regulations and incentives for green in-
novations in so-called ‘lead markets’ which would capitalise on 
‘first mover’ advantages when the greener product or process 
diffuses more widely (Jänicke/Jacob 2005). While such concep-
tualisations are helpful, it also became apparent that achieving 
a green economy requires systemic change of production and 
consumption systems rather than the relatively straightforward 
diffusion of new products and services.

Energy transitions and deliberate transition management
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In light of this acknowledgement, scholars started to focus 
on the socio-technical regimes fulfilling needs such as mobil-
ity, food provision or energy, the dynamics through which such 
systems change and how they might be governed (Geels 2002; 
Smith/Stirling et  al. 2005). The main claim is that systemic 
transformations of such systems require changes in markets, 
institutional frameworks, policies, consumer practices, infra-
structures, industrial structures, technologies and culture  – 
rather than just the diffusion of greener products. In this con-
text, a group of Dutch scholars developed a ‘Transition Man-
agement’ (TM) model (Rotmans/Kemp et al. 2001). Central to 
Transition Management is the development of shared visions of 
the future, the setting up of stakeholder arenas and conducting 
experiments to explore possible pathways towards more sus-
tainable systems as well as putting the existing regime under 
pressure. Transition Management has received praise for being 
an innovative way of thinking about sustainability challenges. 
Its long-term sustainability orientation, its focus on learning 
and innovation, its elaborate process architecture, its theoret-
ical underpinnings in a sophisticated understanding of pro-
cesses of socio-technical change all contributed to the appeal 
of the Transition Management model.

However, in terms of the implementation of this model in 
the Dutch Energy Transition project, led by the Ministry of Eco-
nomic Affairs, the results were less encouraging. One major 
concern was the democratic disconnect of the project and its 
capture by the dominant energy industry (Kern/Smith 2008). 
Hendriks criticised a lack of inclusivity of the project, which 
is dominated by industry and government elites, neglecting 
broader democratic engagement. Institutional changes which 
resulted from the project, such as the setting up of the transi-
tion task force, were criticised as being “reminiscent of neo-
corporatist (Dutch polder model) policy-making” and “in prac-
tice transition management replicates the very kind of network 
structures that transition scholars suggest we avoid” (Hendriks 
2008: 1017). Despite the suggested focus on frontrunners, policy 
makers fell back on ‘the usual suspects’ and implemented the 
Energy Transition project according to the dominant admin-
istrative culture. This meant focussing on energy regime in-
cumbents, narrowing down the choice of experiments and tran-
sition pathways and focussing on technological issues rather 
than wider socio-technical change processes. The new policy 
ideas also clashed with the dominant liberalisation agenda 
promoted by the Ministry of Economic Affairs (Kern/Howlett 
2009). As a consequence, it has been argued that it is doubtful 
whether the Energy Transition project will achieve its original 
ambitions (Kern/Smith 2008). While initially the project sur-
vived several changes in government and influenced at least 
energy innovation policy, the programme was eventually aban-
doned in 2011.

Equally, the implementation of the Transition Manage-
ment model in Flanders, Belgium in two different policy fields 
(waste & materials policy and housing & building) proved to be 
challenging (Paredis 2013). While enthusiasm for this approach 

by policy makers and stakeholders prevailed initially and a new 
discourse and new networks of actors were created, tangible re-
sults have been difficult to obtain and it has been demanding 
to influence ‘regular’ policymaking processes and existing in-
stitutions. Paredis argues that after guiding the initiation of the 
transition process, Transition Management has little to offer in 
terms of how to gain wider influence and change structures. 
He concludes that actors “have to show active agency that looks 
for couplings with ongoing trends and processes, that tries to 
change regime rules, that searches confrontation with domi-
nant discourses, and that engages with institutionalisation. All 
this has to be realised while trying to cope with institutional 
inertia and existing power relations. This is no longer the ter-
rain of transition management, because neither the theory nor 
the practical guidelines have anything to say about this kind of 
agency” (Paredis 2013: 333).

Accelerating the transition process

This experience illustrates several challenges, which are 
prevalent features of governing transitions towards the green 
economy. One of the challenges is to understand how green 
niche innovations can be ‘nurtured’ and upscaled to overturn 
existing socio-technical systems (Smith/Raven 2012). What are 
successful strategies by green advocates to gain political sup-
port, funding, attract new actors to build coalitions, develop 
supply chains, etc.? Is such nurturing necessarily temporary 
or will sustainability criteria need to be engraved into the insti-
tutional system more permanently as has happened in the past 
with supportive policy and institutional environments for fos-
sil fuel and nuclear power based electricity or for the car mo-
bility paradigm?

As Germany is currently experiencing, it is no easy polit-
ical task to phase out powerful incumbent industries, which 
have been supported for many decades and for which current 
socio-technical arrangements have been optimised. This fea-
ture suggests that powerful and broad political coalitions are 
required to overcome such inertia and to shield and empower 
alternative greener systems. The Dutch experience also shows 
that institutionalisation is crucial to avoid de-railing with every 
change in government. Finally, the experience with the Tran-
sition Management model suggests that institutional settings 
and history matter when trying to implement a change pro-

“Broad political coalitions 
are required 

to empower alternative 
greener systems.”
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cess of this nature (Kern 2011). The Dutch Transition Manage-
ment model might be too much informed by the Polder model 
culture to serve as an exemplary experience for other countries 
(Heiskanen/Kivisaari et al. 2009). Despite the fact that Transi-
tion Management proponents developed the model intending 
to break with the consensus orientation of the Dutch Polder 
model and arguing instead that a focus on frontrunners is nec-
essary, the implementation followed this consensus-oriented 
tradition clearly demonstrating the weakness of this gover -
 nance model. A wide-ranging consensus-based coalition in-
cluding the incumbent industry players will probably not bring 
forward any visions for radical change.

Overall, there might be no ‘one size fits all’ model of how to 
govern transitions towards green economies. Instead, research 
needs to focus on the specific opportunities a particular polit-
ical system provides. The experience in Belgium further indi-
cates that the Transition Management model might be good at 
initiating the difficult journey towards the green economy by 
developing visions for alternative futures and bringing together 
coalitions of like-minded actors, but that other kinds of policy 
mechanisms and institutional processes might be required to 
really drive forward and accelerate such processes. While tran-
sitions are deeply political and therefore require transparent 
political deliberation and negotiation (Lehtonen/Kern 2009), a 
widely shared consensus might not always be the best way for-
ward. Transitions towards a green economy will often produce 
winners and losers and compensating losers might be part of 
the political bargain.

Conclusion

Overall, the argument is that systemic change is crucial in 
implementing the green economy. Relying purely on the dif-
fusion of new and existing green products and services is in-
sufficient. Therefore, research on how to implement the green 
economy in energy and other sectors should engage not only 
with the technical and economic challenges of the innovation 
and diffusion of green technologies but also pay attention to 
the political difficulties, the cultural obstacles, the infrastruc-
tural challenges, the required changes in markets, new busi-
ness models and social practices. Studying the green economy 
requires working and collaborating in interdisciplinary teams 
including expertise in engineering, economics, policy analy-
sis, sociology, psychology and other disciplines with relevance 
to the transition.

Transition governance towards a green economy calls for 
powerful and broad political coalitions, societal negotiation pro-
cesses about desirable directions and actions by a variety of ac-
tors including governments, civil society, non-governmental or-
ganisations, businesses, consumers and citizens. A social sci-
ence research programme aimed at assisting the transition to 
green economies should facilitate such learning processes and 
provide independent expertise and advice to decision makers, 
stakeholders and the general public.
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