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The literature on societal transitions offers many policy recommendations. The implicit assumption is that the civil servants can follow these 
recommendations and design policies to accelerate transitions. This article shows that governmental transformation is needed to enable civil 
servants to act upon these, which is currently far from straightforward due to institutional constraints. We used a research-by-design approach 
with four design groups of civil servants working on transitions within a Dutch ministry. By studying how they interacted and designed alternative 
scenarios for resolving real-life, deeply rooted institutional constraints, we identified twelve preliminary institutional conditions for a government 
working on sustainability transitions. The institutional conditions relate to working with uncertainty, implementing operational management, 
implementing interdependent stewardship, and detaching from the current system.
Keywords: sustainability transitions; government; civil servants; institutional blockades; research-by-design approach.

1. Introduction
Governments are key agents in steering and accelerating soci-
etal transitions. To overcome societal challenges like climate 
change, scholars of societal transitions, therefore, frequently 
close their articles with prescriptions of policy recommenda-
tions for governments and civil servants. We define the actions 
by civil servants to follow up on these societal transition-
based recommendations as transition tasks. Examples of such 
tasks are agenda-setting (Kuhlmann and Rip 2018), coordi-
nating between transition stakeholders (Weber and Rohracher 
2012; Hekkert et al. 2020), creating markets for low-carbon 
technology (Edler and Fagerberg 2017; Gomes and Barros 
2022), accelerating transitions through phasing-out unsus-
tainable practices (Hebinck et al. 2022), and creating new 
capabilities (Borrás and Edler 2020).

Pursuing these transition tasks by civil servants is chal-
lenging because they do not align with the dominant insti-
tutional logics ingrained in public organizations’ everyday 
praxis (see Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014). The Public 
Administration (PA) literature characterizes policy traditions 
that have dominated the policy rationale in many Western 
democratic societies in the last decades (Strange 1996; Bevir 
2010) as a “hands-off” approach (New Public Management) 
and an “all actors around the table” paradigm (New Pub-
lic Governance). These traditions determine which actions 
and arguments are considered acceptable when civil servants 
decide on their roles and actions (Stout 2013). Transitions 

literature seems to call for a more interventionist approach. 
In this approach, government is a central agent in overcom-
ing transformative system failures to resolve societal problems 
(Weber and Rohracher 2012; Robinson and Mazzucato 2019; 
Wanzenböck et al. 2020). Thus, while governments are called 
upon to be central actors in facilitating highly needed socio-
technical transitions (Weber and Rohracher 2012; Borrás and 
Edler 2020), they are burdened with institutional inertia stem-
ming from a lack of accepted models advising civil servants on 
how to undertake these transformations.

The institutional inertia stems from public organizations 
containing administrative configurations made for stability, 
not system change. Civil servants who aim at system change, 
therefore, meet institutionalized opposition (Braams et al. 
2022). In other words, the mismatch between PA traditions 
and transition thinking creates restrictive legitimacy mecha-
nisms for civil servants to pursue transition tasks (Bourgon 
2011; Braams et al. 2021; Stout 2013), explaining why they 
are often not successful (De Geus, Wittmayer, and Vogelzang 
2022). Therefore, a new transformative rationale for civil 
servants may be needed to legitimize the execution of tasks 
suggested by transition scholars.

Braams et al. (2021) argue that PA traditions lie underneath 
the institutional constraints experienced by civil servants who 
try to execute these transition tasks. As PA is both prescriptive 
of and descriptive toward government, its dominant ratio-
nales determine what actions are considered legitimate. PA 
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traditions currently fail to understand or model civil servants 
working on transition dynamics as they were not designed for 
system change. Grin (2012: 4) argues that because input and 
output legitimacy of government actions are hard to realize 
due to too long time horizons, sustainability “transitions are 
unlikely to result from traditional, democratically legitimated 
governmental action.”

We argue that civil servants need favorable institu-
tional conditions to work based on a transformative ratio-
nale. Understanding and anticipating potential constraints is 
essential to increase the probability of successfully finding 
such conditions. When institutional constraints to transfor-
mative change can be overcome and combined with a legit-
imizing transformative Public Administrative paradigm that 
repositions the role of civil servants, governments may be bet-
ter capable of being central actors in sustainability transitions, 
as many transition scholars propose. We designed to find new 
specific interventions for civil servants, but from this, identify 
broader underlying constraints.

This article aims to identify (1) how civil servants work-
ing on transition tasks experience constraints resulting from 
dominant legitimation rationales and (2) which institutional 
conditions can help civil servants tackle these constraints and 
work on transition tasks. Guided by the research-through-
design method (see, for example, Zimmerman, Forlizzi, 
and Evenson 2007), this article analyzes four conversations 
groups of civil servants had about their experienced con-
straints in executing transition tasks. The method disengages 
respondents from their daily routine and, by doing so, fore-
grounds more general conditions. By understanding their 
often implicit, underlying problem space, some root causes 
appear that hamper civil servants in engaging in transition 
tasks. We present a first attempt at combining the tacit knowl-
edge of civil servants in a design setting with insights from 
Transition Literature and PA. New to the Transition Litera-
ture, the research-through-design approach engages in a cre-
ative design process with respondents to explore problems and 
opportunities, while uncovering their experiences, frustra-
tions, and fears in a safe, partly fictional environment (Bason 
2017). Because the participants feel freer to contribute, they 
may suggest that favorable institutional conditions appear, 
which are at the moment not possible. These stories thus pro-
vide insights into the comprehensive and immersive change 
needed within the civil service.

We structure the theory and results of this article by using 
the main steps of design research. The theory section is sub-
divided into (1) exploring the problem space of constraints 
for executing transition tasks and (2) generating alternative 
scenarios by creating the institutional conditions that pro-
vide space for implementing the transition. Afterward, we 
introduce our design method. The result section presents four 
conversations about the participants’ specific problem space, 
in which they generated alternative solutions. We reflected 
on these themes and formulated new critical dimensions for 
a transformative government. We then present some pre-
liminarily favorable institutional conditions that may help 
government and civil service undertake transition tasks.

2. Theory
2.1 Exploring the problem space—transitions 
require institutional reconfiguration.
Societal transitions require fundamental changes in deeply 
rooted policy regimes, with their persistent and rigid 

structures and customs. Exploring the problem space of public 
organizations contributing to transitions requires an agency 
perspective, such as institutional work. The literature on insti-
tutional work describes individuals as embedded agents in 
a “permanent recursive and dialectical interaction between 
agency and institutions” (Lawrence, Suddaby and Leca 2011: 
55). It focuses on the tacit understanding of practitioners’ 
day-to-day work (e.g. their mental categories, embodied prac-
tices, and social organization) and how they recognize, locate, 
and implement this understanding into actions shaping future 
possibilities (Emirbayer and Mische 1998).

Within policy regimes, civil servants’ behavior is coor-
dinated and guided by rules, beliefs, norms, and practices 
(Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014). Individuals, in most cases, 
just reproduce these institutional structures but, in some cases, 
also can operate intentionally and strategically to change or 
disrupt their context (Lawrence, Suddaby and Leca 2011). 
Institutional work helps to understand how and why civil 
servants “interpret, translate, transpose, edit and recombine 
institutions” (Lawrence, Suddaby and Leca 2011: 55) and 
challenge their organizations by initiating change to dismantle 
existing structures (Fuenfschilling 2017).

Changing the policy regime from a transition perspective 
disrupts the institutional configuration of public organiza-
tions; for instance, as a transition dictates a new hierarchy 
of overarching public values, ministries must work beyond 
their existing practices. Such changes might bring new col-
lective meaning-making processes (Deephouse and Suchman 
2008) based on new premises and logics, which confront the 
existing hegemonic logics (Dacin, Goodstein, and Scott 2002). 
A new logic may reshape the game’s rules on redistributing 
power and status (Thornton and Ocasio 2008). It may not 
only coexist and complement the pre-existing logic but can 
also compete (Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014).

The deeply rooted institutional logics in government agen-
cies are not favorable for engaging in transition tasks. The 
institutions that dominate government agencies have been set 
in place through implementing and maintaining normative 
traditions over the last 100 years (Stoker 2006; Stout 2013). In 
a democratic society, these institutional structures are estab-
lished as checks and balances to secure the individual rights 
of citizens. Examples of these institutional structures are (1) 
the rules to protect individuals against possible state arbi-
trariness, (2) rules to ensure expedience and legality, or (3) 
rules that prescribe that acting is only possible with broad 
societal support. These rules become constraints that prevent 
change agents in public institutions from countering domi-
nant logics and attaining the required legitimacy, resources, 
and network capital. Still, these rules should also be con-
sidered rigorously executed democratic principles (Braams 
et al. 2022). However, seen as constraints, they also hin-
der change and restrict the administrative potential to guide
transitions.

Change agents in government agencies willing to exe-
cute transition tasks are pushed back by their colleagues, 
who are backed by institutional conditions erected on cur-
rent democratic principles (Swyngedouw 2010; De Geus, 
Wittmayer, and Vogelzang 2022; Braams et al. 2023). Their 
transition narratives thus collide with existing rules, beliefs, 
norms, and practices that maintain stability. This dialec-
tic relationship between change and stability is recognized 
within Transition Literature (Köhler 2019). However, Tran-
sition Literature is scarcely sensitive to civil servants work-
ing in an administrative context, where appeals to urgency 
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and necessity are not seen as legitimate claims Essentially, it 
is a contestation between urgent and necessary transforma-
tive change and democratic principles aimed at stability in 
highly contingent, contested, contextual, and wicked situa-
tions (Head and Alford 2015; Wanzenböck et al. 2020).

2.2 Generating new scenarios in the solution space
The transitions literature uses many terms to point toward the 
public sector and indicate its transformative role.1 Being spe-
cific is essential as it either focuses on generic roles or modes or 
more specific intervention points and transition tasks. As tran-
sition literature becomes more outspoken about what needs 
to be done, prescriptive recommendations must be devel-
oped that includes both system- and microdynamics within 
governments. Prescriptive recommendations at the level of 
microdynamics demand opening the black box of “govern-
ment” (see, e.g. Braams et al. 2023) as well as a more detailed 
understanding of the “multiple interlinked policy develop-
ments” (Lukkarinen et al. (2023). It also requires recognizing 
how dynamics within governmental organizations can shape 
system-level dynamics, e.g. through their different roles as 
intermediaries (Kivimaa et al. 2019; Kivimaa, Primmer, and 
Lukkarinen 2020).

Borrás and Edler (2020) summarized the different roles a 
state could take in transitions, reaching from passive roles 
such as Observer, Warner, Moderator, Enabler of societal 
engagement, and Facilitator to more proactive roles like Mit-
igator, Gatekeeper, Watchdog, Opportunist, Lead-User, Initia-
tor, and Guarantor. Depending on the transformation project, 
certain combinators of government roles fit with different 
modes of governance (i.e. self-regulation, primus inter pares, 
oligopoly, command, and control). Focusing on the more 
interventionalist modes of governance, Kattel and Mazzu-
cato (2018) argue that governments need to develop dynamic 
capabilities, indicating the alternation between exploring new 
opportunities and exploiting existing strengths. Governments 
must learn adapting, integrating, and re-configuring their 
skills, resources, and competencies to facilitate system change. 
In the context of mission-oriented innovation policies, they 
divide dynamic capabilities into three levels: state capabili-
ties (on leadership and engagement), policy capabilities (pol-
icy mixes and coordination), and administrative capabilities 
(human-centric design, adjusted organizational forms, and 
organizational fluidity). In this paper, we focus on administra-
tive capabilities. Kanger et al. (2020) identified six policy inter-
vention points that would facilitate transformative change: 
stimulate different niches, accelerate these niches, destabi-
lize the regime, address the broader repercussions, coordinate 
regimes, and tilt the landscape. In their literature review, 
Braams et al. (2021) listed eighty tasks for civil servants to 
execute as recommended by transition scholars.2 They used 
five aggregated labels as organizational capacities to develop 
(Pontikakis et al. 2022): give direction, create governance, 
support the new, destabilize the unsustainable, and create new 
structures and capabilities.

An agency perspective is crucial to understand a govern-
mental organization’s internal change dynamics. It avoids 
seeing a government as a single actor that achieves public 
values only through deliberation and resists internal subor-
dination (Verhoeven and Duyvendak 2017). Although civil 
servants are, per definition, restricted by democratic norms, 
change agents within the civil service have innovative agency 

when they work on societal transitions. When no official pro-
cedures are present to criticize their output, civil servants 
work in relative institutional voids (Hajer 2003; Rana and 
Sørensen 2019). Several authors have tried to understand 
these actors, who position themselves on the borderline of 
working with internal procedures while allowing disruptive 
change into the organization (see Verhoeven and Duyvendak 
2017 on governmental activism; Hysing and Olsson 2017 
on green inside activists; Pettinicchio 2012 on institutional 
activists; Braams et al. 2023 on entrepreneurial civil servants). 
These concepts introduced by these authors break with a clear 
distinction between actors working from either inside or out-
side the civil service when explaining governmental actions 
(Pettinicchio 2012), which may be more prevalent when gov-
ernments try to steer a transition (Braams et al. 2023). These 
different strands of change agents share common challenges in 
attaining legitimacy, resources, and network capital (Pel et al. 
2018).

There is a need to understand both the capacities of change 
agents and their resisting institutional constraints. Institu-
tional conditions may need to be altered for new practices 
to be enacted by civil servants. Braams et al. (2023) mod-
eled the internal resistance within public organizations when 
change agents work on transitions. They showed that internal 
opposition could be of such force that the execution of tran-
sition tasks cannot proceed successfully (Braams et al. 2023). 
However, public institutions must also conform to changes 
in their surrounding and adjust their structures (Battilana 
and D’Aunno 2009). New practices need favorable organiza-
tional characteristics for executing transition tasks, as existing 
structures can be too pervasive to allow change.

Battilana and D’Aunno (2009) describe three dimensions 
of institutional work: creating, maintaining, and disrupt-
ing institutions. Change agents mainly act by creating and 
disrupting institutions. Conversely, opposition to transforma-
tive change focuses on maintaining institutions by repairing 
and defending the current situation (Battilana and D’Aunno 
2009). Higher-status organizations, such as ministries, are 
more inclined to the maintenance of the status quo (Batti-
lana and D’Aunno 2009). Organizational-level institutional 
conditions for change lie in the configuration of structures 
and practices (Greenwood and Suddaby 2006). These may 
be found in interspaces between organizations using weaker 
networks (Battilana and D’Aunno 2009).

From a transition perspective, countering the pervasive 
maintenance work demands changes from the most fun-
damental institutional aspects of organizations, such as 
beliefs, leadership, organizational set-up, cultivated culture, 
and the opportunity for agency and discretion. To iden-
tify institutional conditions that help civil servants work on 
transition tasks through a transformative perspective, we 
organized four design groups in which civil servants came 
up with possible institutional conditions that favor new
practices.

3. Method
3.1 Research-by-design
The institutional conditions which can help civil servants 
work on transition tasks can be studied when researchers 
take a design perspective (Zimmerman, Forlizzi, and Even-
son 2007; Roggema 2016). Instead of starting hypothesizing 
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from an analytical knowledge base as a researcher, as is usu-
ally the case, design approaches incorporate user engagement 
and creativity (Zimmerman, Forlizzi, and Evenson 2007; 
Romme and Meijer 2020), exploring via proposed artifacts,3 
and creating new preferred states beyond the current body of 
knowledge and institutional logics (Roggema 2016). Bason 
(2017: 4) defines this approach as a “systematic, creative 
process that engages people in exploring problems and oppor-
tunities, developing new ideas, before visualizing and testing 
new solutions.”

Research-by-design is described as a conversation through 
iterative doodling in a specific context, where novelty can arise 
(Roggema 2016). Design researchers report on the results of 
interventions in the design groups4 as they observe the present 
but explore situations that do not yet exist (Bason 2017: 91). 
Our design facilitated exploring new possibilities to work in 
a relative institutional void of civil servants in the context of 
transitions and aimed to combine general aspects of transition 
theory with practical now-how of civil servants. This design 
benefited our setting because staying in the existing context 
could be too restrictive and complex to reflect freely on pos-
sible alternatives. A design session’s partly fictitious character 
helped break free from the day-to-day context and facilitated 
conversations on crucial conditions.

3.2 Case selection
Within the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Man-
agement, four units were selected: a multidisciplinary team on 
making public transport energy positive, the program direc-
torate Schiphol (the main airport of the Netherlands), a unit 
aimed at redefining mobility assessment frameworks with new 
data sets on economic wellbeing, and a temporary toll pro-
gram for freight. We choose these four cases from a longlist 
to maximize internal variation on urgency perception within 
society and politics. These cases also vary in policy scope and 
closeness to the regime. We assumed that a broader array of 
novel ideas would be proposed when these perceptions varied. 
As design group methodology is highly contextual and situa-
tional, finding a wide array of new ways of thinking is the 
objective. Representativity across contexts is, therefore, not 
necessary (Roggema 2016).

The units are each struggling to implement policies to 
reduce carbon and nitrogen emissions within the transport 
and mobility domain, executing the Dutch Climate Agree-
ment.5 We recruited four to seven persons per design group 
(see Table 1). Each design group’s conversation was on their 

(real-life) transition strategy. Their strategies ranged from 
agenda setting to accelerating phasing out unsustainable prac-
tices. The design groups took 3 hours, during which the spe-
cific transition paths of the respondents were determined, the 
expected or experienced obstacles were formulated, and possi-
ble interventions were explored. The design contained several 
steps in which theoretical elements were constructed into arti-
facts to let practitioners design and discuss their transition 
path.

3.3 Research design
Our design consists of two steps (see Fig. 1). First, we observed 
civil servants’ discussions about their problem space to under-
stand its structure. Bason defines this as “the process of 
exploring the characteristics, dynamics, and boundaries of 
the problem at hand; and making those dimensions explicit: 
‘formulating the mess’” (Bason 2017: 99). The second step 
consisted of two attuned parts, (1) was generating alternative 
scenarios, in which the participants ideated and developed 
new actions starting with an ambition and vision to create 
change (Bason 2017: 121) and (2) was the enactment of prac-
tices. This phase involved engaging physically and emotionally 
with the result and comprehending what is needed to make it 
work (Bason 2017). See Fig. 2 for the canvas used in the design 
groups.

3.4 Data collection
The lead researcher attended and observed the design group 
between September 2022 and October 2022. The focus groups 
took place at the Ministry to accommodate the participants by 
eliminating travel time. A highly regarded external moderator, 
knowledgeable on transitions and government, was also hired 
to structure the conversations and question and confront the 
respondents (Morgan and Krueger 1998). Researchers were 
sensitive to group dynamics because the units were invited as 
a team. They instructed the external moderator to give every-
body equal opportunities for speaking time, aiming to create 
a level playing field and a safe space to suggest ideas. Imme-
diately after it finished, every design group was evaluated by 
the moderator and the lead researcher on the process, inven-
tion, relevance, and extensibility (see Zimmerman, Forlizzi, 
and Evenson 2007). As the transition tasks of the units had 
already started, and the teams were experiencing difficulties 
undertaking necessary action, most participants perceived the 
sessions as highly constructive.

Table 1. Number of participants per design group and their seniority.

Design Groups (in random 
order) Directorate-General (DG) Transition tasks

Number of 
participants Function and seniority

Multidisciplinary team on 
making public transport 
energy-positive

DG for Mobility Agenda-setting; coordinat-
ing between stakeholders

4 Coordinating- and senior 
civil servants and heads of 
units.

Program directorate 
Schiphol

DG for Aviation and 
Maritime Affairs

Accelerating transition 
through phasing-out

7 Coordinating civil servants 
and heads of units.

Unit to redefine mobility 
assessment frameworks

DG for Mobility and DG 
Aviation and Maritime 
Affairs

Creating new capabilities 5 (Senior) civil servants and 
coordinating civil servants.

Program for the temporary 
toll for freight

DG for Mobility Creating low-carbon 
markets

5 Coordinating- and senior 
civil servants.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/spp/article/51/5/836/7685864 by Johannes F.G

. Vliegenthart user on 28 O
ctober 2024



840 R. B. Braams et al.

Figure 1. The steps taken in the design group.

Figure 2. Canvas used in the design groups.

3.5 Data analysis
The recorded audio of the design groups was transcribed and 
coded in NVivo. We coded inductively for problem spaces 
(such as risk aversion, a lack of operational transition manage-
ment, and a lack of responsibility), solutions spaces (a design-
ing government, restructuring the polity and responsibility 
mechanisms), and possible interventions (taking over the most 
difficult dossier of their colleagues, advising paradoxical, 
advising the Minister to be brave). We looked for repeated 
attitudes or opinions and identified dissenting opinions. In the 
first inductive coding round, we adopted the words used by 

the respondents (such as “hedgehog work,” “transition goals 
as a perk,” and “everybody points toward each other”). These 
obstacle codes were grouped and matched with the possible 
solutions and interventions in the second round (such as “dif-
ference between risk and uncertainty is not recognized,” “civil 
servants are no transition managers,” and “urgency is not felt 
collectively”). Each design group focused on one central over-
arching theme in the solution space stages, which were dis-
tinct from each other. We structured the results around these 
themes. To validate these themes, we interviewed three civil 
servants who coordinate transition projects of this Ministry 
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Figure 3. Analytical steps taken from problem space via solution space and a theoretical reflection to favorable institutional conditions and dimensions of 
transformative government, illustrated with an example.

(two of them did not participate in the design groups); they 
separately verified the relevance of these themes for the civil
service.

Directly after every problem space and solution explo-
ration, we discussed how these findings could be related to 
four extensive theoretical discussions (see Fig. 3). This discus-
sion allowed us to enrich the central themes of conversations 
with some theoretical insights and construct dimensions for 
implementing a transformative rationale for governments. 
Our depiction of these discussions is modest; we present 
only some core insights, which could be a start for further 
explorations and a research agenda for questions central to 
a transformative government paradigm. We reflect on each 
theme, formulate central dimensions per theme, and give some 
indications for solutions. To protect participant anonymity, 
precise actions and contexts have been obscured.

4. Results
This section presents four problem spaces faced by civil ser-
vants working on transition tasks. In each design group, the 
central theme was identified and highlighted. Every group 
shows a specific prism as to why “the transition just does not 
start.6” We structured the results by presenting first the explo-
ration of the problem space by the participants per group, 
then the solution space, and an initial theoretical reflection 
to sharpen potentially favorable conditions. Table 6 sum-
marizes all problem spaces, alternative scenarios, favorable 
conditions, and central dimensions.

4.1 Design Group 1—countering the risk-averse 
bureaucratic culture
4.1.1 Problem space. The first design group observed the 
underlying constraint of a risk-averse culture, deepening the 
institutional logic of hesitance in advising on transition tasks. 
The respondents discussed that it seemed the internal trans-
formation simply did not get started because the responsibility 
was scattered over many actors who were not accountable for 
the whole. The underlying constraint they focused on was the 
risk-averse culture within their ministry. A respondent labeled 
the dominant institutional logic “hedgehog work” because the 
civil service is so careful and hesitant in advising the Minister 

to make clear choices, afraid of prickly spines. The respon-
dent gave an analogy for the cautious dynamic of civil servants 
advising the Minister:

“We do not act maturely [as civil servants]. You may 
exhibit reactive attitudes toward your parents when you 
are a child. If you [for instance] had a mother who never 
took good care of herself, you may parentify. When you 
become an adult, you make a deliberative choice; […] ‘I 
will not constantly wonder what my mother wants. I am 
going to live my own life’. We have never reached such 
a point within the civil service, […] an independent role 
toward the Minister. We have never […] seen ourselves as 
powerful and able to make adult choices. […] Such behav-
ior may have been effective in the past, but not for what 
we want to achieve.”

The quote above highlights a few central themes of the discus-
sion: (1) the profound realization of the hierarchical relation-
ship between civil servants and their ministers, (2) a heartfelt 
need for autonomy in implementing the necessary reforms, 
and (3) a question of whether the current behavior is ben-
eficial. The moderator asked the respondent: “if you break 
through this relationship, what kind of reaction will you get?” 
Respondents: “Friction,” “Resignation,” and “Criticism: ‘this 
is not your role’.”

The respondents discussed the consequence of this risk-
averse constraint. “Our managers do not wake up in the 
middle of the night worried if the transition will succeed.” 
This suggestion of inertia and lack of felt responsibility was 
immediately contrasted in the group; they did see their role as 
a guide for transitions. “What strikes me, like you said, who 
gives direction? We should, as everybody looks at us. How-
ever, we list all the people who should give us directions.” 
The exchange continued: “we do not have the mandate to 
make decisions.” A manager mentioned that they, as a group, 
should not underestimate themselves because “we have the 
monopoly on making the policy … we may not have the ulti-
mate mandate to give directions, but we can turn the levers in 
our domain.”

This conversation focuses on an inadequate culture to work 
with uncertainty, incompleteness, and risks. The design group 
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recognized that the conceptual differences between uncer-
tainty and risk are often unnoticed within the Ministry. Not 
much innovation will get through when uncertainty is imme-
diately categorized as a risk. Respondents remarked they 
lack the institutional backing to work with more significant 
uncertainty. Partly because of this, an inert, risk- and loss-
averse culture can become the default. They named many 
reasons not to innovate.7 These enhance an inclination not 
to choose any direction because of fear of consequences. 
Although respondents acknowledged that choices are needed, 
the uncertainty of which option is the best leads to inertia. 
Consequently, they mentioned that pilots are frequently not 
set up when civil servants see too many risks and uncertainties. 
Thus, initiatives aimed at working on the transition goals are 
kept “in scope” and managed as a limited ambition project, 
leaving uncertainty, complexity, and more fundamental ques-
tions out “to preserve prospects for action” and not hurt the
economy.

4.1.2 Solution space. An example of the risk-averse culture 
was when the moderator noted the teams’ desire for more 
autonomy in deciding what innovations would benefit their 
sector. They agreed and continued by mentioning their great-
est fear that a single innovation, in its developing phase, 
would create a deadly accident that would harm society’s sup-
port for the entire transition. This creates a strong emotional 
reflexive reaction to stop all innovative trajectories within pol-
itics and, therefore, with their administrative superiors. The 
institutional logic is that a specific incident would create a gen-
eral risk aversion at such times, diminishing their autonomy 
and professionalism. One respondent offered a possible
solution:

“We, as civil servants, go along with their emotional reflec-
tions [of their managers and their ministers], ‘yes, we 
understand the importance of emotions’, we concede very 
much. Therefore, we endorse that kind of behavior, which 
eventually means inertia. We maintain it. We could stop 
saying to our managers, ‘we understand it is precarious’. 
We should collectively push back [against a risk-averse 
attitude from managers].”

The group discussed their solution space on how to push 
back against this institutional logic without overstepping their 
democratic mandate. They explored a counter-intuitive pro-
posal that inertia is made explicit by paradoxically advising 
for inertia. “We advise you, considering all uncertainties, … 
to sit on your hands for the next five years. Then, society may 
be much more inclined to agree. However, we will not reach 
the climate goals, but that is not your problem.” The advice of 
doing nothing contains its risks and counterfactuals, exposing 
the responsibility of doing nothing.

4.1.3 Initial theoretical reflection. An essential dimension 
of a transformative government is civil servants with skills 
and analytical tools to work with political urgency, high 
systems uncertainty, deep value contestation, and high deci-
sion stakes (Functovicz and Ravetz 1994). Uncertainty can 
be recognized as complexity, ignorance, indeterminacy, or 
incommensurability (Wesselink and Hoppe 2011) but is, in 
essence, value-free until labeled. Labeling uncertainty as risk 
or opportunity seems dependent on a person’s worldview 

(Douglas and Wildavsky 1983). Eventually, these perceptions 
and values are at odds but should be explicitly taken into the 
problem analysis (Functovicz and Ravetz 1994). The regime 
is often too invested in the status quo to be critical of its 
assumptions. Societal actors bordering the regime are needed, 
as they are freer from entangling social and institutional habits 
and hold different insights that come with distance (Douglas 
and Wildavsky 1983).

The nature of policy problems is wicked, urgent, uncer-
tain, and contested. Civil servants can also be considered 
boundedly rational, labeling uncertainties as risks. There-
fore, formulating the problem space together with bordering 
actors such as scientists or citizens’ councils could be part of 
the solutions. Otherwise, “crude commercial pressure, inept 
bureaucracy regulations, or counterproductive protests will 
dominate” (Functovicz and Ravetz 1994: 751).

Three possible favorable institutional conditions were 
uncovered by identifying the deep uncertainty from working 
on transitions while the regime’s nature is to stabilize through 
combining the problem space, solution space, and theoretical 
reflection (see Table 2). 

The first dimension of a transformative government is that 
ministries should formulate their problem space with actors 
free from institutional habits and constraints.

4.2 Design Group 2—overcoming traditional value 
prioritizations
4.2.1 Problem space. The second group observed the under-
lying constraint of colleagues unfamiliar with new analyses, 
which deepened the institutional logic of low priority to add 
features to their routines. They discussed how they, as a small 
advisory team in a complex organization, could potentially 
create a significant impact by changing the parameters in 
the social cost-benefit analysis on which current policies are 
needed. They would be influential if their colleagues were con-
vinced and not skeptical or afraid of drastic change. They 
mentioned having difficulty catering to the entire organiza-
tion. The underlying constraint is that the intended changes 
had to be implemented at multiple layers and corners of the 
organization. Many of their colleagues are unfamiliar with 
innovative analyses and do not know how to integrate these 
necessary procedures into existing structures. The institu-
tional logic is that new tools and value prioritizations are 
added to their everyday work and are not felt as urgent. It, 
therefore, has low priority.

This conversation focuses on the fact that the organization 
is not yet equipped to implement work on transitions, such as 
establishing new social cost-benefit analyses. Transition goals 
are based on a new hierarchy of public values, such as sus-
tainability next to economic growth and accessibility. Still, 
these are not yet operationalized, quantified, or integrated 
into the accountability structures. These structures, optimized 
for the current regime, are so complex that an overview of 
where change could be initiated is lacking. Moreover, the 
relatively small teams working on transition goals are seen 
as experiments that are not expected to affect the direction 
of the central policies. The group mentioned that urgency is 
not always internalized within the organization. There is usu-
ally a commitment to subgoals but not to working on the 
transition as a whole. When the organization is under politi-
cal or societal pressure, already operationalized conventional 
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Table 2. Favorable institutional conditions for working with uncertainty and risks.

Favorable institution conditions Theoretical reflection Exemplary quotation problem-solution space

Have a working force with 
skills and tools to work 
with uncertainty and deep 
contestation.

Wicked problems contain political 
urgency, high systems uncertainty, 
deep value contestation, and high 
decision stakes (Wesselink and 
Hoppe 2011).

Quote 1: “We have the monopoly on making the pol-
icy […] we may not have the ultimate mandate to give 
directions, but we can turn the levers in our domain.”
Quote 2: “Every choice we make has uncertainty around 
it; this uncertainty paralyzes.”

Stimulate reflections on how per-
sonal and collective worldviews 
determine assumptions.

Labeling uncertainty as risk or 
opportunity depends on a person’s 
worldview (Douglas and Wildavsky 
1983).

Quote 1: “There is a permanent need to avoid choosing 
between different innovations. Because if you choose, you 
can choose wrong.”
Quote 2: “I think we need to dare to take risks […] doing 
nothing is also a risk.”

Engage with actors free from 
institutional habits.

Problem space formulation could be 
done with bordering actors such 
as scientists or citizens’ councils 
to counter inept bureaucracy reg-
ulations (Functovicz and Ravetz 
1994).

Quote 1: “We, as civil servants, go along with their emo-
tional reflections [of their managers and ministers]; we 
concede very much. Therefore, we endorse that kind of 
behavior, which eventually means inertia.”
Quote 2: “Our minister is invited to take a test drive 
in [new type of truck]; I dare to bet this changes the 
perception of this innovation within the ministry.”

values can become overriding. Although the Ministry stands 
for a broader array of public values, assignments aimed at 
transitions get less priority and are considered something 
“extra.”

The group discussed the implication of this underlying con-
straint of unfamiliarity. They saw it as a paradox, the need for 
fundamental change but only being able to start by innovat-
ing incrementally. “It is new for people; starting dismantling 
something from a lighthearted and cooperative perspective 
may be better.” They argued that a narrative of “everything is 
wrong” would not be the right message to form a transition 
movement within the organization. Not being willing to use 
frames that criticize the totality of institutionalized complex-
ity means working on other urgency strategies, which they 
found challenging. A respondent acknowledged that persuad-
ing the organization by painting a positive picture, referring 
to an even better world without denouncing the current state, 
has the risk of not being forceful enough.

4.2.2 Solution space. The respondents combined the prob-
lem of the organization’s complexity and the incremental 
space for change in their proposed solution, worrying about 
unsolicited advice not being appreciated. “Ideally, other direc-
torates ask us to help them,” but “maybe we should adopt 
a hot potato from another directorate, offering to share 
responsibility and then implement new data-driven meth-
ods.” Such an offer could be incorporated with changing 
the policy evaluation structure. In this way, the set-up of 
pilots and new types of evaluation should work much more 
closely. Respondents mentioned that holding people account-
able can create an unsafe working environment; therefore, 
“we could go back to smaller steps; we are not going to 
measure impact over two years but on a weekly scale.” Such 
adaptive learning allows finetuning and diminishes that a 
person can feel threatened to be accountable when making
mistakes.

To counter the constraints, respondents suggested tak-
ing transition goals seriously; these have to be operational-
ized, quantified, and integrated into the organizational,

accountability, and financial arrangements. Installing some 
management on transitions should help internalize and insti-
tutionalize the urgency, uncertainty, and complexity. Data-
driven, “live” evaluations may have a shorter and more cycli-
cal structure to prevent an unsafe environment for making 
mistakes. Respondents suggested investment in existing policy 
skills such as understanding the right policy incentives, mak-
ing overarching roadmaps with adjacent sectors, and helping 
their colleagues by getting co-responsibility with their most 
difficult dossiers.

4.2.3 Initial theoretical reflection. An essential dimension 
of a transformative government is the implementation of 
operational management around transitions. Although, the 
solution of extra management proposed by the respondents 
presupposes an analytical vision of policy, which does not 
align with transitions’ contested nature and power dynamics. 
Proponents of transitions within the organization seem unable 
to influence the restructuring of the Ministry’s processes. Such 
a denial of getting on the agenda may indicate a latent con-
flict and structural lack of power of change agents (Lukes 
1974). Repositioning the regime, with its power reproduced 
through “embodied rules, resources, actor configuration, and 
dominant images” (Grin 2012: 283) and aiming it at system 
change may be seen as Sisyphean labor. Avelino (2017) sug-
gests that change agents can engage more horizontally. For 
instance, they can search for non-traditional forms of power, 
which their organizations do not have, and by creating syn-
ergy to support each other or antagonism to disrupt. From 
a multi-level perspective, such attempts could be classified as 
coming from a niche within a regime, which may be very hard 
to maintain or protect. 

Three possible favorable institutional conditions when rec-
ognized that operational management to implement transi-
tion tasks is lacking through combining the problem space, 
solution space, and theoretical reflection (see Table 3).

The second dimension of a transformative government is 
to implement transition management, which should be a core 
agenda topic of a ministry.
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Table 3. Favorable institutional conditions for operational management around transition tasks.

Favorable institution 
conditions Theoretical reflection Exemplary quotation problem-solution space

Set-up operational man-
agement for transition 
tasks.

Proponents of transitions within 
the organization seem unable 
to influence the restructuring of 
the Ministry’s processes due to a 
structural lack of power of change 
agents (Lukes 1974).

Quote 1: “I sometimes think that my colleagues do not really know 
what is possible with data and how they should convert policy ques-
tions into data questions. […] Nothing would happen if we were not 
there.”
Quote 2: “I think that my colleagues (of other directorates) are not 
held accountable [for new data tasks]. They, therefore, do not feel the 
urgency from their superiors.”

Value change agents and 
give them specific chan-
nels to influence the 
process.

Avelino (2017) suggests that 
change agents can engage more 
horizontally.

Quote 1: “Maybe we should adopt a hot potato from another irec-
torate, offering to share responsibility and then implement new 
data-driven methods.”
Quote 2: “How we fill our agendas with short-lived moments sur-
prised me. Wouldn’t it be much more efficient if we could focus on a 
specific topic [of another directorate] and dissect it in a way that is 
helpful for everybody?”

Set up regime niches with 
the understanding of the 
inherent paradox.

Attempts to innovate from a niche 
within a regime may be hard to 
maintain or protect.

Quote 1: “They [their colleagues] are often willing to experiment. 
Just now, we had an excellent solution with concrete results and 
much perspective. But they told me, ‘Actually, we are too busy’, 
therefore, the results disappeared into a dusty cabinet.”
Quote 2: “Our trajectory to understand broader welfare indicators 
via different cases and try to construct a new narrative […] was 
difficult to communicate because we had to say it would make the 
current constellation even better [instead of replacing it, which is 
considered a negative message].”

4.3 Design Group 3—external problematization as 
a tool for co-responsibility
4.3.1 Problem space. The third design group observed the 
underlying constraint of an unassigned set of transition val-
ues, which deepened the institutional logic of policy losing its 
added transformative potential when responsibility is trans-
ferred to another organization. They discussed how the oper-
ationalization of sustainable transition goals needs sufficient 
intrinsically motivated civil servants. “We cannot improve 
our internal structures and capabilities because transitions 
are not internalized. ‘In-house’, we do not yet align pro-
cesses, procedures, and finances [to work on the transition 
goals].” A respondent underscored the underlying constraint, 
the dire need to operationalize the new set of underlying val-
ues, especially when the policy is transferred from ministries 
to agencies in order to be implemented. The institutional 
logic is that policy quickly loses its conditional transformative 
potential when transferred beyond the initial organization. 
“Implementing agencies need to think, per definition, in exist-
ing structures and solutions; renewed, abstract policy goals 
are so far away. It is, therefore, essential to introduce clear 
intermediate steps. Thus, overarching strategies are impor-
tant, as these make you understand what a logical, achievable 
goal is.”

The moderator questioned why this was not yet solved. 
A manager responded: “we try to; it just costs time. Appar-
ently, we find other things more important, such as economic 
growth, political success, etcetera, and money.” Another 
respondent reacted: “we would prefer to define growth dif-
ferently. But that is difficult to change because the old values 
are institutionalized.” The group explained that implementing 
agencies have not yet been mandated into prioritizing sus-
tainability goals when these collide with the agencies’ core 
tasks on mobility. “They see our requests on sustainability as 
a perk, a bottom-up initiative, as a possibility that we have 
not officially asked for.”

The group found consensus on the need for ministries and 
implementing agencies to be given broadened, overlapping 
mandates through which sustainability could be legally prior-
itized. “Our Ministry does not consider the energy transition 
as its problem; it is a problem of the Ministry of Economic 
Affairs; therefore, steering our executive bodies [to innovate 
to be more energy efficient] is very hard.” They illustrated this 
problem with the current impossibility of giving these agen-
cies an energy budget or being energy-positive with all their 
acreage, thus becoming a mobility provider and an energy 
company.

This conversation focuses on a lack of possible inter-
dependent stewardship. The question of who is ultimately 
responsible for directing the transition remains open. As the 
transition is a gigantic process in and of itself, no single 
societal actor can take full responsibility. This logic applies 
to public institutions; transitions go beyond artificial human 
structures like departments. Consequently, no single minister 
can take responsibility for the transition as a whole. Questions 
on responsibility become even more difficult on a European 
or global scale. Who undertakes action to go beyond iner-
tia around responsibility? A design group mentioned that the 
role perception of civil servants is sometimes skewed towards 
being too serving towards the short-term goals of politics and 
society instead of the long term. Civil servants sometimes 
deradicalize their analysis for their superiors and do not pro-
pose (necessary) fundamental shifts. Consequently, no reports 
or research that could not be in line with the current political 
line is requested. Thus, advice on transition goals and tasks 
stays away from fundamental decisions.

4.3.2 Solution space. During the conversation, the group 
became intrigued by the possibility of more proactive and 
directive instruction to the implementing agencies in order to 
enforce cross-ministerial responsibility for the energy transi-
tion. This would enable the right questions to be asked within 
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the Ministry with the proper sense of urgency or problemati-
zation. The group discussed unconventional ways of creating 
such urgency. Ideally, “we ask a climate activist to start a court 
case.” They continued, “Of course, we will not ask this. How-
ever, we could talk with network energy companies and say: 
‘You have a problem with increasing capacity; if you bring it 
forward in the political debate, it will become urgent, and [via 
the parliamentary procedures] I can be given a mandate’. Oth-
ers reacted: ‘how ridiculous, that we need external pressure to 
do our jobs.”

Respondents mentioned that ministries and their executive 
bodies might need different assignments and responsibilities 
in the national polity to counter this constraint, by which 
they not only prioritize their initial tasks. Policy coordination 
between ministries beyond ministerial responsibility is crucial 
for the co-responsibility of the transition. Civil servants of 
different directorates, institutes, and ministries should work 
more from the understanding that they all work towards the 
same public values prompted by the transitions. Scaling spe-
cific domains down or phasing certain practices out to help 
another ministry reach its transformation goals is a win for 
all. Respondents argue that they should support their minis-
ter more to be brave and yield less to her fears. They should 
constantly make a compelling narrative toward a society with 
elements expressing considerations of urgency, necessity, and 
ethical conundrums.

4.3.3 Initial theoretical reflection. An essential dimension 
of a transformative government is creating co-responsibility 
and working beyond explicit responsibilities in a relative insti-
tutional void (Hajer 2003); administrative leaders may guide 
the organization between utopianism (relying on overgener-
alized wishful thinking to steer their directions) and oppor-
tunism (pursuing immediate advantages to exploit) (Selznick 
1997). Selznick states that their responsibility lies in “accept-
ing the obligation of giving direction instead of merely min-
istering to organizational equilibrium” (Selznick 1997: 25). 
Boin, Fahy, and T Hart (2021) argue that these executive tasks 

of leaders remain relevant in a network society where wicked 
problems have become the default. To work within networks, 
leaders must learn to align their operations, norms, and identi-
ties with network partners to serve a common purpose (Boin, 
Fahy, and T Hart 2021: 30). Boin et al. propose that public 
institutions must update distinct missions, structures, values 
set, created value, and membership in co-creation with public–
private, intergovernmental and transnational partners (Boin, 
Fahy, and T Hart 2021) to guide transitions.

Three possible favorable institutional conditions when 
observing intrinsic interdependence is needed but very 
constrained by combining the problem space, solution space, 
and theoretical reflection (see Table 4).

The third dimension of a transformative government is 
that transition managers should implement institutionalizing 
interdependent stewardship.

4.4 Design Group 4—penetrating through the 
current impermanent system
4.4.1 Problem space. The fourth design group observed the 
underlying constraint of the attachment to the current system, 
which deepened the institutional logic of feeling responsible 
for their sector. They explored the topic of reducing transport 
movements to bring down emissions. A respondent started 
reflecting:

“Until recently, the option of reduction did not exist. In 
our minds or the minds of politicians. [In response to exter-
nalities], all kinds of complicated measures were taken to 
protect [mitigate the impact on citizens]. However, these 
measures could not be wholly executed because this would 
mean fewer transport movements. Thus, you will construe 
something complex by which the existing maintains and 
something is supposedly arranged. That is why you get 
things that cannot be explained”.

They considered how such dynamics could lead to problems 
that do not exist on paper:

Table 4. Favorable institutional conditions to deal with the complexity of shared responsibility.

Favorable institution 
conditions Theoretical reflection Exemplary quotation problem-solution space

Leaders acknowledge that 
they must work on the 
borderline of change and 
stability.

Leaders must create co-
responsibility in a relative 
institutional void (Hajer 
2003).

Quote 1: “We are careful not to advise on larger issues beyond the 
mandate of our superiors; it feels like we insult our colleagues of 
other directorates.”
Quote 2: “Our Ministry does not consider the energy transition as 
its problem; it is a problem of the Ministry of Economic Affairs.”

Align the common purpose 
of network partners with 
organizational operations.

Leaders must learn to align 
their operations, norms, 
and identities with network 
partners to serve a common 
purpose (Boin, Fahy and T 
Hart 2021).

Quote 1: [Implementing agencies] “see our requests on sustainability 
as a perk, a bottom-up initiative, as a possibility that we have not 
officially asked for.”
Quote 2: “We could talk with network energy companies and 
say: ‘You have a problem with increasing capacity; if you bring it 
forward in the political debate, it will become urgent.’”

Update their mission, 
structure, and value set.

Public institutions must 
update distinct missions, 
structures, values set, cre-
ated value, and membership 
in co-creation with public-
private, intergovernmental 
partners (Boin, Fahy and 
T Hart 2021) to guide 
transitions.

Quote 1: “Existing values, such as the growth of mobility and the 
economy, are often considered more important [than circularity and 
sustainability] […]. We have to define growth differently.”
Quote 2: “Values are translated into economic parameters. It is not 
possible to get into a conversation [about a broader perspective on 
welfare] […] because these older values are institutionalized.”
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“I am unable to detach my thinking from within the cur-
rent system or the reality existing on paper, for instance, the 
accumulation of noise nuisance. Citizens say, ‘this is a prob-
lem; we do not sleep’, we say: “based on the paper, there 
is no fundamental problem because there is an option to 
deviate from the norm [these available exceptions were just 
not used]. After which it is concluded, there is no problem
at all.”

The question then developed into the institutional boundaries 
of a new reduction discourse. A respondent reacted: “what we 
want to reduce in order to meet people planet profit goals … 
we are not going to because we do not want to throw away 
our network capacity.” They saw the risk of reducing too 
much and losing their competitiveness. Respondents recog-
nized the institutional logic that ministries and their ministers 
feel responsible for their sector and perhaps are inclined to 
listen when the sectors promise noninvasive ways for sustain-
ability with technofixes. “The industry let us know; ‘just trust 
that it will improve in fifteen years’. They are, of course, right, 
but how much better? They do not commit to numbers.” 
These appeals from industry resonated with institutionalized 
belief within administrative procedures and processes of the 
limitlessness of economic growth. These are wrapped in moral 
narratives. “It comes from 1944, we thought, we are going 
to connect the world and sponsor kerosine, from the noblest 
thought of world peace.”

This conversation focuses on the attachment to the current 
impermanent system. A central question within all innovative 
projects is how to bring positive outcomes from pilots that 
advocate disruptive change back into the system if the same 
system is responsible for their entire sector. Results from pilots 
do not carry the same weight in the scale as the current opti-
mized configuration. Moreover, incumbents are situated for 
preferential treatment and priority. These deeply rooted ideas 
make some civil servants doubt the usefulness of transitions. 
Too much dismantling of the current systems is considered 
counterproductive, as a society may need this configuration 
in the future.

4.4.2 Solution space. The respondents noted the underly-
ing constraint of attachment to the current system. However, 
when they took a perspective in which reduction is possi-
ble, “a conclusion follows logical reasoning, and you have 
to say, ‘we should not build there’.” These new conclusions 
opened the conversation to questions, previously outside the 
institutional discourse, about healthy living standards in the 
surrounding communities. Freedom from avoiding reduction 
allows them to follow new research and policy lines previ-
ously far from the Overton Window. When the phasing-out 
rationale is justified, it opens prospects for action. Thinking 
on reduction, new perspectives can become legitimate, which 
problematizes the current situation. Other research out-
comes questioning the current regime are welcomed instead 
of ignored. This recalibration of the current regime with a 
reduction perspective asks for paradoxical management and 
ambidextrous skills in holding two perspectives next to each 
other. 

4.4.3 Initial theoretical reflection. An essential dimension 
of a transformative government is using external shocks to 

loosen the relationship with the current system. The advo-
cacy coalition framework (Sabatier and Weible 2007) could 
help understand these teams’ shifts in belief and perspective. 
It emphasizes external shocks as a core dynamic for system 
change (Markard, Suter, and Ingold 2016). External shocks, 
such as lawsuits against the state on insufficient measures 
to protect citizens against carbon and nitrogen emissions, 
shake the core beliefs and open the rationale for reducing 
mobility. These will shock the policy regime and create new 
rationales. Such a new rationale legitimizes new perceptions, 
ideas, and assumptions and brings cognitive freedom to civil
servants.

Three possible favorable institutional conditions when 
penetrating through the impermanent systems by combining 
the problem space, solution space, and theoretical reflection 
(see Table 5).

The fourth dimension of a transformative government is 
a ministry using external shocks to detach itself from the 
optimized impermanent system.

5. Conclusion and discussion
The fundamental misalignment between Transition Literature 
and PA on what tasks civil servants should execute in a soci-
etal transition is already stated in the literature (Braams et al. 
2021). This article’s novel “research-by-design” approach led 
to newly formulated problem and solution spaces for civil ser-
vants working on transition tasks. Moreover, this approach 
directed us to relate these findings to broader academic dis-
cussion and the contours of a new research agenda on how 
governments can execute transition tasks. This article aimed 
to reveal potentially favorable institutional conditions for 
the execution of transition tasks within public organizations. 
We found twelve preliminary conditions (see Table 6) from 
four conversations that could aid civil servants at the Dutch 
Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management in their 
struggle to implement policies to reduce carbon and nitrogen 
emissions.

We formulated central themes, after exploring respondents’ 
problem spaces and generating alternative scenarios in design 
sessions. These themes are working with uncertainty and 
risks, lack of operational management, the complexity of 
shared responsibility, and attachment to the current system. 
After an initial reflection on these themes from four sepa-
rate important bodies of literature, we formulated four new 
practical dimensions needing an academic contribution. With 
these dimensions, we aim to find guidelines for an operational 
approach to implementing a new transformative rationale for 
government: (1) A ministry formulates its problem space with 
actors free from institutional habits and constraints; (2) a min-
istry puts the implementation of transition management at 
the top of its agenda; (3) administrative managers implement 
institutionalizing interdependent stewardship; and (4) a min-
istry uses external shocks to detach itself from the optimized 
impermanent system.

Ministries are considered part of the conservative policy 
regime within transition frameworks. Although civil servants 
are expected to implement transition tasks, their executive 
power is met with low expectations due to limited legit-
imacy (Grin 2012; Braams et al. 2021). The manifested 
underlying constraints participants observed and analyzed 
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Table 5. Favorable institutional conditions to detach from the current system.

Favorable institution 
conditions Theoretical reflection Exemplary quotation problem-solution space

Working with external 
shocks is a core capacity.

External shocks are a core 
dynamic for system change 
(Markard, Suter and Ingold 
2016).

Quote 1: “What we want to reduce to meet people planet profit 
goals … we are not going to because we do not want to throw away 
our network capacity.”
Quote 2: “Real choices are avoided. Choosing is hard, especially 
when the idea prevails that both sides will lose.”

Learn to integrate the impli-
cations of the shocks in 
the current rationale.

External shocks legitimize 
new perceptions, ideas, and 
assumptions.

Quote 1: “Until recently, the option of reduction did not exist. In our 
minds or the minds of politicians. [In response to externalities], all 
kinds of complicated measures were taken to protect [mitigate the 
impact on citizens].”
Quote 2: When they took a perspective in which reduction is possi-
ble, “a conclusion follows logical reasoning, and you have to say, ‘we 
should not build there.’”

Use the shock’s implications 
to reflect whether current 
assumptions are still valid.

External shocks shake the 
core beliefs and open the 
rationale.

Quote 1: “[The moral narrative] comes from 1944, we thought, 
we are going to connect the world and sponsor kerosine, from the 
noblest thought of world peace.”
Quote 2: “This [the moral narrative] conflicts deeply with the 
reduction of growth.”

Table 6. Summary of the problem spaces, solution spaces, and dimensions for a transformative government.

Underlying constraints in 
the problem spaces

Favorable institutional conditions from the solution 
spaces

Dimensions for a transformative 
government

A risk- and loss-averse 
bureaucratic culture

• A working force with skills and tools to work with 
uncertainty and deep contestation

• A reflective culture on worldviews that determine 
assumptions

• Engagement with actors free from institutional habits

A transformative public organiza-
tion formulates its problem space 
with actors free from institutional 
habits and constraints.

A lack of operationalization, 
quantification, and inte-
gration of transition goals 
into the organizational 
arrangements

• Operational management for transition tasks
• Installment of specific channels that allow change 

agents to influence the core processes
• Operational management for niches within policy 

regimes

The implementation of transi-
tion management is the core of a 
transformative agenda.

The complexity of shared 
responsibility

• Leaders who work on the borderline of change and 
stability

• Alignment of organizational purpose with network 
partners

• Updated mission, structure, and value set

The implementation of insti-
tutionalizing interdependent 
stewardship by managers.

Attachment to the current 
system

• Capacity to work with external shocks
• Processes to integrate the implications of external 

shocks to the current system
• Continuous reflections on the implications of shocks 

and whether current assumptions are still valid

The usage of external shocks to 
detach itself from the optimized 
impermanent system.

are regime-stabilizing institutions. These indicate uncertainty 
about whether more proactive or interventionalist roles of 
the state facilitating transitions (Borrás and Edler 2020; 
Kattel and Mazzucato, 2018) are currently in reach. The 
ministry needs to extend its administrative capabilities and 
adjust its organizational forms to use intervention points 
(Kanger et al., 2020) or execute transition tasks (Kattel and 
Mazzucato, 2018).

As transition literature becomes more prescriptive in their 
recommendations, more nuanced views on the microdynamics 
within government are needed. The nuances can be reflected 
in transition scholars’ terms and units of analysis. The twelve 
preliminary, favorable institutional conditions may, on the one 
hand, help civil servants to work on transition tasks. They pro-
pose to guide governments to be more adaptable and take on 
new roles when facilitating sustainability transitions. On the 
other hand, the favorable conditions invite transition scholars 
to develop a more in-depth understanding of the interac-
tion within or among ministries in close collaboration with 

the insights given by PA. These related dimensions may help 
implement a new transformative rationale for government 
and contribute to both Transition Literature and PA.

This article examined practical “how-knowledge” to 
understand experienced pitfalls and challenges via design 
groups. Research-by-design proved appropriate for these 
delicate topics. In a safe, partly fictitious environment, 
the civil servants dared to work with their experiences, 
frustrations, and fears in a co-designing process. They 
explored the problem space earnestly and generated uncon-
ventional new scenarios via dialogues and joint idea gener-
ation. In their conversations, these ideas collided with the 
current trajectory. We noticed that these dedicated experts 
encounter tremendous problems when facing extra tran-
sition tasks, which cannot be solved merely by increas-
ing efforts but do indeed need favorable institutional
conditions.

These institutional conditions came forth from conversa-
tions specific units had. Although the exact conversations 
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are highly contingent and context-dependent, the topics are 
universal. How can they work with system change in an 
environment constructed to be stable? To allow uncertainty, 
implement favorable structures, work together with intrinsic 
motivation, and simply accept change. Therefore, the favor-
able conditions for a government working on transition seem 
generalizable beyond this ministry. Our findings in situational 
and contingent settings are hardly representative as they were 
conducted within a single public organization but highlight 
novel solutions to essential dimensions. Future research may 
repeat such design sessions in other settings and would likely 
add new constraints, interventions, solutions, conditions, and 
research questions.

A limitation of this study is related to the proximity of 
real-live casuistry to the political arena. The cases are not 
yet uncontested within politics. Respondents had to weigh 
their words. Respondents in historical cases could speak more 
freely. However, these cases miss the current transition dynam-
ics. Moreover, this research-by-design approach is the most 
relevant when participants can design solutions useful for 
them in the present. Another limitation was that some partic-
ipants went in and out of the session during the design group. 
This seems unavoidable as this type of respondent is usually 
overbooked in their agenda, and more urgent matters arise 
constantly. It did cause a delay in the design groups, causing 
spending less time on the third step, enacting new practices. 
The 3 hours were minimum to honor and acknowledge the 
complexity as we discussed their projects.

Lastly, some methodological reflections for further
research. Research-by-design appeared helpful in exploring 
more general, underlying structures in this context and sug-
gesting new avenues of exploration. Therefore, it is a suitable 
method for developing the concept of Transformative Gov-
ernment in close collaboration with the intended recipients. 
We were able to direct the conversation toward the crucial 
conditions by loosening the participant’s retention from their 
immediate context. The experienced and respected modera-
tor, who explicitly showed respect and admiration for their 
profession, was essential for building thrust. The question 
“what actually should be done”8 was essential to detach from 
the current situation and acknowledge their expertise and 
overview of the whole system. Three groups were energized 
as they noticed that the designing process and thinking on 
transition tasks helped them understand their transition pro-
cess. One group consisted of individuals with highly attuned 
political antennas; they were more reserved in thinking freely 
beyond the current political landscape.

Asking the actors who have to integrate the transition 
insights into policy about what is helpful and what is blockad-
ing them on a discourse, institutional, and operational level is 
crucial for serving society towards a sustainable future.
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Notes
1. “Government” combines the administrative (bureaucracy is an 

ideal type of organization; see Weber 1978) and the political eche-
lon; the “public sector” includes all kinds of semi-governmental 
organizations. “State” is even more broadly defined and con-
tains the execution of power and authority by an organized 
government over a group of people on a certain territory (Cli-
teur and Ellian 2009). Other concepts acknowledge the micro 
dynamics within these institutions, such as policymakers, pol-
icy entrepreneurs, institutional entrepreneurs, civil servants, and
intermediaries.

2. From a hundred transition literature articles.
3. Desirable and attractive design output such as a visual expression, 

service or product created to physically and emotionally engage 
with experiences (Bason 2017).

4. Design groups go beyond “normal”’ focus groups (defined as a 
“carefully planned series of discussions designed to obtain percep-
tions on a defined area of interest in a permissive, non-threatening 
environment,” Burnham et al. 2008: 129), by aiming to learn about 
people’s views and perceptions to generate new hypotheses and 
stimulating new ideas (Bason 2017).

5. Mobiliteit| Klimaatakkoord.
6. Emblematic quote from a design group.
7. (1) New things may fail, (2) There is no guarantee that innovations 

will work, (3) Not innovating prevents disinvestments, (4) Innova-
tions may not work in themselves, 5) Expensive infrastructure is 
sometimes needed, and 6) The cost of scaling up is too high.

8. In Dutch: Wat zou er nu eigenlijk moeten gebeuren?
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