
Active agents of sustainability transitions



transitions. We have studied the life courses of agents in a specific setting: within sustainability 
transitions of the socio-technical system. The connection between agency and sustainability 
transitions was necessary to determine in order to (1) understand the context in which agency 
formation is explored and (2) find relevant agents for our empirical part of the study.  

Second, the essence of agency and its relation to the larger environment are also crucial to 
determine in order to understand how individuals try to shape their surroundings. Our final 
theoretical component was life course research, which we selected because such research is widely 
�X�V�H�G���W�R���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���O�L�I�H���S�D�W�K�V���D�Q�G���W�R���I�L�Q�G���P�H�D�Q�L�Q�J�I�X�O���H�Y�H�Q�W�V���G�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V���� 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical components adopted in relation to our research questions 

 

2.1. Sustainability transition in relation to agency 

�:�H���K�D�Y�H���V�W�X�G�L�H�G���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V���L�Q���W�K�H���I�U�D�P�H�Z�R�U�N���R�I���W�K�H���P�X�O�W�L-level perspective (MLP) 
mentioned earlier, which was initially elaborated on by Geels [10]; the framework is currently 
prominent within the discipline. The popularity of the framework is largely explained by the fact 
that the MLP aims to bring together the technical and social aspects of sustainability transitions. 
Whereas single technologies such as wind turbines or biofuels previously dominated the literature 
on environmental innovation, the MLP draws a more explicit picture of transition processes, 
including social and governmental dimensions in transition [1]. In the MLP, transitions are 
perceived as complex, long-term processes involving multiple actors [1, 10, 11]. The research on 
sustainability transitions attempts to answer the question of how niche innovations emerge and 
how those innovations then challenge, replace, transform, and eventually reconfigure existing�²
typically unsustainable�² technologies and systems [1].  

How agency is situated in the context of socio-technical transition has been the subject of 
much debate in recent years. Whereas agency has always been an integral part of the MLP [1, 11, 
12], the essence of agency has still been a controversial subject within the discipline. The debate 
in the literature has typically focused on the question of whether agency can influence the 
prevailing system [13]. Several scholars have concluded that agency is a crucial component of 
sustainability transitions [3, 14, 15]. The importance of agency is explained by the fact that agents 
are capable of shaping the current regime. The MLP also includes the vested idea that agents are 
able to introduce transitions outside the existing regime. Geels [1] has stated that agents are an 



essential factor, since sustainability transitions do not occur without the actions and interactions of 
a broad range of actors and social groups. In particular, various studies have found that discursive 
activities at t�K�H���U�H�J�L�P�H���D�Q�G���Q�L�F�K�H���O�H�Y�H�O�V���H�Y�H�Q�W�X�D�O�O�\���O�H�D�G���W�R���F�X�O�W�X�U�D�O���³�U�H�S�H�U�W�R�L�U�H�V�´���D�Q�G���F�K�D�Q�J�H�V���D�W���W�K�H��
landscape level [1, 16, 17]. 

Agency is critical, since agents possess the abilities, means, and power for deliberate action, 
all of which can result in more sustainable societies [15]. Agency also influences the internal 
�F�R�Q�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�V���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�����E�\���G�R�L�Q�J���V�R����
agency enables people to further embed sustainability beyond themselves [18, 19]. Recent studies 
have suggested that by empowering ordinary people and communities, agency may become one 
of the most effective ways of creating sustainable futures [20, 21]. Grin et al. [3] have argued that 
a successful sustainability transition ultimately depends on agency driving niche-level innovations 
that implement regime-level changes and connect the niche and regime levels. 

Several scholars, however, have stated that agency generally tends to be underrated in the 
multi-level perspective [7, 22, 8, 23]. Agency also tends to be a somewhat neglected subject within 
the transition-management discipline. Rotmans et al. [24] have included agency within transition 
management through backcasting, although both transition management and backcasting typically 
only involve certain types of agents, which leaves room for several other representations of agents, 
especially at the local level [25, 26, 27]. One of the largest theoretical debates within the transition 
discipline is thus currently concentrated on the question of how to more explicitly conceptualize 
and integrate actors and agency into the study of socio-technical transitions [28]. 

In addition to the general downplay of agency within the MLP, the portrayal of agency also 
remains fairly narrow. Whereas past research has acknowledged agents as components who have 
the potential to shape the status quo and to enable sustainability transitions, the literature typically 
sees agents from an outcome perspective, rather than from a motivation or power perspective [9]. 
The existing knowledge of agency is still relatively narrow and functionalist, since the individual 
rationales, aspirations, and formation processes remain under-researched [9]. The current research 
has also not yet acknowledged the life courses of agents [9]. An appreciation of agency within the 
sustainability-transition literature appears to be in the process of emerging; while the holistic view 
of agency is now emerging throughout the discipline, the rationales of agents and how agency 
forms and is sustained still remain under-researched. 

2.2. The interplay between agents and their environments 

�7�K�H���W�H�U�P���³�D�J�H�Q�F�\�´���L�V���D���F�H�Q�W�U�D�O���F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���L�Q���W�K�H���V�R�F�L�D�O���V�F�L�H�Q�F�H�V�����7�K�H���Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���D�J�H�Q�F�\�� �D�Q�G���L�W�V��
relation to the larger environment (or structure) is a widely discussed topic in sociology, in which 
agency is often interpreted as the human capability of making free choices and of having an impact 
�R�Q���R�Q�H�¶�V���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���>�������������@�����:�K�L�O�H���R�W�K�H�U���H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J���G�H�I�L�Q�L�W�L�R�Q�V���I�R�U���D�J�H�Q�F�\���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���S�X�W���I�R�U�W�K���D�V��
well [e.g., 31, 32], in this paper, agency is studied and defined using the explanation from Anthony 
Giddens and Margaret Archer, influential sociologists whose theorizing has shaped the 
contemporary debate on agency. Structuration theory is an often-applied theory to explain the 
interplay between agents and structure, although the theory has been criticized for neglecting 
situated details, especially the psychological dimensions of agents (such as motivation and 
�S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q�V���� �D�Q�G���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W�V���>�����@���� �7�K�H���³�V�W�U�R�Q�J�´�� �V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�D�W�L�R�Q�� �I�U�D�P�H�Z�R�U�N���Z�D�V���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�H�G���L�Q��
�S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U���W�R���F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�O���Z�R�U�O�G�V���D�V���D���Q�H�J�O�H�F�W�H�G���H�O�H�P�H�Q�W���R�I organizational and wider 
structural change [33]. Hence, the strong structuration framework is more relevant in this paper; 
after briefly describing structuration theory, we will return to the strong structuration framework. 



The interplay between individuals and their environments is a crucial part of structuration 
theory, which Giddens initially formulated [29]. In structuration theory, agency is understood as 
the bidirectional movement between individuals and their environments [34]. Giddens underlined 
how agency and structures are ultimately inseparable [29]. Agency determines structure, which 
consequently determines the opportunities for the expression of agency [29]. This means that, from 
a structuration perspective, social structures exist and function �W�K�U�R�X�J�K�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���� �Z�K�L�F�K��
assign specific roles and meanings for those structures [35]. Following Giddens, Archer [30] 
expanded the debate on structure and agency by elaborating on structure and agency as existing 
not as a dichotomy but as two separate functions in constant movement [30]: agency constantly 
affects structure, yet agency is also constantly affected by structure [30].  

�$�I�W�H�U���*�L�G�G�H�Q�V�¶�V���D�Q�G���$�U�F�K�H�U�¶�V���Z�R�U�N�����R�W�K�H�U�V���H�O�D�E�R�U�D�W�H�G���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���R�Q���V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�D�W�L�R�Q���W�K�H�R�U�\�����6�W�R�Q�H�V��
[33] in particular has deve�O�R�S�H�G���*�L�G�G�H�Q�V�¶�V���Z�R�U�N���L�Q�W�R���Z�K�D�W���L�V���Q�R�Z���Z�L�G�H�O�\���D�F�N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�G���D�V���V�W�U�R�Q�J��
structuration theory. Whereas Giddens was especially interested in relatively abstract ontology, 
Stones moved forward and encouraged researchers to explore empirical case studies of particular 
agents and structures, where individual agents are situated in a web of position-practice relations 
[36]. Although the duality of structure�² meaning that agency and structure are inseparable and 
exist only in duality�² remains a defining construct in strong structuration theory, Stones states that 
the duality is best understood through the analysis of a quadripartite framework of interrelated 
components, including external structures, internal structures, active agency, and outcomes [36], 
in which external structures obligate the actions of agents; internal psychological structures are 
found within agents; active, intentional agency is assumed; and outcomes occur that are internal 
and/or external to the agent [33, 37, 38, 39, 40]. Within this paper, we study the life courses of 
agents in the context of sustainability transitions, and more precisely within the framework of the 
multi-level perspective. The MLP, which refers to a wider structure with three different levels of 
socio-technical structuration, provides an illustration for the external structures of the strong 
structuration framework.  

Stones [33] explains the four elements in this way: external structures are separate from the 
�D�J�H�Q�W���� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�\�� �V�H�W�� �E�R�X�Q�G�D�U�\�� �F�R�Q�G�L�W�L�R�Q�V���� �,�Q�� �W�K�H�� �0�/�3�¶�V�� �V�R�F�L�R-technical framework, these 
boundaries include, for example, laws, policies, and organizations. Internal structures include two 
categories: first, those that are general-dispositional, such as norms, values, and attitudes in relation 
�W�R�� �R�Q�H�¶�V�� �D�Q�D�O�\�W�L�F�� �I�U�D�P�H���� �W�K�H�� �V�H�F�R�Q�G �L�V�� �W�K�R�V�H�� �W�K�D�W�� �D�U�H�� �F�R�Q�M�X�Q�F�W�X�U�D�O�O�\�� �V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F���� �U�H�J�D�U�G�L�Q�J�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶��
knowledge and understanding of their immediate and wider context. Whereas these two categories 
are fundamentally distinct, in practice they may overlap [40].  

Within this framework, active agency relates to processes of deliberate, sometimes strategic, 
action [41]. In this paper, active agency includes proactive steps that are taken toward 
�V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���� �E�R�W�K�� �L�Q�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O�� �D�Q�G�� �S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O�� �O�L�Y�H�V���� �$�F�W�L�Y�H�� �D�J�H�Q�F�\�� �P�L�J�K�W�� �D�S�S�H�D�U���� �I�R�U��
example, among sustainability professionals or entrepreneurs or as resistance to the existing 
system. In the end, outcomes are any possible consequence of the previous actions for the agents 
�D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�L�U�� �V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�D�O�� �F�R�Q�W�H�[�W�� �>�����@���� �,�Q�� �W�K�L�V�� �S�D�S�H�U���� �³�R�X�W�F�R�P�H�V�´�� �L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�� �D�O�O�� �I�R�Ums of socio-technical 
pathways and the possible tensions that these pathways entail. Strong structuration is often applied 
to understand the connections between individual action and organizational processes and 
outcomes [37, 40]. Strong structuration is generally understood as a conceptual methodology that 
acts as a bridge between theory and empirical research [42, 36]. Hence, we apply strong 
�V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�D�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���W�K�H���I�U�D�P�H�Z�R�U�N���R�I���W�K�H���0�/�3���W�R���R�X�U���V�W�X�G�\���R�I���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V�����D�V���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H��
next section. 

2.3. Life courses 



Life course research is a widely used method for the study of individual lives and their 
�W�U�D�M�H�F�W�R�U�L�H�V���� �5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�� �R�Q�� �O�L�I�H�� �F�R�X�U�V�H�V�� �H�[�D�P�L�Q�H�V�� �L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶�� �O�L�Y�H�V�� �L�Q�� �W�L�P�H�� �D�Q�G�� �S�O�D�F�H�� �D�Q�G�� �D�S�S�O�L�H�V��
historical and biographical perspectives [43]. A life course perspective is built on the assumption 
that experiences at every level of life inform our experiences at subsequent stages in our lives as 
part of an overall trajectory that eventually demonstrates the evolution of life experience over time 
[44]. In addition to examining individual life paths, life course research also covers the 
�L�Q�W�H�U�G�H�S�H�Q�G�H�Q�F�H���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���O�L�Y�H�V���L�Q���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W�V���E�\���J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�L�Q�J���P�R�U�H���N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H��
ways in which individuals share their life experiences through their close ties with one another 
�>�����@�����0�L�W�F�K�H�O�O���>�����@���S�������������I�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����K�D�V���G�H�I�L�Q�H�G���D���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H���D�V���³�D���V�H�T�X�H�Q�F�H���R�I���V�R�F�L�D�O�O�\���G�H�I�L�Q�H�G��
�H�Y�H�Q�W�V���D�Q�G���U�R�O�H�V���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���H�Q�D�F�W�V���R�Y�H�U���W�L�P�H���´���D�G�G�L�Q�J���W�K�D�W���³�W�K�H�V�H���H�Y�H�Q�W�V���G�R���Q�R�W���Q�H�F�H�V�V�D�U�L�O�\��
proceed in a given sequence, but �U�D�W�K�H�U���F�R�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H���W�K�H���V�X�P���W�R�W�D�O���R�I���W�K�H���S�H�U�V�R�Q�¶�V���D�F�W�X�D�O���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���´��
Because it is possible to perceive crucial inside information from individuals through their life 
courses, such courses hold a significant position in the process of creating maps from ind�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶��
meaningful life events that have an effect on their behavior. Doing so consequently helps to 
�X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G���D�J�H�Q�F�\���I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���D�F�W�R�U�V�¶���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�V���D�Q�G���U�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�H�V���� 

�7�K�H���I�R�F�X�V���R�I���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���L�V���R�Q���D�Q���D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W���L�Q���Z�K�L�F�K���W�K�H���S�H�U�V�R�Q���H�[�S�H�U�L�Hnces life 
events. Life course research puts forth the idea that the consequences of life events are likely 
�L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H�G�� �E�\�� �W�K�H�� �H�Y�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �W�L�P�L�Q�J���� �S�H�U�F�H�L�Y�H�G�� �U�H�O�H�Y�D�Q�F�H���� �D�Q�G�� �V�X�E�M�H�F�W�L�Y�H�� �H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�� �>�������� �����@���� �$��
fundamental feature of the life course framework is to focus on the relation between life courses 
�D�Q�G���W�K�H���V�R�F�L�D�O���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�V���D�Q�G���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V���R�I���W�K�H���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H���³�S�D�V�V�H�Q�J�H�U�V�´���>�����@�����)�R�U���W�K�L�V���U�H�D�V�R�Q����
it is crucial to acknowledge the narrative descriptions of events in the context of an agent's life in 
addition to having a scalar assessment of his or her life events [50]. By integrating an event-based 
�S�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�����L�W���L�V���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���W�R���D�F�K�L�H�Y�H���D�Q���L�Q�V�L�G�H�U�¶�V���S�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H��
�R�I���D�Q���D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H���>�������������@�����+�H�Q�F�H�����W�K�H���V�W�X�G�\���R�I���O�L�I�H���F�Rurses allows for the creation of lifelines 
�R�U���W�L�P�H�O�L�Q�H�V���E�\���X�V�L�Q�J���T�X�D�O�L�W�D�W�L�Y�H���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V���D�E�R�X�W���F�U�X�F�L�D�O���H�Y�H�Q�W�V���R�U���S�H�U�L�R�G�V���R�I���W�L�P�H���L�Q���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶��
�O�L�Y�H�V���>�����@�����:�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�L�V���S�D�S�H�U�����³�Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V�´���U�H�I�H�U���W�R���D���E�R�G�\���R�I���H�Y�H�Q�W�V���D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�V���W�K�H���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W�X�D�O���G�H�W�D�L�O�V��
surround�L�Q�J���W�K�R�V�H���H�Y�H�Q�W�V�¶���R�F�F�X�U�U�H�Q�F�H���>�����������������������������@�����,�W���L�V���Q�H�F�H�V�V�D�U�\���W�R���S�R�L�Q�W���R�X�W���W�K�D�W���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V��
always include�² in addition to the position, the action, and the outcome of a narrative�²
�L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���R�Z�Q���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V���� �D�J�H�Q�G�D�V���� �D�Q�G���L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H�V���>�����@���� �,�W���L�V���D�O�V�R���Q�Hcessary to remember 
that, although the lifelines that are gathered from agents may seem linear, in reality the seemingly 
linear continuum is likely a set of discontinuous events that have been assembled together. 

Regarding the positioning of agency within �W�K�H���O�D�U�J�H�U���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���G�X�U�L�Q�J���R�Q�H�¶�V���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H����
�%�•�K�O�P�D�Q�Q���D�Q�G���/�H�Y�\�¶�V���>�����@���D�U�J�X�P�H�Q�W���W�K�D�W���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V���U�H�V�X�O�W���I�U�R�P���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���D�J�H�Q�F�\���K�D�V��
gained in prominence in recent years. In other words, agents use their free will to steer their life 
course. But it is important to acknowledge, on the level of actual behavior, the difference between 
free-�Z�L�O�O�H�G�����D�J�H�Q�W�L�F���L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H���R�Q���R�Q�H�¶�V���R�Z�Q���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H���D�Q�G���W�K�H���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H���W�K�D�W���L�V���E�H�L�Q�J���V�K�D�S�H�G���E�\��
institutional, or environmental, influences [49]. Hence it is crucial to understand the variety of 
�G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���D�J�H�Q�W�V���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���D�Q�G���W�R���L�P�S�O�H�P�H�Q�W���W�K�H���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H���S�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H���X�V�L�Q�J���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���O�L�I�H��
courses and social constructions [49]. In terms of this paper, the life courses of agents provide the 
story behind the agency, and therefore the life courses also explain why the active agency of 
�V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�� �W�U�D�Q�V�L�W�L�R�Q�� �W�D�N�H�V�� �V�K�D�S�H���� �(�[�D�P�L�Q�L�Q�J�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �F�U�X�F�L�D�O�� �O�L�I�H�� �H�Y�H�Q�W�V�� �D�Q�G�� �O�L�I�H�� �F�R�X�U�V�H�V�� �D�O�V�R��
helps to understand the interests of agents as well as clarifying the rationales for deliberative 
sustainability action and the rationales for agents to stay engaged in sustainability transitions. 

�,�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�V���� �K�R�Z�H�Y�H�U���� �D�U�H���F�X�U�U�H�Q�W�O�\���W�K�H�� �V�X�E�M�H�F�W���R�I���F�R�Q�W�U�R�Y�H�U�V�\���� �,�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�V���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�� �D��
vested hypothesis about action; the hypothesis presupposes that agents are truly aware of their 
interests. Some sociologists have debated the concept of interest [57, 58]. In sociology, interests 



are frequently seen instead as constructs, so interests are typically treated as an outcome rather 
than as sources of inspiration for action [59]. Geels [58] has argued that a rational calculation of 
effects of possible options might be useful in certain specific settings, but such estimates are less 
predictable in times of radical changes. Several sociologists have also stated, however, that 
interests are major driving forces for social behavior [59]. For example, Bakker [5] argues how 
interests matter in transitions and that these interests should not be undermined because, regardless 
of whether interests are real or mere constructs of the agents themselves, they do matter insofar as 
agents take these interests into account when making decisions about whether or not to engage in 
transition. In this paper, we assume that agents have several rationales for engaging in (and 
remaining engaged in) sustainability transitions. The rationales can be explained as being derived 
�I�U�R�P���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H�L�U���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V���� 

In summary, within this paper we examine the agents of sustainability transitions. Our 
objective is to examine how agency forms and how agents sustain their agency; we also explore if 
sustainability agency is a niche-driven phenomenon. We aim to address these questions through 
�D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V���D�Q�G���W�K�H���W�K�H�R�U�L�H�V���R�I���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���W�U�D�Q�V�L�W�L�R�Q��and agency in relation to structure. 

3. Methods 

Our data is derived from open interviews with active sustainability agents from the niche and 
regime levels in the existing socio-technical system. We applied a narrative methodology to find 
the meaningful ev�H�Q�W�V���G�X�U�L�Q�J���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V���W�K�D�W���K�D�G���U�H�V�X�O�W�H�G���L�Q���G�H�O�L�E�H�U�D�W�L�Y�H���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\��
actions. In total, we conducted 16 interviews with active agents of sustainability transitions. We 
selected the respondents based first on initial desktop research and then on snowball sampling.  

We aimed to find active agents of sustainability transitions who represented different roles 
and locations in the socio-technical system to unveil if their positioning in the system had 
influenced their agency and life courses. Our interviewees were selected based on their activity, 
but the actual setting, or environment, of the action could vary. For that reason, we selected agents 
from different fields�² for example, from the energy sector and from the food system. Our 
interviewees represent the private, public, and third (i.e., voluntary or non-profit) sectors of Finnish 
society. Table 1 presents our interviewees in the two tentative agent categories of niche and regime 
agents; we have described the agents by categorizing niche agents in blue and regime agents in 
red.  

�7�K�H���F�D�W�H�J�R�U�L�H�V���Z�H�U�H���V�H�O�H�F�W�H�G���E�D�V�H�G���R�Q���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���D�I�I�L�O�L�D�W�L�R�Q�V���D�Q�G���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���D�F�W�L�Y�L�W�L�H�V���L�Q��
relation to their lives. Based on our sample of agents, the majority of agents appeared to hold a 
sustainability-related degree. While we wanted to categorize our agents into groups to describe the 
agentic positions throughout the socio-technical system, we acknowledge that in reality, agents 
may have many ambivalent rationales, depending on their interests and different roles in life, all 
of which may mean that they fall into several categories rather than one single category. In 
addition, the dichotomy between niche and regime actors is somewhat crude, since agents may 
have several interactions between the niche and regime levels. For example, a regime 
representative may promote niche innovations deliberatively. 

 
Table 1. Agent categories and their positioning in the socio-technical system 

Category 
Location in the 

MLP  
N 

Male 

[N]  

Female 

[N]  

Sustainability or 

environmental 

degree(s) 



NGO actor Niche 4 0 4 4 

Sustainability professional in 

industry 

Regime 4 1 3 2 

Green consumer Niche 2 2 0 0 

Public actor Regime 2 1 1 2 

Academic Regime 2 1 1 1 

Entrepreneur Niche 2 1 1 0 

Total  16 6 10 9 
 
We chose to conduct open interviews for our data collection, since such interviews give the 

respondents a voice and allow them to create narratives and talk freely about their lives, interests, 
rationales, and strategies related to sustainability actions [60]. Open interviews also allow 
flexibility to react to every individual interview setting accordingly. Our objective was to exploit 
�T�X�D�O�L�W�D�W�L�Y�H���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V���U�H�J�D�U�G�L�Q�J���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���O�L�I�H�O�L�Q�H�V���L�Q���R�U�G�H�U���W�R���I�L�Q�G���F�U�X�F�L�D�O���H�Y�H�Q�W�V���R�U���S�H�U�L�R�G�V���R�I��
�W�L�P�H���L�Q���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶��lives that may have resulted in agency formation or explained why the agents 
stayed engaged in sustainability transitions. The use of open interviews provides an avenue for 
succeeding in this objective. We recorded all the interviews (which were conducted in Finnish); 
afterward, the interviews were transcribed so that we could later return to the transcriptions for our 
data analysis. The translations of the interview extracts in this paper have been slightly edited for 
clarity in English, although the editing has not changed their meaning in any way. The duration of 
the interviews varied from 30 minutes to just over two hours; the total recorded material amounted 
to 16 hours and 17 minutes.  

The majority of our interviews were conducted in face-to-face conversations, but three 
interviews were conducted via Skype with video, and one was conducted via telephone. To ensure 
the anonymity of the interviewees and to stimulate openness during the interviews, the names of 
the individual respondents and their affiliations have been kept from this paper. We conducted all 
interviews in Finland between fall 2016 and fall 2017. 

�2�X�U���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���Z�H�U�H���J�H�Q�H�U�D�O�O�\���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�H�G���Z�L�W�K���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V���I�U�R�P���F�K�L�O�G�K�R�R�G��
�W�R���W�K�H���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�����:�H���D�V�N�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q���W�R���V�X�V�W�D�Lnability from several points of view�² for 
example, the development path of their actions, what obstacles respondents had encountered 
during their life courses in relation to sustainability, and how they perceived the current system in 
relation to sustainability �² and elaborated on the critical events that had led to their deliberative 
actions. We also asked if our interviewees had specific values that had influenced their lives. We 
�D�G�G�U�H�V�V�H�G�� �W�K�H�� �F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�L�R�Q�� �E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �Y�D�O�X�H�V�� �D�Q�G�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �D�F�W�X�D�O�� �G�H�O�L�E�H�U�D�W�L�Y�H actions with 
specifying questions. Since the interviews were open format, some questions varied among 
different interviews, but all the central themes and questions were covered in every interview. 
More detailed interview themes and questions may be found in Appendix A. Since our objective 
was to find active agents of sustainability transitions, we also asked agents to position themselves 
in the matrix shown in Figure 2. 

 



 
Figure 2. Agent matrix 

 
�:�H���D�O�V�R���H�[�D�P�L�Q�H�G���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���V�W�D�Q�F�H�V���W�R�Z�D�U�G���W�K�H���H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J���U�H�J�L�P�H�����2�X�U���L�Q�L�W�L�D�O���R�E�M�H�F�W�L�Y�H���Z�D�V���W�R���I�L�Q�G��

agents who were active and willing to engage in sustainability transitions with the hope of shaping 
the existing regime. In addition, our aim was to examine if a�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V�� �Z�L�W�K�L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �V�R�F�L�R-
�W�H�F�K�Q�L�F�D�O�� �V�\�V�W�H�P�� ���Q�L�F�K�H�� �R�U���U�H�J�L�P�H���� �L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H�G�� �W�K�H�L�U�� �L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V���� �7�K�H�� �³�'�U�L�Y�L�Q�J��
�Q�R�Y�H�O���L�Q�Q�R�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V�´���V�H�F�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���)�L�J�X�U�H������ �G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H�V���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �D�V�S�L�U�D�W�L�R�Q�V���W�R�Z�D�U�G���Q�L�F�K�H���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W����
�Z�K�H�U�H�D�V���W�K�H���³�6�X�V�W�D�L�Q�L�Q�J���W�K�H���V�W�D�W�X�V���T�X�R�´���V�H�F�W�L�R�Q���L�O�O�X�V�W�U�D�W�H�V���W�K�H�L�U���Z�L�O�O�L�Q�J�Q�H�V�V���W�R���X�S�K�R�O�G���W�K�H���H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J��
�U�H�J�L�P�H�����7�K�L�V���G�L�V�W�L�Q�F�W�L�R�Q���L�V���D�J�D�L�Q���U�D�W�K�H�U���F�U�X�G�H�����E�X�W���R�X�U���L�Q�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���Z�D�V���W�R���I�L�Q�G���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�R�X�J�K���V�W�D�Q�G�V��
about the existing system. We also acknowledge that the answers the actors provided were 
�R�E�W�D�L�Q�H�G�� �Z�L�W�K�L�Q�� �D�� �F�H�U�W�D�L�Q�� �V�H�W�W�L�Q�J���� �D�Q�G�� �L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�� �U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�V�� �D�O�Z�D�\�V�� �U�H�I�O�H�F�W�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �V�X�E�M�H�F�W�L�Y�H��
positions and opinions, which may differ from the objective reality. We still argue, however, that 
open interviews with subjective narratives can provide insights into the process of interests 
developing into deliberative actions. 

For our data analysis, we followed the principles of grounded theory by using data comparison 
and data reduction in order to create categories from our interviews and to move toward a more 
conceptual direction [61, 62]. Our objective was to find a few aggregate levels from the data that 
could provide more rigor in comparison to simply categorizing the data. We implemented our data 
analysis in three main phases. Our aim was to analyze the data using the principles of grounded 
theory [61] and then to continue by indicating aggregate levels from the data [62, 63]. We first 
collected a set of narratives that described both agency-�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���S�U�R�F�H�V�V�H�V���D�Q�G���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�H�V��
to remain resilient while engaging in sustainability transitions. Second, we identified integrative 
themes that connected the first-level narratives. The main objective of the third phase was to 
answer our research questions and to identify the conditions and triggers for the formation process 
of agency and the rationales for remaining engaged within sustainability transitions. We also 
explored whether agency was a niche-driven phenomenon. The aim of the third analysis phase was 
to structure the data into more theoretical categories and to create aggregate dimensions [62, 63]. 

4. Who are the active agents of sustainability transitions? 



�7�K�H���I�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���V�H�F�W�L�R�Q���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�V���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���Y�L�H�Z�V���R�Q���W�K�H���H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J���V�\�V�W�H�P��
and their positioning in the socio-technical system. We then found various explanatory factors in 
the agency-�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���D�Q�G���L�Q���W�K�H���D�F�W�R�U�V�¶���D�E�L�O�L�W�L�H�V���W�R���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���D�J�H�Q�F�\���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W��
of sustainability transitions. 

4.1. Where are the agents located in the system? 

We created a collection fro�P���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���V�H�O�I-interpretations of their level of actions regarding 
sustainability and from their enthusiasm either to sustain or replace the existing system. Figure 3 
�V�K�R�Z�V���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V�����7�K�H���E�O�X�H���F�R�O�R�U���U�H�I�H�U�V���W�R���D�J�H�Q�W�V���Z�K�R�P���Z�H���W�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H�O�\���F�D�W�Hgorized into 
�W�K�H���³�Q�L�F�K�H�´���J�U�R�X�S�����Z�K�L�O�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V���Z�K�R���D�U�H���L�Q���W�K�H���³�U�H�J�L�P�H�´���J�U�R�X�S���D�U�H���V�K�R�Z�Q���L�Q���U�H�G�� 

 

 
Figure 3�����$�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�L�Q�J���L�Q���W�K�H���V�R�F�L�R-technical system 

 
Whereas the purpose of this categorization was to find particularly active agents of 

sustainability transitions, the agents themselves also appeared to position themselves within the 
�³�D�F�W�L�Y�H�´���F�D�W�H�J�R�U�\�����$�Q�G�����H�Y�H�Q���W�K�R�X�J�K���V�R�P�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V���U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�H�G���W�K�H���H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J���V�\�V�W�H�P�����R�U���U�H�J�L�P�H�����D�O�O��
the selected agents stated that they were willing to transform the current system. While the most 
cautious agents of our study appeared to represent the existing system, the most reformist, or 
innovative, agent of our sample was initially categorized as a representative of the regime. In 
addition, every one of the respondents mentioned serious challenges related to the existing system.  

�2�Y�H�U�D�O�O�����W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V���Z�K�R���Z�H�U�H���F�D�W�H�J�R�U�L�]�H�G���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H���³�Q�L�F�K�H�´���F�D�W�H�J�R�U�\���D�S�S�H�D�U���L�Q���W�K�H���P�D�W�U�L�[���W�R��
be somewhat more active, and the dispersion between their positioning is smaller compared to the 
agents who represented the regime. Table 2 compares our tentative agent categorization to the 
�D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���R�Z�Q���D�W�W�L�W�X�G�H�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J���V�\�V�W�H�P�� 

 
Table 2. �$�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�D�O���D�I�I�L�O�L�D�W�L�R�Q���Y�V�����D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���R�Z�Q���V�W�D�Q�F�H 

Category 
Institutional affiliation: 

niche vs. regime 
A�J�H�Q�W�¶�V���R�Z�Q���V�W�D�Q�F�H�� 

niche vs. regime 
N 



NGO actor Niche Niche 1 

NGO actor Niche Niche 1 

NGO actor Niche Niche 1 

NGO actor Niche Niche 1 

Sustainability professional in industry Regime Niche 1 

Sustainability professional in industry Regime Niche 1 

Sustainability professional in industry Regime Niche 1 

Sustainability professional in industry Regime Niche 1 

Green consumer Niche Niche 1 

Green consumer Niche Niche 1 

Public actor Regime Niche 1 

Public actor Regime Niche 1 

Academic Regime Niche 1 

Academic Regime Niche 1 

Entrepreneur Niche Niche 1 

Entrepreneur Niche Niche 1 

Total    16 

 
Despite our tentative agent categorization, the distinction between the niche and regime agents 

in the matrix is not as clear as we have stated. The regime agents appeared to be as eager as the 
niche agents to shape the current system. All the agents of our sample appeared to view themselves 
as niche development driving agents rather than agents who were sustaining the existing system. 
This situation provides implications that the regime includes so-called regime agents who are also 
active agents of sustainability transitions, which leads us to the conclusion (regarding our first 
research question) that sustainability agency may not always be a niche-driven phenomenon.  

�$�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V���Z�H�U�H���W�K�H�L�U���V�X�E�M�H�F�W�L�Y�H���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����W�K�L�V���G�L�V�W�L�Q�F�W���S�R�V�L�Wioning 
�L�Q���W�K�H���³�D�F�W�L�Y�H�´���F�D�W�H�J�R�U�\�� �L�P�S�O�L�H�V���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V���Z�H���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�G���Z�H�U�H���P�R�U�H���D�F�W�L�Y�H�O�\�� �H�Q�J�D�J�L�Q�J���L�Q��
sustainability transitions compared to the mainstream, regardless of their positioning in the socio-
�W�H�F�K�Q�L�F�D�O���V�\�V�W�H�P�����%�\���³�P�D�L�Q�V�W�U�H�D�P���´���Z�H���U�H�I�H�U���W�R���R�W�K�H�U���Dctors of the socio-technical system who do 
not actively engage in sustainability transitions. 

4.2. How is agency formed and sustained? 

It should be noted that our study set out to examine the rationales of individual agents through 
their life courses. In practice, however, different agents had several overlapping themes in their 
interests and rationales. We found several overlapping themes that appeared among almost all of 
the 16 interviews. Through our three-phased data analysis, we indicated four aggregate concepts 
that aimed to answer our research questions about agency formation and sustaining. Our aggregate 
dimensions can explain either the agency-formation process or can explain why individuals are 
capable of sustaining their agency even when they encounter challenges or experience difficult 
conditions. The four aggregate dimensions we identified include life path, individual vs. collective, 
mind-set: belief vs. critique, and holism.  



We scrutinize all four of the aggregate dimensions later in our analysis related to our research 
questions and to the eight lower-level themes, which were integrated from the overlapping themes 
that appeared and that were conceptualized within the first phase of our data analysis. The second-
order themes of our data analysis included (1) upbringing and education, (2) an awakening moment 
�W�K�D�W���D�O�W�H�U�H�G���D�Q���D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�������������L�Q�W�U�L�Q�V�L�F���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���W�R���R�Y�H�U�F�R�P�H���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�Y�H���H�[�S�H�F�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V������������
a feeling of inadequacy, (5) a strong belief in a sustainable future, (6) criticism of the current 
system, (7) a lack of a value-action gap, and (8) socio-physical unity.  

Of our four aggregate dimensions, the life path appears to be an essential factor in explaining 
the agency-formation process. Two aggregate dimensions, individual vs. collective and holism, 
are more descriptive of the rationales for sustaining the agency than of the actual agency-formation 
�S�U�R�F�H�V�V�����,�Q���D�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q�����W�K�H���D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q���R�I���³�P�L�Q�G-�V�H�W�����E�H�O�L�H�I���Y�V�����F�U�L�W�L�F�L�V�P�´���F�R�X�O�G���H�[�S�O�D�L�Q���E�R�W�K��
agency formation and the maintenance of agency. Figure 4 shows the data structure of our analysis 
that led to the aggregate dimensions as well as describing the agency-formation process and how 
agents sustain their agency. The data shown in Figure 4 was generated from the internal worlds of 
the active agents of sustainability transitions through their life courses. 
 
 

 
Figure 4. Data structure that led to explaining agency formation and maintenance 

 
In the following sections, we portray how our four aggregate dimensions relate to and explain 

our research questions. 

4.3. Agency formation—1. Life path 



Based on our data, the life path arises as an essential factor in explaining the formation process 
�R�I���D�J�H�Q�F�\�����:�H���L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�H�G���W�K�H���D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I���³�O�L�I�H���S�D�W�K�´���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H���S�H�U�F�H�L�Y�H�G���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V���R�I���R�X�U 
first-order concepts that related to our second-order themes of upbringing and education or 
�D�Z�D�N�H�Q�L�Q�J���P�R�P�H�Q�W�V���W�K�D�W���D�O�W�H�U�H�G���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V�� 

4.3.1.1a. Upbringing and education 

�7�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�L�U���X�S�E�U�L�Q�J�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���W�\�S�L�F�D�O�O�\���Sortrayed a path from 
childhood events that had created interest about sustainability and had eventually led to 
deliberative actions in the future. Some agents, for example, described how they had played in the 
forest as children or had spent their summers at cottages in the country in their youth. Agents were 
able to determine that their later integration with nature and their sensitivity toward nature had 
originated from these meaningful moments. In addition to childhood memories, several 
respondents stated that their time in school influenced their present sustainability activities. Some 
agents, for example, discussed how sustainability-related studies felt like a calling to them.  

A few interviewees also stated how they had pursued sustainability studies at a time when 
actual sustainability studies were absent or were only recently emerging. This situation was partly 
explained by the fact that many of the interviewees had sustainability-related degrees. Still, it 
appeared that their time in school had influenced several agency-formation processes. In addition 
to their studies, many of the interviewees also described how their professional growth had shaped 
their views on sustainability and had strengthened their will to act on behalf of a sustainable future. 
For example, some agents stated that sustainability challenges were evident in their typical 
workdays, and the constant information they received about sustainability challenged their views 
about the world and made them engage in sustainability actions in both their professional and 
personal lives. Table 3 presents several representative quotations from the first phase of our data 
analysis in relation to the associated first-order concepts. (As noted earlier, these quotations have 
been edited slightly for clarity in English.) Table 3 covers the concepts under the second-order 
�W�K�H�P�H���³�X�S�E�U�L�Q�J�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���´ 

 
Table 3. Data supporting the aggregate dimension of life path �U�H�J�D�U�G�L�Q�J���³upbringing and 

�H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q�´ 

Associated first-
order concept Representative quotations 

Connection to 
nature in their 
early years 

3.1 �³�7�K�L�V�� �V�R�P�H�K�R�Z�� �V�W�D�U�W�H�G�� �L�Q�� �H�D�U�O�\�� �F�K�L�O�G�K�R�R�G���� �Z�K�H�Q�� �,�� �S�O�D�\�H�G�� �D�U�R�X�Q�G�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H��
forest a lot. Today I also understand the significance of forests through my 
work. I mean, the rainforests are irreplaceable, and the northern coniferous 
forests act as carbon sinks. But I still think that forests are also extremely 
�L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���S�O�D�F�H�V���I�R�U���F�D�O�P�L�Q�J���G�R�Z�Q���D�Q�G���I�R�U���K�H�D�O�W�K�\���O�L�Y�L�Q�J���´�� 

Experiences 
during studies 

3.2 �³�0�\�� �L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�� �L�Q�� �E�L�R�G�\�Q�D�P�L�F�� �I�D�U�P�L�Q�J�� �G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�H�G�� �G�X�U�L�Q�J�� �P�\�� �V�W�X�G�L�H�V�� �R�Q�H��
summer, when I learned how much the forestry sector uses pesticides. There 
was this one guy who used so much pesticide every day, all the time, that it was 
insane. It also meant that we needed to clean our stuff every day, all the time, 
�D�Q�G���W�D�N�H���V�K�R�Z�H�U�V���F�R�Q�V�W�D�Q�W�O�\���´ 
3.3 �³�,���U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U���W�K�D�W���D�W���W�K�H���+�H�O�V�L�Q�N�L���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���R�I���7�H�F�K�Q�R�O�R�J�\�����L�W���Z�D�V���V�R���P�R�G�H�U�Q��
at the time. It was not in the chemical department�² it was in the wood-
processing depa�U�W�P�H�Q�W���� �%�X�W���\�H�V���� �W�K�H�\�� �K�D�G���F�R�X�U�V�H�V���F�D�O�O�H�G�� �W�K�H�� �µ�E�D�V�L�F�� �F�R�X�U�V�H�� �R�Q��
�H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�D�O���W�H�F�K�Q�R�O�R�J�\�� �����D�Q�G�������¶���,���Z�D�V���L�P�P�H�G�L�D�W�H�O�\�����O�L�N�H�² I am of course 



exaggerating a bit�² �¶�:�R�Z�����,���Z�D�Q�W���W�R���J�R���W�K�H�U�H�����D�Q�G���K�R�Z���D�P�D�]�L�Q�J���W�K�D�W���H�Q�J�L�Q�H�H�U�V��
are able to create something for the end of �W�K�H���S�L�S�H���D�Q�G���K�H�O�S���W�K�H���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���¶�´�� 

Professional 
growth 

3.4 �³�6�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���L�V�V�X�H�V���D�U�H���S�D�U�W���R�I���P�\���S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O���S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�����)�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����D�W��
the Center for economic development, the focus was on top soil. But later [the 
center] had a wider focus on environmental policy and waste management, for 
�H�[�D�P�S�O�H���� �7�R�G�D�\�� �,�¶�P�� �Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J�� �Z�L�W�K�� �W�K�H�� �V�D�P�H�� �L�V�V�X�H�V���� �E�X�W�� �Q�R�Z�� �W�K�H�� �D�S�S�U�R�D�F�K�� �L�V��
�W�K�U�R�X�J�K���1�*�2�V���´ 
3.5 �³�,�� �W�K�L�Q�N�� �D�� �O�R�W�� �D�E�R�X�W�� �K�X�P�D�Q�� �U�L�J�K�W�V���� �H�V�S�H�F�L�D�O�O�\�� �W�K�U�R�X�J�K�� �W�K�H�� �V�X�S�S�O�\�� �F�K�D�L�Q���� �,��
mean, if you think about those so-called risk countries in the Far East and in 
�(�D�V�W�� �$�I�U�L�F�D���� �\�R�X�� �Q�H�H�G�� �W�R�� �F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U�� �W�K�R�V�H�� �L�V�V�X�H�V�� �L�P�P�H�G�L�D�W�H�O�\���� �6�R�� �,�¶�Y�H�� �E�H�H�Q��
�W�K�L�Q�N�L�Q�J���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H�V�H���W�K�L�Q�J�V���D���O�R�W���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���P�\���Z�R�U�N���´ 

 

4.3.2.1b. Awakening moment altering the life course 

�,�Q���D�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q���W�R���W�K�H���³�X�S�E�U�L�Q�J�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q�´���O�L�Ie path, in six interviews, the agents described 
awakening moments in their narratives that had influenced their life courses. The changes in their 
life courses had resulted in the agency-formation process. Some of these meaningful moments 
were positive by their very nature. For example, one agent described the experience of a golden 
eagle flying extremely low over him. This moment had triggered his lifelong interest in bird 
watching.  

Some interviews, in contrast, included certain elements of crisis that had radically altered the 
�H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J�� �W�U�D�M�H�F�W�R�U�\�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �D�F�W�R�U�¶�V�� �O�L�I�H�� �F�R�X�U�V�H���� �0�R�V�W�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�Q�W�V�� �D�O�V�R�� �S�R�U�W�U�D�\�H�G�� �O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J��
moments or points that had led to a chain reaction where the sustainability actions had gradually 
started to grow. For example, one agent described how he had awakened to taking deliberative 
sustainability action after he had calculated his carbon footprint; he was simultaneously forced to 
consider the consequences of his actions while thinking of possibilities for making a difference.  

�6�R�P�H�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �D�F�W�R�U�V�¶�� �D�Z�D�N�H�Q�L�Q�J�� �P�R�P�H�Q�W�V�� �D�S�S�H�D�U�H�G�� �D�V�� �V�H�H�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�� �G�H�S�U�L�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �Q�D�W�X�U�H���� �I�R�U��
example, or as an awakening of being frightened about the future. These moments shaped the 
agents�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V���L�Q���V�X�F�K���D���Z�D�\���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���V�W�D�U�W�H�G���W�R���H�Q�J�D�J�H���L�Q���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���W�U�D�Q�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V�����7�D�E�O�H������
includes representative quotations of concepts under the second-�R�U�G�H�U���W�K�H�P�H���³�D�Z�D�N�H�Q�L�Q�J���P�R�P�H�Q�W��
�D�O�W�H�U�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�� �O�L�I�H�� �F�R�X�U�V�H���´�� �2�Y�H�U�D�O�O���� �W�K�H�� �D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H�� �O�H�Y�H�O�� �R�I�� �³�O�L�I�H�� �S�D�W�K�´�� �D�S�S�H�D�U�V�� �W�R�� �G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H�� �W�K�H��
�L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�����R�U���D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V�����S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���J�U�R�Z�W�K���L�Q���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���I�R�U�P�V�� 

 
Table 4. Data supporting the aggregate dimension life path �U�H�J�D�U�G�L�Q�J���³�D�Z�D�N�H�Q�L�Q�J���P�R�P�H�Q�W��

�D�O�W�H�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�´ 

Associated first-
order concept Representative quotations 

Seeing the 
deprivation of 
nature 

4.1 �´�%�H�I�R�U�H���W�K�H���F�R�D�O���L�Q�G�X�V�W�U�\���K�D�G���D�O�O���W�K�H�V�H���S�X�U�L�I�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���V�\�V�W�H�P�V�����W�K�H�V�H���H�P�L�V�V�L�R�Q�V��
caused coniferous trees to drop their needles. At the time, in Kokemäki [a town 
in southwestern Finland], Kemira had a fertilizer-manufacturing plant, and when 
we traveled through Kokemäki to Pori, we could actually see these black forests. 
�$�F�W�X�D�O�O�\�� �W�K�H�\�� �Z�H�U�H�Q�¶�W�� �E�O�D�F�N�² they were frayed. The needles of the pine trees 
�Z�H�U�H���K�D�O�I���E�D�O�G���´�� 

Awakening 
concern about 
the future 

4.2 �³�7�K�H�V�H���W�K�L�Q�J�V���V�W�D�U�W�H�G���W�R���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W���P�H���Z�K�H�Q���,���Z�D�V���D���W�H�H�Q�D�J�H�U�����$�F�W�X�D�O�O�\�����W�K�H�\��
started to frighten me. At the time, the main thing was climate change. I can 
�U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U�� �K�R�Z�� �X�Q�S�O�H�D�V�D�Q�W�� �L�W�� �Z�D�V���� �,�W�� �Z�D�V�� ���������� �Z�K�H�Q�� �$�O�� �*�R�U�H�¶�V�� �P�R�Y�L�H�� �>An 



Inconvenient Truth] came out�����,���F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���H�Y�H�Q���Z�D�W�F�K���L�W�����D�Q�G���,���Z�D�V���V�R���V�F�D�U�H�G�²
�>�F�O�L�P�D�W�H���F�K�D�Q�J�H�@���I�H�O�W���O�L�N�H���V�X�F�K���D���K�X�J�H���S�U�R�E�O�H�P���´�� 

Remarkable life 
event that 
adjusted the 
�D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V���Z�R�U�O�G��
view 

4.3 �´�,�� �K�D�G�� �S�U�R�P�L�V�H�G�� �W�R�� �V�W�X�G�\�� �)�L�Q�Q�L�V�K�� �F�R�U�S�R�U�D�W�L�R�Q�V�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �$�P�D�]�R�Q���� �7�K�H�Q���� �R�I��
course, first I needed to figure out which firms were relevant for the study. 
Among others, there was Pöyry Oy, which had done some sort of forest 
consulting over there; then there was a Valmet Oy factory in São Paulo, or 
somewhere nearby, and they sold tractors for removing the rainforest. Several 
�S�D�S�H�U�� �F�R�P�S�D�Q�L�H�V�� �Z�H�U�H�� �D�O�V�R�� �R�S�H�U�D�W�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�U�H���� �$�W�� �W�K�H�� �W�L�P�H���� �)�L�Q�O�D�Q�G�¶�V�� �H�[�S�R�U�W���� �R�U��
international, business, was quite biased toward the forestry industry. Okay, then 
I did most of my interviews for the study in or near São Paolo, but since part of 
the travel plan was to go to the Amazon, I also went there. We traveled via 
riverboat from the Atlantic coast (from Belém) a couple of days upstream to 
Manaus. From there I traveled to the middle of nowhere. I mean, Manaus is 
already in the middle of �Q�R�Z�K�H�U�H�����E�X�W���L�W�¶�V���V�W�L�O�O���D���S�U�H�W�W�\���O�D�U�J�H���F�L�W�\���L�Q���W�K�H���$�P�D�]�R�Q����
From there I traveled even farther; I flew in a small plane for a couple of hours 
to really the middle of nowhere, to a small town called Rio Branco, where no 
one spoke anything but Portuguese. Fortunately I had a translator with me. I also 
did interviews in Rio Branco, and I had already met with a few administrative 
representatives. I had formed kind of a general view about the phenomenon. 
Okay, so now we get into the core of this issue. At the time, the deforestation of 
the Amazon was all over the news in Western countries, since, for example, the 
�%�R�G�\�� �6�K�R�S���K�D�G�� �D�� �F�D�P�S�D�L�J�Q���F�D�O�O�H�G�� �µ�6�W�R�S���W�K�H�� �E�X�U�Q�L�Q�J���¶�� �7�K�L�V�� �P�H�D�Q�V�� �W�K�D�W���Z�L�W�K�L�Q��
environmentally conscious circles, people acknowledged that the Amazon 
rainforest was being destroyed for cultivation. At the time the understanding was 
that the rainforests of the Amazon are equivalent to the lungs of the Earth; of 
course, now we know that this is not the case. But at the time, the understanding 
was that the Amazon was the lungs, and people thought that the lungs of the 
Earth were now being chopped down. At the time, climate change was not a 
topic, but the label of destroying an area of rainforest equaling the area of several 
football fields a day for cultivation was bad. The method they used to remove 
�W�K�H���U�D�L�Q�I�R�U�H�V�W���Z�D�V���F�D�O�O�H�G���µ�V�O�D�V�K���D�Q�G���E�X�U�Q���¶���V�R���W�K�H���U�D�L�Q�I�R�U�H�V�W���Z�D�V���D�F�W�X�D�O�O�\���E�H�L�Q�J��
burned down in order to acquire farmland. Then I was there, and I saw how the 
rainforest was being burned down and turned into farmland, and I saw how the 
neighboring areas had already been changed into farmland. The people who did 
this came from southern Brazil, which was already overpopulated then�² not to 
mention how overpopulated the place is today. So they had left southern Brazil 
with the hope of a better life and for subsidies from the Brazilian government. 
Of course, the subsidies were really small�² I mean, my travel expenses were big 
compared to these subsidies. But anyway, they left for the Amazon because they 
got money from the gove�U�Q�P�H�Q�W���W�R���µ�U�H�P�R�Y�H���W�K�H���U�D�L�Q�I�R�U�H�V�W���¶���6�R���R�Q�H���Y�L�H�Z�S�R�L�Q�W���I�R�U��
looking at this issue is to think that Brazil subsidized the deforestation of its own 
�U�D�L�Q�I�R�U�H�V�W�����,���P�H�D�Q�����W�K�D�W�¶�V���R�Q�H���Y�L�H�Z�S�R�L�Q�W�����$�Q�R�W�K�H�U���Y�L�H�Z�S�R�L�Q�W���L�V���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���W�U�D�F�W�R�U��
�V�H�O�O�H�U�¶�V���S�R�L�Q�W���R�I���Y�L�H�Z�����O�L�N�H���µ�2�N�D�\, there will be fields. There will be a need for 
�W�U�D�F�W�R�U�V�����V�R���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���D���P�D�U�N�H�W���¶���7�K�L�V���Z�D�V���W�K�H���Y�L�H�Z�S�R�L�Q�W���R�I���R�Q�H���)�L�Q�Q�L�V�K���F�R�P�S�D�Q�\����
Then there was this viewpoint of the actual operator of the process [of cutting 
down the trees]. [The job] was a possibility for a better life, or at least for a more 
independent life, in any case. But all in all, it was a possibility to achieve a 
normal life through farming. And Westerners moralized this whole thing in their 
heads. So when you think about this, everyone was actually acting rationally 
�I�U�R�P���W�K�H�L�U���R�Z�Q���Y�L�H�Z�S�R�L�Q�W�����6�R���W�K�H���%�R�G�\���6�K�R�S���F�D�P�S�D�L�J�Q�����W�K�H���:�H�V�W�H�U�Q�H�U�V�¶���L�G�H�D�V����
�W�K�H���I�D�P�L�O�\���Z�K�R�¶�V���U�X�Q���D�Z�D�\���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���I�D�Y�H�O�D�����W�K�H���W�U�D�F�W�R�U���V�H�O�O�H�U�����D�Q�G���W�K�H���%�U�D�]�L�O�L�D�Q��



government�² they all acted reasonably, according to their own viewpoints. Still, 
the end result was that the rainforest was being destroyed. So at the beginning, I 
�G�L�G�Q�¶�W���U�H�D�O�L�]�H���Z�K�D�W���Z�D�V���J�R�L�Q�J���R�Q���W�K�H�U�H�����V�L�Q�F�H���D�W���W�K�H���W�L�P�H�² during my studies or 
anywhere else�² �,�¶�G���Q�H�Y�H�U���K�H�D�U�G���W�K�H���S�K�U�D�V�H���µ�H�[�W�H�U�Q�D�O���F�R�V�W�V���¶���7�K�H�Q���D�W���V�R�P�H���S�R�L�Q�W����
I learned tha�W���W�K�L�V���W�K�L�Q�J���Z�D�V���D�Q���µ�H�[�W�H�U�Q�D�O���F�R�V�W���¶���D�Q�G���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���H�Y�H�Q���U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U���K�R�Z��
I discovered these basic concepts from environmental economics. Probably from 
�V�R�P�H���D�U�W�L�F�O�H�����E�X�W���K�R�Z���,���I�R�X�Q�G���W�K�D�W�����,���G�R�Q�¶�W���U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U�����V�L�Q�F�H���D�W���W�K�H���W�L�P�H���W�K�H�U�H���Z�D�V��
no Internet. But somewhere I found this information, and then I understood that, 
within this operation, the external costs were invisible. For that reason, stupid 
things were being done at the system level, even though at the individual or 
stakeholder level, things made sense; the price was the destruction of the 
environment, or contamination, if those were thought of as emissions. This was 
actually the starting point for me to get in touch with the terminology, and then 
�,���V�W�D�U�W�H�G���W�R���W�K�L�Q�N�����µ�1�R�Q�H���R�I���W�K�L�V���V�H�H�P�V���W�R���P�D�N�H���V�H�Q�V�H�����E�X�W���V�W�L�O�O�� people are doing 
�W�K�L�Q�J�V���W�K�L�V���Z�D�\�����:�K�\���D�U�H���W�K�L�Q�J�V���G�R�Q�H���O�L�N�H���W�K�L�V�"�¶���6�R���E�D�V�L�F�D�O�O�\�����,�¶�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���V�R�O�Y�L�Q�J��
�W�K�L�V���S�U�R�E�O�H�P���H�Y�H�U���V�L�Q�F�H���´ 
 
4.4 �´�:�K�H�Q���,���O�L�Y�H�G���D�E�U�R�D�G�����,���R�I�W�H�Q���W�R�R�N���\�R�J�D���D�Q�G���P�H�G�L�W�D�W�L�R�Q���F�O�D�V�V�H�V���R�Q���6�X�Q�G�D�\�V����
�V�L�Q�F�H�����H�V�S�H�F�L�D�O�O�\���D�W���W�K�H���E�H�J�L�Q�Q�L�Q�J�����,���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���K�D�Y�H���D�V���E�L�J���D���V�R�F�L�D�O���F�L�U�F�O�H���D�V���,�¶�G���K�D�G��
�L�Q���)�L�Q�O�D�Q�G�����,���W�K�R�X�J�K�W���W�K�D�W���Z�D�V���D���E�L�W���R�G�G�����D�Q�G���,���Z�R�Q�G�H�U�H�G���L�I���,�¶�G���J�R�Q�H���W�K�H�U�H���M�X�V�W���W�R��
�V�L�W���H�Y�H�U�\���6�X�Q�G�D�\���D�W���R�Q�H���Z�R�P�D�Q�¶�V���P�H�G�L�W�D�W�L�R�Q���F�O�D�V�V�����,���I�R�X�Q�G���>�W�K�H���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q�@���U�H�D�O�O�\��
�Z�H�L�U�G�����E�X�W���W�K�H�Q���,���Q�R�W�L�F�H�G���K�R�Z���,�¶�G���D�O�V�R���J�R�W�W�H�Q���D���O�R�W���R�X�W���R�I���>�W�K�H���\�R�J�D���F�O�D�V�V�@�����,���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W��
�V�X�U�H�� �Z�K�D�W�� �,�¶�G�� �D�F�W�X�D�O�O�\�� �J�R�W�W�H�Q�� �I�U�R�P�� �L�W���� �E�X�W�� �,�� �N�Q�H�Z�� �W�K�D�W�� �W�K�H�U�H�� �Z�D�V�� �V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J���� �,��
�U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U���W�K�D�W�����D�I�W�H�U���,�¶�G���E�H�H�Q���J�R�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���F�O�D�V�V�H�V���H�Y�H�U�\���6�X�Q�G�D�\���I�R�U���D�E�R�X�W���W�Z�R���R�U��
three years, I was spending the time thinking about the meaning of life and what 
our bigger purpose was in life. Then one Sunday I came home, and I started to 
write in my journal. I did that quite a bit already, but then I also started to take 
these flip charts out, and I just completely filled my house with these flip charts, 
where I wrote down my mission in life. I was very confused, since something 
�O�L�N�H���¶�7�K�H���P�H�D�Q�L�Q�J���R�I���O�L�I�H���L�V���W�R���V�D�Y�H���W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G���I�U�R�P���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�D�O���F�D�W�D�V�W�U�R�S�K�H���E�\��
�X�V�L�Q�J���K�X�P�D�Q���S�R�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O�¶���F�D�P�H���X�S�����,���O�R�R�N�H�G���D�W���W�K�H���W�H�[�W���D�Q�G���Z�D�V���O�L�N�H�����µ�7�K�L�V���L�V���N�L�Q�G��
of frightening, since my current professional career has almost nothing to do with 
�W�K�L�V���� �7�K�L�V�� �D�O�O�� �V�R�X�Q�G�V�� �Q�L�F�H���� �E�X�W�� �L�W�¶�V�� �R�X�W�� �R�I�� �P�\�� �U�H�D�F�K���¶�� �,�� �M�X�V�W�� �W�K�R�X�J�K�W�� �K�R�Z�� �P�\��
�S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O���S�D�W�K���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���P�D�W�F�K���Z�L�W�K���W�K�L�V���J�R�D�O�����%�X�W���W�K�H�Q���,���D�O�V�R���V�W�D�U�W�H�G���W�R���W�K�L�Q�N���K�R�Z��
the meaning of life was now written down on these charts, and I thought that this 
would be a great dream to pursue for the rest of my life. After that moment, I 
started to somehow more actively take notice of this field [i.e., sustainability] 
and to create links to the field. I started to be partially aware of this thing, and I 
�H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�G���W�K�L�V���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���D�Z�D�N�H�Q�L�Q�J���´ 

 

4.4. Sustaining the agency—2. Individual vs. collective 

We indicated earlier that the dichotomy between individual and collective expectations was a 
strong incentive for the agents we studied to sustain their agency. This distinction between 
individual and collective expectations appeared as a strong paradox in the lives of the agents. 

4.4.1.2a. Intrinsic motivation overcomes collective expectations 

It was typical for the agents to feel that their motivation was stronger than those expectations 
that arose from outside their internal world. Based on the interviews, most of the agents had clearly 



encountered difficulties during their time of being engaged in sustainability actions. For example, 
some agents spoke of how they had felt forced to change their professional positions or career 
paths in order to connect their work with sustainability actions. One respondent also described how 
her whole professional career had been very scattered, and how her longest contract of employment 
had lasted only two years.  

�7�K�H���V�W�U�R�Q�J���L�Q�W�U�L�Q�V�L�F���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���E�H�O�L�H�I���W�K�D�W���D�J�H�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���³�G�R�L�Q�J���W�K�H���U�L�J�K�W���W�K�L�Q�J�´���K�H�O�S�H�G���W�K�H�P��
to remain resilient, even if the existing system did �Q�R�W�� �H�Q�D�E�O�H�� �W�K�H�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\-related 
actions. For example, one agent described how she had encountered a lot of bullying during her 
early years because of her choice of actions, but she was certain that her choices were better for 
the environment, so she maintained her resilience even though her surroundings did not support it. 
Another agent portrayed how she had actually grown stronger through her tribulations; she stated 
how it would not have mattered if she lacked money or a good position, since she would have been 
happy without any material status. Table 5 portrays the first-order concepts with selected 
representative quotations in relation to the second-�R�U�G�H�U���W�K�H�P�H���R�I���³�L�Q�W�U�L�Q�V�L�F���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���R�Y�H�U�F�R�P�H�V��
�F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�Y�H���H�[�S�H�F�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V���´�� 

 
Table 5. Data supporting the aggregate dimension individual vs. collective regarding 

�³�L�Q�W�U�L�Q�V�L�F���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���R�Y�H�U�F�R�P�H�V���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�Y�H���H�[�S�H�F�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V�´ 

Associated first-
order concept Representative quotations 

Intrinsic 
motivation 
results in 
deliberative 
actions 

5.1 �´�7�K�H�U�H was a market demand, which resulted, in a way, that we needed to 
start our own firm, since no already-established company could have done this�²
because the already-�H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�H�G�� �R�Q�H�V�� �G�L�G�Q�¶�W�� �Z�D�Q�W�� �W�R�� �G�R�� �W�K�L�V���� �,�I�� �\�R�X�� �W�K�L�Q�N���� �I�R�U��
example, of Pöyry Oy, they couldn�¶�W�� �H�Y�H�Q�� �W�K�L�Q�N�� �W�K�D�W�� �W�K�H�\�� �Z�R�X�O�G�� �G�R��
�H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�D�O�� �P�D�Q�D�J�H�P�H�Q�W�� �F�R�Q�V�X�O�W�L�Q�J���� �V�L�Q�F�H�� �W�K�R�V�H�� �Z�H�U�H�� �µ�Z�L�Q�J�Q�X�W�¶�� �N�L�Q�G�V�� �R�I��
things. I mean, really, at the time, environmental management consulting was a 
wingnut thing. So there was no other way to execute this mission than to establish 
�D���I�L�U�P���Z�L�W�K���D���I�H�Z���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V���´ 
5.2 �´�7�K�H���O�D�V�W���\�H�D�U���>�D�W���)�L�Q�I�R�R�G�@���Z�D�V���U�H�D�O�O�\���G�L�I�I�L�F�X�O�W���Z�K�H�Q�H�Y�H�U���,���K�D�G���W�R���D�F�W���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W��
�P�\���Y�D�O�X�H�V�����D�Q�G���,���W�K�R�X�J�K�W�����¶�,�V���W�K�L�V���U�H�D�O�O�\���V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J���W�K�D�W���,���F�D�Q���G�R�"�¶�´ 

Belief in oneself 
helps one to stay 
resilient 

5.3 �´�,�I���,���Z�H�U�H���W�R stop doing this for some reason, I would tear every part of myself 
away along with it. For example, my friends are largely doing these same things, 
�W�R�R���´ 
5.4 �³�,���I�R�X�Q�G���L�W���U�H�D�O�O�\���Q�L�F�H���W�R���V�W�D�U�W���G�R�L�Q�J���W�K�H�V�H���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H-development tasks. But 
since my background is in business administration, where the values are very 
techno-�H�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F���L�Q���Q�D�W�X�U�H�����P�D�Q�\���R�I���P�\���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V���I�U�R�P���W�K�D�W���Z�R�U�O�G���Z�H�U�H���O�L�N�H�����¶�:�K�D�W��
�F�U�D�]�\���V�W�X�I�I���L�V���W�K�D�W�"�¶���V�L�Q�F�H���W�K�H�\���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z���D�W���W�K�H���W�L�P�H���Z�K�D�W���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���Z�D�V����
Fortunately nowadays, people appreciate this kind of work. Even the skeptics 
�D�S�S�U�H�F�L�D�W�H���R�X�U���Z�R�U�N�����H�Y�H�Q���L�I���W�K�H�\���G�R�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�W���W�R���G�R���L�W���W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V�����,���V�W�L�O�O���I�U�H�T�X�H�Q�W�O�\��
�U�H�F�H�L�Y�H���K�D�W�H���P�D�L�O�����W�K�R�X�J�K�����P�R�V�W���U�H�F�H�Q�W�O�\���W�R�G�D�\�����%�X�W���,���N�Q�R�Z���W�K�D�W���Z�H�¶�U�H���G�R�L�Q�J���W�K�H��
�U�L�J�K�W���W�K�L�Q�J�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�Q���,���K�D�Y�H���W�K�L�V���J�U�R�X�S�����,�W�¶�V���J�U�Hat to just open this door and come 
here�² I have an organization where we all pull together, and that is unbelievably 
great. I simply believe that when we go forward in a positive and goal-oriented 
�Z�D�\�����Z�H���Z�L�O�O���P�D�N�H���D���F�K�D�Q�J�H���´ 

 

4.4.2.2b. The feeling of inadequacy 



Whereas the agents described their strong commitment to sustainability actions as being the 
result of strong intrinsic motivation and from a belief in themselves, some of the narratives had a 
different kind of tone: several agents outlined a concern that their individual actions would not be 
enough to change the future. Many of the agents had also worked to restrain themselves regarding 
certain sustainability issues in order to prevent themselves from getting burned out. For example, 
one agent described how she had taught herself to be gentler with herself and to keep in mind that 
she did not always need to do everything by herself.  

The agents also indicated that they often felt that there was much more to do and that their 
own input was simply inadequate. For example, one agent described how, if she allowed it to 
occur, she felt a constant sense of world-weariness. This sensation of inadequacy, however, also 
led agents to stay engaged in sustainability transitions. Table 6 presents the first-order concepts 
with several quotations in relation to the second-�R�U�G�H�U���³�I�H�H�O�L�Q�J���R�I���L�Q�D�G�H�T�X�D�F�\�´���W�K�H�P�H�� 

 
Table 6. Data supporting the aggregate dimension individual vs. collective regarding the 

�³�I�H�H�O�L�Q�J���R�I���L�Q�D�G�H�T�X�D�F�\�´ 

Associated first-
order concept Representative quotations 

Need to set 
personal 
boundaries 

6.1 �´�5�H�D�O�L�V�W�L�F�D�O�O�\�����Z�H���Q�H�H�G���W�R���V�H�W���E�R�X�Q�G�D�U�L�H�V���I�R�U���R�X�U�V�H�O�Y�H�V���L�Q���R�U�G�H�U���Q�R�W���W�R���E�X�U�G�H�Q��
ourselves too much, or even to burn out. At the end of the day, I still believe that 
even one person can make a difference. I pay special attention to not doing any 
�Z�R�U�N���G�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���H�Y�H�Q�L�Q�J�V���D�Q�G���R�Q���W�K�H���Z�H�H�N�H�Q�G�V�����,�Q�V�W�H�D�G���,���G�R���V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J���Q�L�F�H�����L�W�¶�V��
crucial to have something else, too. It brings me some peace that on Fridays, I 
�N�Q�R�Z�� �,�¶�Y�H���G�R�Q�H���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���W�K�L�Q�J�V�����D�Q�G���Q�R�Z���,���F�D�Q���F�R�Q�F�H�Q�W�U�D�W�H���Rn something else. 
When I was in my twenties, I was really close to burning out, so it was necessary 
�I�R�U���P�H���W�R���O�H�D�U�Q���P�\���R�Z�Q���O�L�P�L�W�V���´�� 
6.2 �´�6�R�P�H�K�R�Z���,�¶�Y�H���U�H�F�R�J�Q�L�]�H�G���W�K�D�W���Z�H���R�Q�O�\���K�D�Y�H���������K�R�X�U�V���L�Q���D���G�D�\�����Z�K�L�F�K���P�H�D�Q�V��
that we have to make conscious choices about our careers and personal lives. We 
�Q�H�H�G���W�R���V�W�U�L�F�W�O�\���S�U�R�W�H�F�W���R�X�U���U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V�����,�¶�G���U�H�D�O�O�\���O�L�N�H���W�R���G�R���D���O�R�W���P�R�U�H�����,�¶�G���O�L�N�H���W�R���E�H��
�D�E�O�H���W�R���G�L�Y�L�G�H���P�\�V�H�O�I���L�Q�W�R���I�L�Y�H���Y�H�U�V�L�R�Q�V���R�I���P�H�����D�Q�G���,�¶�G���O�L�N�H���W�R���Z�R�U�N���G�D�\���D�Q�G���Q�L�J�K�W����
�D�Q�G���,���I�H�H�O���E�D�G�����V�L�Q�F�H���,���F�D�Q�¶�W���G�R���P�R�U�H���´�� 

Belief that 
�R�Q�H�¶�V���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V��
are not enough 

6.3 �³�«�E�X�W���Z�K�H�Q���\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z���K�R�Z���P�X�F�K���P�R�U�H���\�R�X���V�K�R�X�O�G���G�R�����\�R�X�U���E�D�G���F�R�Q�V�F�L�H�Q�F�H��
�L�V���D�O�Z�D�\�V���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�����,���P�H�D�Q�����R�I���F�R�X�U�V�H���,���G�R���D���O�R�W�����E�X�W���V�W�L�O�O�«�´ 
6.4 �´�6�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V���,���Z�R�Q�G�H�U���K�R�Z���,���F�D�Q���P�D�N�H���D���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���L�I�����L�Q���)�L�Q�O�D�Q�G�����I�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H����
200 people think these things, when somewhere else, 2 million people are acting 
�L�Q���W�K�H���R�S�S�R�V�L�W�H���Z�D�\���´ 

 

4.5. Agency formation and sustaining the agency—3. Mind-set: belief vs. critique 

Our third aggregate dimension is the dichotomy between strong belief and strong critique 
�Z�L�W�K�L�Q�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �P�L�Q�G-�V�H�W�V���� �:�H�� �L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�H�G�� �W�K�D�W�� �W�K�L�V�� �G�L�F�K�R�W�R�P�\�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �P�L�Q�G-sets was an 
explaining factor for the agency-formation process as well as for sustaining the agency. This 
dichotomy appeared where agents had a clear vision about a more sustainable future while 
simultaneously being heavily critical of the existing system and its practices. 

4.5.1.3a. Strong belief in a sustainable future 



Agents described how their hope for a more sustainable future had led them to engage in 
sustainability-related actions. The vast majority of our interviewees had a strong sense that the 
future would be brighter, even though they also stated how they were concerned about the current 
situation. For example, one agent portrayed how she had to constantly think about various 
sustainability-related threats in her work, and for that reason, she thought that all the ingredients 
for a catastrophe were in place. Despite these negative feelings, she still had a strong belief that 
society would find solutions for these threats. Another agent described how he typically did not 
hold a particularly optimistic view of the world, but he nevertheless stated that without a belief in 
positive change, he already would have given up on his sustainability actions. In other words, this 
belief in the future had helped the agents to sustain their agency.  

Another repeating theme during the interviews was the strong will to create a better future for 
future generations. As one respondent stated, it was crucial for her to try to ensure that the children 
of the future would be able to live decent lives. These themes created more belief for the agents 
and helped them to engage and stay engaged in their sustainability transitions. Table 7 shows the 
first-order concepts with selected quotations in relation to the second-�R�U�G�H�U���W�K�H�P�H���R�I���³�V�W�U�R�Q�J���E�H�O�L�H�I��
�L�Q���D���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H���I�X�W�X�U�H�´���X�Q�G�H�U���W�K�H���D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���W�K�H�P�H���R�I��mindset: belief vs. critique. 

 
Table 7. Data supporting the aggregate dimension mindset: belief vs. critique regarding 

�³�V�W�U�R�Q�J���E�H�O�L�H�I���L�Q �D���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H���I�X�W�X�U�H�´ 

Associated first-
order concept Representative quotations 

Belief that the 
future will turn out 
better 

7.1 �´�«�,���K�D�Y�H���O�H�D�U�Q�H�G���Z�K�D�W���D���K�X�J�H���D�P�R�X�Q�W���H�Y�H�Q���D���V�P�D�O�O���Q�X�P�E�H�U���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H��
�F�D�Q�� �D�F�K�L�H�Y�H���� �,�W�¶�V extremely important for me to maintain hope. I guess I 
�F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���G�R���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J���L�I���,���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���E�H�O�L�H�Y�H���W�K�D�W���Z�H���Z�H�U�H���V�W�L�O�O���F�D�S�D�E�O�H���R�I���V�R�O�Y�L�Q�J��
these problems. But it will still demand a pretty big change in our collective 
�W�K�L�Q�N�L�Q�J���´ 
7.2 �´�7�K�H���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�F�H���R�I���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�Dbility is definitely increasing. After the Paris 
�D�J�U�H�H�P�H�Q�W�����W�K�H���I�X�W�X�U�H���O�R�R�N�V���E�U�L�J�K�W�H�U���W�R���P�H���´�� 

Will to create a 
better world for 
future generations 

7.3 �³�$�W���W�K�H���H�Q�G���R�I���W�K�H���G�D�\�����,���F�D�Q���V�D�\���W�R���W�K�H���N�L�G�V�����¶�+�H�\�����D�W���O�H�D�V�W���,���W�U�L�H�G���¶�´ 
7.4 �´�,���I�L�Q�G���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q��extremely important, since I tend to spend a lot of time 
�Z�L�W�K���N�L�G�V���´ 

4.5.2.3b. Criticism of the existing system 

In addition to their belief in shaping the current system for the better, the agents showed a 
strong mind-set of criticism. Their criticism was typically targeted toward the existing system. 
Many agents described during their narratives how something should be done to the existing 
system, which is based on capitalism and on increasing consumption. They said how it would be 
crucial to limit growth and consumption, even if these things were not widely discussed outside 
their niche. One agent stated how all consumption harms the environment; another respondent 
expressed his concern about the oil industry, and how the debate about energy systems is still 
concentrated on the fear of running out of oil, rather than on creating competitive, and more 
sustainable, alternatives to oil.  

One agent pointed out this criticism by hoping for a new economic paradigm in which 
environmental values would be as important as economic values. This criticism of the existing 
system both formed the agency as well as sustaining it. Table 8 shows the first-order concepts 



among representative quotations related to the second-�R�U�G�H�U���W�K�H�P�H�� �R�I�� �³�F�U�L�W�L�F�L�V�P�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J��
�V�\�V�W�H�P�´���X�Qder the aggregate theme of mind-set: belief vs. critique. 

 
Table 8. Data supporting the aggregate dimension mindset: belief vs. critique regarding the 

�W�K�H�P�H���³�F�U�L�W�L�F�L�V�P���R�I���W�K�H���H�[�L�V�W�L�Q�J���V�\�V�W�H�P�´ 

Associated first-
order concept Representative quotations 

Criticism of 
capitalism 

8.1 �´�-�X�V�W���Q�R�Z���,���W�K�R�X�J�K�W���D�E�R�X�W���H�Q�H�U�J�\���S�R�O�L�F�\�����D�Q�G���K�R�Z���L�W�¶�V���P�D�U�U�L�H�G���Z�L�W�K���R�X�U���H�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F�V����
For example, we can talk about how wind energy and solar energy are unprofitable, 
and how taxpayers subsidy these things. I mean, we could do so much for this [type 
of energy]. I mean, really, if we would honestly talk about how much countries have 
�V�S�H�Q�W���L�Q���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���R�I���R�L�O���G�U�L�O�O�L�Q�J���R�Y�H�U���W�L�P�H�����L�W���Z�R�X�O�G���E�H���D���K�X�J�H���W�R�S�L�F���´�� 
8.2 �´�,�I���\�R�X���W�K�L�Q�N���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���E�L�J���S�L�F�W�X�U�H���D�I�W�H�U���W�K�H���L�Q�G�X�V�W�U�L�D�O���U�H�Y�R�O�X�W�L�R�Q�����,���W�K�L�Q�N���Z�H�¶�Y�H��
gone too far with this capitalistic mode of excessive growth and the excessive 
industrial profit-�V�H�H�N�L�Q�J���Z�R�U�O�G���Y�L�H�Z���´�� 

Criticism of 
consumption 

8.3 �´�:�H�¶�U�H�� �O�L�Y�L�Q�J�� �L�Q�� �D�� �F�X�O�W�X�U�H�� �R�I�� �G�L�V�K�R�Q�H�V�W�\�� �R�I�� �L�Q�W�H�O�O�L�J�H�Q�F�H���� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�L�V�� �F�X�O�W�X�U�H�� �R�I��
dishonesty of intelligence is still in charge, since earlier, the increasing material 
�Z�H�D�O�W�K���D�F�W�X�D�O�O�\���E�U�R�X�J�K�W���P�R�U�H���Z�H�O�O�Q�H�V�V���´�� 
8.4 �´�2�K���E�R�\�����,���D�O�Z�D�\�V���W�K�L�Q�N���W�K�D�W�����D�V���D���F�R�Q�V�X�P�H�U�����O�L�N�H�����¶�2�N�D�\�����,���G�R�Q�¶�W���F�R�Q�V�X�P�H���¶���E�X�W��
�W�K�H�Q�� �,�� �V�H�H�� �W�K�H�V�H�� �¶�:�L�V�K�� �>�:�L�V�K���F�R�P�@�� �)�L�Q�O�D�Q�G�¶�� �)�D�F�H�E�R�R�N�� �J�U�R�X�S�V�� �Z�L�W�K�� ��������000 
�P�H�P�E�H�U�V�����I�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����Z�K�R���D�U�H���H�[�F�L�W�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���F�K�H�D�S���F�R�S�L�H�V���>�R�I���E�U�D�Q�G���S�U�R�G�X�F�W�V�@���´�� 

 

4.6. Sustaining the agency—4. Holism 

�$�V�� �R�X�U�� �I�L�Q�D�O�� �D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H�� �G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q���� �Z�H�� �L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�L�H�G�� �³�K�R�O�L�V�P���´�� �Z�K�L�F�K�� �G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H�V�� �K�R�Z�� �G�H�H�S�O�\��
sustainability is included in the everyday lives of the agents; holism also describes how agents are 
capable of sustaining their agency. 

4.6.1.4a. No value-action gap 

Overall, the sustainability actions of everyday life, such as preferring a vegetarian diet or 
choosing to ride a bicycle instead of driving, were self-evident and integral parts of the normal 
lives of the agents. For example, one agent stated how he commuted to work by bicycle every day, 
whether it was winter or summer. Another agent questioned if recycling was even a sustainability 
action, since it was so self-evident for her. Another repeating concept during the interviews was 
�K�R�Z���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���Y�D�O�X�H�V���U�H�I�O�H�F�W�H�G���W�K�H�L�U���D�F�W�X�D�O���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�U���� 

Several respondents indicated how they aimed to act on what they believed, and they provided 
several examples from such situations. For example, one respondent said that he did not want to 
do anything that would harm either animals or the environment. Another respondent described 
how she felt that it was only natural that she used renewable energy in her household, rode a bicycle 
to work, recycled everything she could, and grew some of her own food herself. Table 9 presents 
the first-order concepts with representative quotations in relation to the second-�R�U�G�H�U���W�K�H�P�H���R�I���³�Q�R��
value-�D�F�W�L�R�Q���J�D�S���´�� 

 
Table 9. Data supporting the aggregate dimension holism �U�H�J�D�U�G�L�Q�J���W�K�H���³�Q�R���Y�D�O�X�H-action 

�J�D�S�´���W�K�H�P�H 



Associated first-
order concept Representative quotations 

Sustainability 
actions are self-
evident and part of 
normal life 

9.1 �³�6�R�����H�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J���K�H�U�H���>�L�Q���W�K�H���R�I�I�L�F�H�@���L�V���U�H�F�\�F�O�H�G���´ 
9.2 �´�(�Y�H�U�\���W�L�P�H���\�R�X���E�X�\���V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J�����\�R�X���W�U�\���W�R���P�D�N�H���E�H�W�W�H�U���F�K�R�L�F�H�V�����:�H�O�O����
today I put cardboard boxes in the recycling bin. But, you know, those are 
�W�K�H���N�L�Q�G�V���R�I���W�K�L�Q�J�V���\�R�X�¶�Y�H���D�O�Z�D�\�V���G�R�Q�H�����D�Q�G���\�R�X���G�R�Q�¶�W���H�Y�H�Q���W�K�L�Q�N���R�I���W�K�R�V�H��
as being environmentally friendly act�V���´�� 

Values reflect 
behavior 

9.3 �´�$�V���D�Q���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���O�H�D�G�H�U�����,�¶�P���D�P�E�L�W�L�R�X�V���D�E�R�X�W���R�X�U���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�����D�Q�G��
�R�I���F�R�X�U�V�H���,�¶�P���S�U�R�X�G���R�I���D�O�O���W�K�H���U�H�V�X�O�W�V���Z�H�¶�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���D�E�O�H���W�R���D�F�K�L�H�Y�H�����%�X�W���D�O�O���W�K�H��
�W�L�P�H���,�¶�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���K�H�U�H�����,�¶�Y�H���D�O�Z�D�\�V���K�L�J�K�O�L�J�K�W�H�G���W�K�H���I�D�F�W���W�K�D�W���Z�H�¶�U�H���D�O�O���G�Ring this 
�W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U�����,�W���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���P�D�W�W�H�U���Z�K�R���G�R�H�V���V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J�����D�V���O�R�Q�J���D�V���Z�H�¶�U�H���D�E�O�H���W�R���G�R��
�V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J���J�R�R�G���´ 
9.4 �´�,�� �I�L�Q�G�� �W�K�D�W�� �,�¶�P�� �Y�H�U�\�� �O�X�F�N�\�� �D�Q�G�� �S�U�L�Y�L�O�H�J�H�G���� �V�L�Q�F�H�� �,�¶�P�� �D�E�O�H�� �W�R�� �Z�R�U�N�� �L�Q��
accordance with my values�² I mean, environmental protection and taking 
care of all that�² �S�H�R�S�O�H���K�H�U�H���K�D�Y�H���D���J�R�R�G���S�O�D�F�H���W�R���Z�R�U�N���´ 

 

4.6.2.4b. Socio-physical unity 

�$�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �H�Y�H�U�\�G�D�\�� �V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\-related actions were evident, but they also described how 
overall, taking care of their personal lives helped them to stay resilient and to continue with their 
sustainability actions. For example, they highlighted the role of exercise and proper sleep. One 
agent described how she systematically aimed to eat a healthy diet, sleep better, and generally be 
positive. 

Another prominent concept in our data on socio-physical unity was yoga, which appeared to 
be an interest that assisted the agents in maintaining their agency. For example, one agent spoke 
of how his father had been influenced by the yoga philosophy in the 1970s, and for that reason, 
the whole family had eventually adopted a vegetarian diet, which was revolutionary at the time. 
Table 10 shows selected quotations from the first-order concepts under the second-order theme 
�³�V�R�F�L�R-�S�K�\�V�L�F�D�O���X�Q�L�W�\���´ 

 
Table 10. Data supporting the aggregate dimension holism �L�Q���W�K�H���³�V�R�F�L�R-�S�K�\�V�L�F�D�O���X�Q�L�W�\�´��

theme 

Associated first-

order concept 
Representative quotations 

Healthy lifestyle 10.1 �´�,���D�O�P�R�V�W���Q�H�Y�H�U���G�U�L�Q�N���D�O�F�R�K�R�O�����,���G�R�Q�¶�W���V�P�R�N�H�����,���W�U�\���W�R���H�D�W���D���K�H�D�O�W�K�\���G�L�H�W�����,��

exercise a lot, and I prefer an active everyday �O�L�I�H���´ 

Yoga 10.2 �´�0�D�Q�\���S�H�R�S�O�H���Z�K�R���D�U�H���D�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�H�G���Z�L�W�K���R�U�J�D�Q�L�F���I�D�U�P�L�Q�J���D�O�V�R���G�R���\�R�J�D�����D�Q�G��

�V�R���G�R���,�����,�¶�P a yoga instructor for two yoga groups. I assume that the central idea 

�R�I�� �\�R�J�D�¶�V�� �Q�R�Q-violence approach can be linked with the view of avoiding 

�S�H�V�W�L�F�L�G�H�V���L�Q���R�U�J�D�Q�L�F���I�D�U�P�L�Q�J���´�� 

Physical activity 10.3 �´�0�\�� �H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�D�O�� �F�R�Q�V�F�L�R�X�V�Q�H�V�V�� �K�D�V�� �J�U�R�Z�Q�� �I�U�R�P�� �D�� �V�H�Q�V�L�W�Lvity toward 

nature�² or maybe from a love of nature�² and from the fact that I feel so good 

�Z�K�H�Q���,�¶�P���L�Q���W�K�H���I�R�U�H�V�W�����D�Q�G���R�I���F�R�X�U�V�H���Z�K�H�Q���,�¶�P���D�W���D���O�D�N�H���R�U���E�\���W�K�H���R�F�H�D�Q���´ 
 



4.7. Synthesis 

Based on our analysis, we now aim to describe how the different aggregate levels relate to 
two of our research questions: (1) How does agency form? and (2) How do agents stay engaged in 
sustainability transitions? Figure 5 presents the dynamics between the indicated aggregate levels. 
As mentioned earlier, we have divided our aggregate levels into two categories: agency formation 
or sustaining of the agency. 
 

 
Figure 5. Dynamics of active sustainability agency formation and maintenance 

 
We were able to distinguish one clear rationale that had led the agents to engage in deliberative 

�V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V�����W�K�H���D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q���R�I���³�O�L�I�H���S�D�W�K���´���2�X�U���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J�V���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���L�P�S�O�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�V��
�W�K�D�W�� �D�J�H�Q�F�\�� �I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q�� �R�F�F�X�U�V�� �H�L�W�K�H�U�� �W�K�U�R�X�J�K�� �D�Q�� �D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V�� �X�S�E�U�Lnging and education or through 
�U�H�P�D�U�N�D�E�O�H�� �H�Y�H�Q�W�V�� �W�K�D�W�� �F�K�D�Q�J�H�� �W�K�H�� �D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V�� �F�R�X�U�V�H�� �R�I�� �O�L�I�H���� �0�D�Q�\�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�� �Z�H�� �L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�G��
described memories related to sustainability (which might appear as sensitivity toward nature, for 
example) and stated that their interest in sustainability had grown during their life course. Other 
agents stated that their interest had been awakened, or at least significantly increased, because of 
a meaningful life event�² for example from seeing a lock-in mechanism of deforestation in 
practice.  

We have also indicated two main rationales that helped agents to sustain their engagement in 
�V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���W�U�D�Q�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V�����Z�K�L�F�K���Z�H�U�H���W�K�H���D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�V���R�I���³�L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���Y�V�����F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�Y�H�´���D�Q�G��
�³�K�R�O�L�V�P���´���7�K�H���D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q���R�I���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���Y�V�����F�Rllective showed how agents deeply engaged 
in actions based on their endogenous interests. Strong individual desires, which often originate 
�I�U�R�P���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�V�����R�Y�H�U�F�R�P�H���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�Y�H���H�[�S�H�F�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����)�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����V�R�P�H���R�I���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V���V�W�D�W�H�G��
that they believed so strongly in their cause that it helped them stay resilient and to overcome any 
hurdles they encountered within their life courses. Many agents had even chosen their career paths 
because of sustainability interests. Some agents had chosen entirely new careers, since their earlier 
professional paths had not met their sustainability-related values and interests. Still, even though 
�W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���Z�H�U�H���Y�D�U�L�H�G�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�\���V�W�U�R�Q�J�O�\���E�H�O�L�H�Y�H�G���W�K�D�W���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V��
mattered, they also mentioned sensations of inadequacy numerous times. Sometimes they even 
questioned the overall influence of any one individual. Despite this dichotomy in our data, this 
feeling of inadequacy appeared to be a rationale for actions and urged the agents to stay engaged 



�L�Q���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���W�U�D�Q�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V�����7�K�L�V���G�L�F�K�R�W�R�P�\���D�O�V�R���L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H�G���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���S�D�W�K�V�����V�L�Q�F�H���W�K�H���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J��
of inadequacy appeared to be the largest dichotomy related to their life course. 

�7�K�H�� �D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H�� �G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �³�K�R�O�L�V�P�´�� �X�Q�Y�H�L�O�V�� �K�R�Z�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �O�L�I�H�V�W�\�O�H�V�� �Z�H�U�H so strongly 
connected with their values that their sustainability actions of everyday life, such as using public 
transportation or decreasing their consumption, were a self-evident and natural part of life. In 
addition, agents often preferred healthy lifestyles, which helped them to relax and stay resilient. 
�7�K�H�� �L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�� �I�U�R�P�� �W�K�H�V�H�� �W�Z�R�� �D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H�� �G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�V�� �L�V�� �W�K�D�W�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�V�� �D�Q�G�� �U�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�H�V�� �I�R�U��
action kept them engaged in sustainability transitions rather than contributing to the formation 
process of agency.  

�7�K�H�� �D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H�� �G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �³�P�L�Q�G-�V�H�W�V���� �E�H�O�L�H�I�� �Y�V���� �F�U�L�W�L�T�X�H�´�� �D�O�V�R�� �G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H�G�� �L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶��
interests, which not only resulted in deliberative actions but also sustained their agency. This 
situation means that the dimension of mind-sets fell into both categories: as an explaining factor 
for agency formation and for sustaining the agency. The mind-set provides rationales for the agents 
in terms of deliberative action; agents often also described their rationales for engaging in (and 
especially staying engaged in) deliberative sustainability actions as the desire to create a better 
future for forthcoming generations. They were also strongly critical of the existing system. Our 
findings suggest that the agents of sustainability are more resilient than the mainstream, both in 
terms of engaging in sustainability transitions as agency formation but also in sustaining their 
agency capabilities. 

�7�K�H���D�J�J�U�H�J�D�W�H���G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q���R�I���³�O�L�I�H���S�D�W�K�´���D�S�S�H�D�U�H�G���W�R���S�R�U�W�U�D�\���D���P�H�W�D-level that included all the 
other aggregate dimensions, which may partly be explained by the fact that our interview questions 
�Z�H�U�H���L�Q�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\���I�R�F�X�V�H�G���R�Q���H�[�D�P�L�Q�L�Q�J���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V�����%�X�W���R�Q�H�¶�V���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H���D�Q�G���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O��
growth during life�² whether the growth is the result of upbringing and education or through 
awakening moments�² typically include a whole psycho-cognitive construct of an individual. 
Hence, our other aggregate levels�² �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �P�L�Q�G-�V�H�W�V���� �W�K�H�� �G�L�F�K�R�W�R�P�\�� �E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�O��
worlds and pressures resulting from collective expectations, an�G���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���K�R�O�L�V�W�L�F���O�L�I�H�V�W�\�O�H�V�² were 
�V�H�H�Q���W�R���E�H���G�H�U�L�Y�H�G���I�U�R�P���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V�� 

5. Discussion 

To better understand the role of individuals in creating a more sustainable future, the aim of 
this paper was to examine the agency of sustainability transitions through three research questions: 
(1) How does agency form? (2) How do agents sustain their agency? and (3) Is sustainability 
agency a niche-driven phenomenon? Because our interest is the role of individuals in the transition 
process of creating a more sustainable system, we will now add to the existing literature with four 
contributing remarks. 

5.1. Contributions 

Our main contribution is to offer a more explicit portrayal of the agents of sustainability 
transitions. While previous research has portrayed agents in sustainability transitions as tools of 
transformation, we wished to explore the social dimensions of agency. To this end, we used life 
courses as our analytical lens. The study of life courses helped us to create a more nuanced 
portrayal of agents of sustainability transitions and their lives. To the best of our knowledge, this 
is one of the first papers to undertake a life courses approach to the study of active agents in 
sustainability transitions.  

In particular, we observed agents who had a high level of intrinsic motivation for their 
sustainability actions, since their rationales for engaging in action were derived from pure interest 



�L�Q���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���U�D�W�K�H�U���W�K�D�Q���I�U�R�P���S�X�U�V�X�L�Q�J���D���U�H�Z�D�U�G���R�I���V�R�P�H���N�L�Q�G�����3�D�V�W���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���R�Q���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶��
motivations for �H�Q�J�D�J�L�Q�J���L�Q���D�F�W�L�R�Q���K�D�V���H�P�S�K�D�V�L�]�H�G���K�R�Z���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���L�Q�W�U�L�Q�V�L�F���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���G�U�L�Y�H�V��
them to pursue activities for the sake of self-interest and for enjoying what those activities provide, 
which also leads individuals to perform these activities at fairly high levels [e.g., 64, 65, 66]. This 
�L�Q�W�U�L�Q�V�L�F���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���P�D�\���D�O�V�R���H�[�S�O�D�L�Q���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���K�L�J�K���O�H�Y�H�O�V���R�I���U�H�V�L�O�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���K�R�O�L�V�W�L�F���Y�L�H�Z�V���R�Q��
life.  

In addition to the distinction of formation of agency and sustaining that agency, our analysis 
unveiled several dichoto�P�L�H�V���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V�����%�D�V�H�G���R�Q���R�X�U���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J�V�����P�R�V�W���D�J�H�Q�W�V��
seemed to have a life course tinted with extremities. To begin with, the agency-formation process 
was also divided into two categories: those who had grown into sustainability agency and those 
who had awakened into sustainability agency. Second, the agents were torn between the 
expectations that the existing system sets and their individual desires and aspirations. This 
distinction also appeared as strong criticism of the practices of the existing system, whereas the 
agents still sustained their beliefs in a different, better, and more sustainable future. 

The second contribution of this paper was to provide insights into the formation process of 
sustainability agency. We were able to identify two main paths for agency formation. Based on 
our analysis, we acknowledge that agency typically forms either through upbringing and education 
or through certain awakening moments. The dichotomy between upbringing and education and 
awakening moments is a widely discussed theme in the social sciences, especially in sociology 
and social psychology. This dichotomy is typically portrayed as different levels of life courses: as 
the level of historical change and the level of life experience [e.g., 67, 68]. In addition, within the 
transition-management framework, Loorbach et al. [69] have stated that crises tend to create space 
for agency and consequently for system transitions. This statement implies that the understanding 
of the influence of historical change and life experiences is also beginning to emerge within the 
�W�U�D�Q�V�L�W�L�R�Q���O�L�W�H�U�D�W�X�U�H�����7�R���R�X�U���N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�����K�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����D�Q���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���R�I���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�¶���L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�O���Z�R�U�O�G�V��
and the effect on the agency-formation process have been absent to date. Hence, our findings 
provide implications that the same development path (which has already been acknowledged in 
other social sciences) is also evident within the formation process of agents in the context of 
sustainability transitions, especially when considering their internal worlds. 

As our third contribution, our analysis led us to identify two main rationales for agents to 
sustain their agency. First, the dichotomy between individual and collective expectations appeared 
as an incentive for the agents to sustain their agency; second, holism also appeared as an incentive 
for the agents to sustain their agency. Both rationales for sustaining their agency could be 
�D�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�H�G���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O�L�W�L�H�V�����2�X�U���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J�V���L�P�S�O�\���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���I�H�D�W�X�U�H�V���U�H�O�D�W�H�G���W�R���D�Q���D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V��
personality, or cognitive entity, can explain why an agent might remain engaged in sustainability 
�W�U�D�Q�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V�����%�D�V�H�G���R�Q���R�X�U���D�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V�����V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���D�S�S�H�D�U���W�R���E�H���L�Q�W�H�J�U�D�O���S�D�U�W�V���R�I���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�Y�H�V��
but also as a meaningful component of their self-image. In additio�Q�����Z�H���I�R�X�Q�G���W�K�D�W���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���F�U�L�W�L�F�D�O��
yet hopeful mind-sets both formed agency but also sustained that agency. This finding highlights 
�Q�R�W���R�Q�O�\���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�O���V�W�U�X�J�J�O�H�V���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���H�[�W�U�H�P�L�W�L�H�V���E�X�W���D�O�V�R���W�K�H���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O�L�W�L�H�V���R�I���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V���� 

Overall, our findings draw a sample picture of a sustainability agent as someone who is (1) 
more resilient than the mainstream, (2) possesses a personality that supports both sustainability 
agency formation activities but also helps in sustaining the agency, and (3) has a high level of self-
knowledge and clear reasoning for engaging and staying engaged in sustainability actions.  

Our fourth contribution was the tentative implication that sustainability agency is not only a 
niche-driven phenomenon. Based on our analysis, the agents of sustainability transition cannot be 
categorized only as niche agents or as regime agents. Even though some of the agents in our sample 



represented the current regime (at least according to their affiliations), they also indicated their 
willingness to shape the existing system. In addition, the agents in our tentative agent categories 
did not display any particular differences in their answers. For example, the firm representatives 
portrayed similar interests and rationales as the entrepreneurs or NGO representatives. It is 
necessary to note that in this study, we only examined the most active agents of sustainability 
transitions; agents who were somewhat active or passive were absent from the study. In addition, 
we did not examine the potential differe�Q�F�H�V���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���Y�D�U�\�L�Q�J���U�R�O�H�V���L�Q���O�L�I�H�����6�R�P�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V����
for example, may target their actions differently within their personal lives compared to their 
professional lives. In this study, agency was examined from a holistic viewpoint. In order to gain 
more �G�H�W�D�L�O�H�G�� �N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�� �D�E�R�X�W�� �V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�� �D�J�H�Q�F�\���� �W�K�L�V�� �D�P�E�L�Y�D�O�H�Q�F�H�� �D�E�R�X�W�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W��
roles in life in relation to their sustainability actions should be studied further in the future. 
Whereas our analysis revealed that agents of sustainability transitions appear more resilient and 
more willing to shape the existing system than the mainstream, their positioning within the socio-
technical system did not appear to have an effect on these tendencies. 

5.2. Limitations and future research directions 

This study does have certain limitations. First, our study set out to examine only the most 
active agents of sustainability transitions; this limitation implies that a study on the less active, or 
perhaps incumbent, representatives of the socio-technical system could provide entirely different 
types of findings. Typically, the transition literature emphasizes the dichotomy between regime 
and niche agents [16], even though regime agents appear to have competing rationales [5]. While 
our sample of agents set out to study the active agents of sustainability transitions, we also included 
agents who represented the regime (again, according to their affiliations). The regime agents in 
our study perceived themselves as being as active as the niche agents of the study. Hence, we 
�I�R�O�O�R�Z�� �%�D�N�N�H�U�¶�V�� �>���@�� �S�D�W�K�� �D�Q�G�� �V�W�D�W�H�� �W�K�D�W�� �U�H�J�L�P�H�� �U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H�V�� �P�D�\�� �D�S�S�H�D�U�� �D�V�� �D�F�W�L�Y�H�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�� �R�I��
sustainability transitions who hope to alter the status quo without the restrictions of the current 
system. But in order to better understand agents who are somewhere between activity and 
�S�D�V�V�L�Y�L�W�\�����W�K�H���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V���R�I���V�X�F�K���³�L�Q���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�´���D�F�W�R�U�V���V�K�R�X�O�G���D�O�V�R���E�H���V�W�X�G�L�H�G���� 

�$���V�H�F�R�Q�G���O�L�P�L�W�D�W�L�R�Q���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�V���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�\�¶�V���V�H�W�W�L�Q�J�����Z�K�L�F�K���W�R�R�N���S�O�D�F�H���L�Q���W�K�H���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W���R�I���D���V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F��
European country. This limitation indicates that our findings may be altered in a different setting. 
But the results from a setting of a highly industrialized Western country may provide implications 
of the formation processes and maintenance of agency in similar countries around the globe. 

A third limitation relates to the seeming linearity of the life courses we observed. This linearity 
is partly explained by the very nature of life course studies: individuals tend to create linear paths 
when asked, whereas the reality is likely more disorganized than that. But the explicit narratives 
�D�Q�G�� �G�H�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�R�Q�V�� �Z�H�� �R�E�W�D�L�Q�H�G�� �U�H�O�D�W�H�G�� �W�R�� �W�K�H�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �O�L�I�H�� �F�R�X�U�V�H�V�� �L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�H�G�� �W�K�D�W�� �W�K�H�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�� �Z�H�U�H��
extremely capable of describing their life paths and rationales for their actions. This finding may 
also be a meaningful difference between the active agents of sustainability transitions and the 
mainstream; the agents had considered their positioning in the socio-technical system and had 
good reasons to engage in sustainability actions. One reason for this high level of self-knowledge 
may be explained by the fact that the agents had encountered many challenges during their life 
courses, and they had been forced to consider their choices as the consequences of their actions. 
This high level of self-knowledge might also be one component in explaining the strong resilience 
that appeared within our sample of agents. 

A fourth and final limitation relates to the small sample size of the agents in the study. Given 
�W�K�D�W�� �W�K�H�� �S�K�H�Q�R�P�H�Q�R�Q�� �R�I�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �V�R�F�L�D�O�� �G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�V�� �W�K�D�W�� �Z�H�� �V�W�X�G�L�H�G�� �L�V�� �U�H�O�D�Wively unknown, we 



selected qualitative methods, which are typically used to locate phenomena and capture any 
insights. Hence, the sample of 16 interviewees was large enough for our aim of unveiling the life 
courses and formation processes of the agents. Since our study was conducted using qualitative 
methods, we recommend that this study be continued using quantitative methods. Our research has 
provided initial implications to understand how sustainability agency forms and is sustained, but 
a great deal more room exists for research on the different dimensions in the study of agency within 
sustainability transitions. 

Several exciting research avenues related to agency within sustainability transitions are 
available for future study. For example, one of the largest theoretical debates in the transition 
discipline is currently focused on the question of how to more explicitly conceptualize and 
integrate actors and agency into the study of socio-technical transitions [28]. The integrated 
�L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H�� �R�I�� �D�J�H�Q�F�\�� �V�K�R�X�O�G�� �W�K�X�V�� �E�H�� �H�[�D�P�L�Q�H�G�� �I�X�U�W�K�H�U���� �)�R�U�� �H�[�D�P�S�O�H���� �Z�H�� �H�[�D�P�L�Q�H�G�� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �O�L�I�H��
courses without any distinctions (such as different roles in life), but in order to achieve a 
�F�R�P�S�U�H�K�H�Q�V�L�Y�H���S�R�U�W�U�D�\�D�O���R�I���D�J�H�Q�F�\�����W�K�H���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�V���L�Q���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���U�R�O�H�V���L�Q���O�L�I�H�����I�R�U��
�H�[�D�P�S�O�H���� �D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶�� �E�X�V�L�Q�H�V�V�� �U�R�O�H�V�� �D�Q�G�� �K�R�P�H�� �U�R�O�H�V���� �V�K�R�X�O�G�� �E�H�� �H�[�D�P�L�Q�H�G�� �I�X�U�W�K�H�U���� �7�K�H�� �G�L�V�W�L�Q�F�W�L�R�Q��
between regime and niche agents should also be explored more in future studies. In order to gain 
more knowledge about those agents who are somewhere between activity and passivity, the life 
courses of such agents should also be studied.  

Our analysis has provided several implications for our research question of how individual 
agency forms in the context of sustainability transitions; scholars could expand those implications 
and hypothesize that similar trajectories will also apply for collective agency formation. The way 
in which individual agency grows into collective agency was not a focus of our study. In order to 
achieve a truly sustainable system, the bridge between individual and collective sustainability 
agency should be studied more explicitly. 

6. Conclusions 

With this paper, we set out to explore how the agency of sustainability transitions forms and 
�L�V���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�H�G���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���D�J�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�L�I�H���F�R�X�U�V�H�V�����2�X�U���R�E�M�H�F�W���Z�D�V���W�R���D�G�G�U�H�V�V���W�K�U�H�H���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V�����)�L�U�V�W����
we explored how agency forms. Second, we explored how agents sustain their agency. Third, we 
examined if sustainability agency is a niche-driven phenomenon. In this paper, the life courses of 
agents were seen to unveil the formation process of sustainability agency and to explain why agents 
remain engaged in sustainability transitions. We argue that sustainability agency forms either from 
the experiences agents have had in their early years or from certain awakening moments that have 
shaped their life courses.  

We identified two main rationales for agents to sustain their agency. First, the dichotomy 
between individual and collective expectations was a rationale in sustaining agency. Second, 
holism in every aspect of life appeared to be a rationale for the agents in sustaining their agency. 
In addition, we were able to identify that agents of sustainability transitions may represent either 
regime or niche development. We would like to argue that this paper has added to the literature by 
starting to build a more explicit portrayal of agents of sustainability transitions, although further 
studies will be necessary to narrow the gaps in existing agency research. With this paper, we hope 
to encourage further work on understanding the entire role of agency in sustainability transitions 
in order to achieve a truly sustainable future. 

 
 



Appendix A 

THEMES OF THE INTERVIEWS 
 
Who is the agent, and where does he/she come from? 
What is his/her relation to sustainability and to sustainability transitions? 
 �² What is the timeline regarding this relation? 
 �² What situational factors influence this relation? 
 �² What rationales influence this relation? 
�+�R�Z���K�D�Y�H���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���U�H�O�D�W�H�G���W�R���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�H�G���R�Y�H�U���W�L�P�H�" 
Why is the agent interested in sustainability? 
What were the �D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V���P�R�V�W���U�H�F�H�Q�W���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���U�H�O�D�W�H�G���W�R���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�" 
�:�K�D�W���K�D�V���F�K�D�O�O�H�Q�J�H�G���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V���S�D�W�K���L�Q���W�H�U�P�V���R�I���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���L�V�V�X�H�V�" 
How does the agent perceive the current system? 
How does the agent perceive the future of sustainability? 
What values does the agent have? 
 �² �+�R�Z���D�U�H���W�K�H�V�H���Y�D�O�X�H�V���P�D�Q�L�I�H�V�W�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H���D�J�H�Q�W�¶�V���O�L�I�H�" 
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