Active agents of sustainability transitions



transitions. We have studied the life courses of agents in a specific seithig: sustainability
transitions of the socitechnical 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 atgefior 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 liéeurse research, which we selected because such research is widely
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Figure 1. Theoretical components adopted in relation to our research questions

2.1.Sustainability transition in relation to agency

‘H KDYH VWXGLHG DJHQWVY OLIH FR Xé&v# idersgeQiveMMIEP)IUDPH Z
mentioned earlier, which was initially elaborated on by Geels [10]; the framework is currently
prominent within thaliscipline. 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 temhtheliterature
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, lorigrm processes involvingutiiple 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 #£xisting
typically unsustainable technologies and systems [1].

How agency is situated in the context of set@chnical 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 s&én 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
sustanability 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.sd&ghas 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
activitesattK H UHJLPH DQG QLFKH OHYHOV HYHQWXDOO\ OHDG WR
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 sustainalsiecieties [15]. Agency also influences the internal
FRQFHSWLRQ RI VXVWDLQDELOLW\ DV ZHOO DV LQGLYLGXDO\
agency enables people to further embed sustainability beyond themselves [18, 19]. Recent studies
havesuggested 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 agenaygdnichelevel innovations
that implement regimével 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 teindse a somewhat neglected subject within
the transitioamanagement discipline. Rotmans et al. [24] have included agency within transition
management through backcasting, although both transition management and backcasting typically
only involve certain tges 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 empfieitly conceptualize
and integrate actors and agency into the study of geclmical 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 ackdged 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 knowddge of agency is still relatively narrow and functionalist, since the individual
rationales, aspirations, and formation processes remain-testsrched [9]. The current research
has also not yet acknowledged the life courses of agents [9]. An appreoitigency within the
sustainabilitytransition 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 remainderresearched.

2.2. The interplay between agents and their environments

7KH WHUP :DJHQF\" LV D FHQWUDO FRQFHSW LQ WKH VRFL
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 maieeghoices and of having an impact
RQ RQHTY HQYLURQPHQW > @ :KLOH RWKHU H[LVWLQJ GH
well [e.g., 31, 32], in this paper, agency is studied and defined using the explanation from Anthony
Giddens and Margarefrcher, influential sociologists whose theorizing has shaped the
contemporary debate on agency. Structuration theory is anagtgied 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
SHUFHSWLRQV DQG DJHQWVYTY FRQWH[WV > @ 7KH 3VWURQJ’
SDUWLFXODU WR FRQVLGHU DJHQWVY L&gahizationdl@ndwidéilO GV DV
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 individisaand 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 funlbWdAUR XJK DJHQWVY DFWL
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 separnctions in constant movement [30]: agency constantly
affects structure, yet agency is also constantly affected by structure [30].

$IWHU *LGGHQVYV DQG $UFKHUfV ZRUN RWKHUV HODERUD
[33] in particular hasdel@ RSHG *LGGHQVYV ZRUN LQWR ZKDW LV QRZ ZL
structuration theory. Whereas Giddens was especially interested in relatively abstract ontology,
Stones moved forward and encouraged researchers to explore empirical case studieslaf partic
agents and structures, where individual agents are situated in a web of garsititice relations
[36]. Although the duality of structufemeaning that agency and structure are inseparable and
exist only in duality? remains a defining construct in@ig structuration theory, Stones states that
the duality is best understood through the analysis of a quadripartite framework of interrelated
components, includingxternal structuresnternal structuresactive agencyandoutcomeg36],
in which externhstructures 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, o thiel 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
sociatechnical structuration, pvades 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
DJHQW DQG WKH\ VHW ERXQGDU\ FtBcn@al Viamewrk, thede WKH 0
boundaries include, for example, laws, policies, and organizations. Internal structures include two
categories: first, those that are geneliapositional, such as norms, values, and attitudes in relation
WR RQHYY DQDO\WLAVUWRRYV N KK YWFROK FRQMXQFWXUDOO\
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 agencelates to processes of deliberate, sometimes strategic,
action [41]. In this paper, active agency includes proactive steps that are taken toward
VXVWDLQDELOLW\ ERWK LQ DIJHQWVY SHUVRQDO DQG SURIH
example, amang 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
DQG WKHLU VWUXFWXUDO FRQWH[W > @ ms @ sétkstedhnidd SHU 3R
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 engrally understood as a conceptual methodology that
acts as a bridge between theory and empirical research [42, 36]. Hence, we apply strong
VWUXFWXUDWLRQ LQ WKH IUDPHZRUN RI WKH 0/3 WR RXU VWX
next section.

2.3. Life courses



Life course research is a widely used method for the study of individual lives and their
WUDMHFWRULHY 5HVHDUFK RQ OLIH FRXUVHV H[DPLQHV LQC
historical and biographical perspectives [43]. A tiftairse 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
LOQWHUGHSHQGHQFH RI SHRSOHYV OLYHVY LQ UHODWLRQDO FR
ways in which individuals share their life experiences through their diesevith one another
> @ OLWFKHOO > @ S IRU H[DPSOH KDV GHILQHG D OLIH
HYHQWY DQG UROHV WKDW WKH LQGLYLGXDO HQDFWV RYHU V
proceed in a given sequence, WD WKHU FRQVWLWXWH WKH VXP WRWDO RI
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 frofLi®GX D O V
meaningful life events that have an effect on their behavior. Doing so consequently helps to
XQGHUVWDQG DJHQF\ IRUPDWLRQ DQG DFWRUVY LQWHUHVWYV

7KH IRFXV RI OLIH FRXUVH UHVHDUFK LV RQ DQcBIfiQWTV F
events. Life course research puts forth the idea that the consequences of life events are likely
LQIOXHQFHG E\ WKH HYHQWVY WLPLQJ SHUFHLYHG UHOHYD
fundamental feature of the life course framework isotu$ on the relation between life courses
DQRG WKH VRFLDO HQYLURQPHQWY DQG H[SHULHQFHV RI WKH
it is crucial to acknowledge the narrative descriptions of events in the context of an agent's life in
addition tohaving a scalar assessment of his or her life events [50]. By integrating aihasedt
SHUVSHFWLYH ZLWK WKH SHUVRQDO OLIH FRXUVH QDUUDWLY
RI DQ DIHQWTTV OLIH FRXUVH > urse@allowklfQrihd crétomofifdlideS \ RI1 Ol
RU WLPHOLQHYV E\ XVLQJ TXDOLWDWLYH QDUUDWLYHV DERXW
OLYHV > @ :LWKLQ WKLV SDSHU 3:*QDUUDWLYHV™ UHIHU WR D
surround QJ WKRVH HYHQWVY RFFXUUHQFH > @ ,W LV C
always include in addition to the position, the action, and the outcome of a narfative
LQGLYLGXDOVYT RZQ LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV cd3gdayQaa@eémrQG LQI
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 withlh KH ODUJHU HQYLURQPHQW GXUL(
%KOPDQQ DQG /HY\fV > @ DUIJXPHQW WKDW OLIH FRXUVHV U
gained in prominence in recent years. In other words, agents use their free will to steer their life
course. Bt it is important to acknowledge, on the level of actual behavior, the difference between
free ZLOOHG DJHQWLF LQIOXHQFH RQ RQHYV RZQ OLIH FRXUVH
institutional, or environmental, influences [49]. Hence it isci@uto understand the variety of
GLITHUHQW DJHQWY LQYROYHG DQG WR LPSOHPHQW WKH OLIF
courses and social constructions [49]. In terms of this paper, the life courses of agents provide the
story behind the amcy, and therefore the life courses also explain why the active agency of
VXVWDLQDELOLW\ WUDQVLWLRQ WDNHV VKDSH ([DPLQLQJ D.
helps to understand the interests of agents as well as clarifying the ratiamatkgilferative
sustainability action and the rationales for agents to stay engaged in sustainability transitions.

,QGLYLGXDOVY LQWHUHVWYVY KRZHYHU DUH FXUUHQWO\ WI
vested hypothesis about action; the hypothpsesupposes 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 assources 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 sociotodiate 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 areal 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 fongemngggnd
remaining engaged in) sustainability transitions. The rationales can be explained as being derived
IURP WKH DJHQWVYT LOQWHUHVWY WKURXJK WKHLU OLIH FRXUYV
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 nicligiven phenomenon. We aim to address these questions through
DIHQWVY OLIH FRXUVHY DQG WKH ad&agéhtylirH&ation ty strvdiie.L. QD E L

3. Methods

Our data is derived from open interviews with active sustainability agents from the niche and
regime levels in the existing soeiechnical system. We applied a narrative methodology to find
the meaningful eH QWYV GXULQJ DIJHQWVY OLIH FRXUVHV WKDW KDG
actions. In total, we conducted 16 interviews with active agents of sustainability transitions. We
selected the respondents based first on initial desktop research and #menwball sampling.

We aimed to find active agents of sustainability transitions who represented different roles
and locations in the soctechnical system to unveil if their positioning in the system had
influenced their agency and life courses. Ouemviewees 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?* for example, from the energy sector and from the food system. Our
interviewees regesent the private, public, and third (i.e., voluntary orpafit) 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 eigbhis and regime agents in
red.

7KH FDWHJRULHYVY ZHUH VHOHFWHG EDVHG RQ WKH DJHQWYV
relation to their lives. Based on our sample of agents, the majority of agents appeared to hold a
sustainabilityrelated degre. While we wanted to categorize our agents into groups to describe the
agentic positions throughout the setézhnical system, we acknowledge that in reality, agents
may have many ambivalent rationales, depending on their interests and differemnt liééesll
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 regimés.leMer example, a regime
representative may promote niche innovations deliberatively.

Table 1 Agent categories and their positioning in the seeahnical system

o Sustainability or
Location in the Male | Female ]
Category N environmental
MLP [N] [N]

degree(s)




NGO actor Niche 4 4
Sustainability professional i Regime 4 3 2
industry

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 acti6@k Ppen interviews also allow
flexibility to react to every individual interview setting accordingly. Our objective was to exploit
TXDOLWDWLYH QDUUDWLYHYV UHJDUGLQJ LQGLYLGXDOVY OLIFE
WLPH LQ L Qwedthdt @aybave/r§sulted 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 conduéiguhish);
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 edity 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 ftmdace convesations, 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 affileits have been kept from this paper. We conducted all
interviews in Finland between fall 2016 and fall 2017.

2XU LQWHUYLHZ TXHVWLRQV ZHUH JHQHUDOO\ FRQFHUQHG
WR WKH SUHVHQW :H DVNHG DnaliixWonbskke@alpairts ofiieddoV LRQ WR
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 sustainality 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
DGGUHVVHG WKH FRQQHFWLRQ EHWZHHQ DJH& Wnswiti DOXHV
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 fouAgpendix 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.



Driving novel innovations (niche)

Passive Active

Sustaining the status quo (regime)

Figure 2. Agent matrix

‘H DOVR H[DPLQHG DJHQWVY VWDQFHV WRZDUG WKH H[LVW]
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 examineJHQWVY SRVLWLRQ@V ZLWKI
WHFKQLFDO V\VWHP QLFKH RU UHJLPH LQIOXHQFHG WKHLU
QRYHO LQQRYDWLRQV" VHFWLRQ LQ )LJXUH GHVFULEHV DJt
ZKHUHDV WKH S6 X\ WWXWMDIRRQYVMHKWMLRY O OOXVWUDWHY WKHLU Z
UHJLPH 7KLV GLVWLQFWLRQ LV DJDLQ UDWKHU FUXGH EXW
about the existing system. We also acknowledge that the answers the actors proveled wer
REWDLQHG ZLWKLQ D FHUWDLQ VHWWLQJ DQG LQGLYLGXDC
positions and opinions, which may differ from the objective reality. We still argue, however, that
open interviews with subjective narratives can provide insighto 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 toveaed a m
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 analyzgatheusing 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 agélRrY PDWLRQ SURFHVVHYV DQG DJ
to remain resilientvhile engaging in sustainability transitions. Second, we identified integrative
themes that connected the filsvel narratives. The main objective of the third phase was to
answer our research questions and to identify the conditions and triggersféonthgon process
of agency and the rationales for remaining engaged within sustainability transitions. We also
explored whether agency was a nichieven phenomenon. The aim of the third analysis phase was
to structure the data into more theoretical gatees and to create aggregate dimensions [62, 63].

4. Who are the active agents of sustainability transitions?



7KH IROORZLQJ VHFWLRQ SUHVHQWY WKH DJHQWVY UHVSR(
and their positioning in the soetechnical syst&. We then found various explanatory factors in
the agencyf RUPDWLRQ SURFHVY DQG LQ WKH DFWRUVY DELOLWLH"
of sustainability transitions.

4.1. Where are the agents located in the system?

We created a collection fild W KH D J HieWret§tionsldtheir level of actions regarding
sustainability and from their enthusiasm either to sustain or replace the existing system. Figure 3
VKRZV WKH DIJHQWVY SRVLWLRQV 7KH EOXH FR®&&UinNtbHIHUV W
WKH 3QLFKH” JURXS ZKLOH DJHQWYV ZKR DUH LQ WKH 3BUHJLP!

Driving novel innovations (niche)
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Passive Active

Sustaining the status quo (regime)

Figure3 $IJHQWVY SRVLW L-tRoQriical 3yst€n WKH VRFLR

Whereas the purpose of this categorization was to find particularly active agents of
sustainabilitytransitions, the agents themselves also appeared to position themselves within the
SDFWLYH" FDWHJRU\ $QG HYHQ WKRXJK VRPH DJHQWV UHSU
the selected agents stated that they were willing to transform the ciyssrhsWhile 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 nogr@d serious challenges related to the existing system.

2YHUDOO WKH DJHQWV ZKR ZHUH FDWHJRUL]JHG ZLWKLQ W
be somewhat more active, and the dispersion between their positioning is smaller compared to the
agents wo represented the regime. Table 2 compares our tentative agent categorization to the
DIHQWVY RZQ DWWLWXGHY DERXW WKH H[LVWLQJ V\VWHP

Table2. $JHQWVY LQVWLWXWLRQDO DIILOLDWLRQ YV
Institutional affiliation: AJHQWYIV RZQ N
niche vs. regime niche vs. regime

Category




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 sdople 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 includesafled regime agents who are also
active agents of sustahility transitions, which leads us to the conclusion (regarding our first
research question) that sustainability agency may not always be adnidére phenomenon.
$OWKRXIK WKH DIHQWVY SRVLWLRQV ZHUH WK ibhing VXEMHF
LQ WKH 3SDFWLYH" FDWHJRU\ LPSOLHVY WKDW WKH DJHQWYV ZH
sustainability transitions compared to the mainstream, regardless of their positioning in the socio
WHFKQLFDO VA\VWHP %)\ 3P D L QctoW of th® $dcivesthiddl ldydteloh WHdRdAR W K H U
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. Innactice, 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 thrpbased data analysis, we indicated four aggeegancepts
that aimed to answer our research questions about agency formation and sustaining. Our aggregate
dimensions can explain either the agefaynation process or can explain why individuals are
capable of sustaining their agency even when theyueneo challenges or experience difficult
conditions. The four aggregate dimensions we identified indiigdeath individual vs. collective
mind-set: belief vs. critiqueandholism



We scrutinize all four of the aggregate dimensions later in oursisagtated to our research
guestions and to the eight lowlervel 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 anaysicluded (1) upbringing and education, (2) an awakening moment
WKDW DOWHUHG DQ DIJHQWTTV OLIH FRXUVH LQWULQVLF PR
a feeling of inadequacy, (5) a strong belief in a sustainable future, (6) criticisme clitrent
system, (7) a lack of a vahksetion gap, and (8) socghysical unity.

Of our four aggregate dimensions, the life path appears to be an essential factor in explaining
the agencyformation process. Two aggregate dimensions, individual vs.ctokeand holism,
are more descriptive of the rationales for sustaining the agency than of the actuaffagaeatgn
SURFHVV ,Q DGGLWLRQ WKH-NMHWHHB®IHHG YRH @ VLRQ RIVFALRI
agency formation and the maintenantagency. Figure 4 shows the data structure of our analysis
that led to the aggregate dimensions as well as describing the dganagion 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.

First-order concepts Second-order themes Aggregate dimension

* 1la. Childhood experiences

* 1a. Early connection to nature

* 1la. Experiences during school years
* 1la. Professional growth

a. Upbringing and education

1. Life path
* 1b. Seeing the deprivation of nature P
* 1b. Awakening fear for the future | b. Awakening moment that alters the life
* 1b. Remarkable life event that adjusts the course

actor’s world view

* 2a.Inherent motivation results in
deliberative actions a. Intrinsic motivation overcomes

* 2a. Belief in oneself helps one to stay collective expectations
resilient

2. Individual vs. collective

* 2b. Need to set personal boundaries
* 2b. Belief that one’s actions are not
enough

b. Feelings of inadequacy

* 3a. Belief that the future will be better
* 3a. Awill to create a better world for »  a. Strong belief in a sustainable future
future generations

3. Mind-set: belief vs. criticism

* 3b. Criticism of capitalism
* 3b. Criticism of consumption

b. Criticism of the existing system

* 4a. Sustainability actions are self-evident
and part of normal life a. No value-action gap
* 4a. Values reflect behavior

4. Holism

N N/ NS N/

* 4b. Healthy lifestyle
* 4b.Yoga b. Socio-physical unity
¢ 4b. Physical activity

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 formationl. Life path



Based on our data, the life path arises as an essential factor in explaining the formation process
RI DJHQF\ :H LQGLFDWHG WKH DJJUHJDWH OHYHO RI 30OLIH SI
first-order concepts that related to our seeorder themes of upbringing and education or
DZDNHQLQJ PRPHQWYV WKDW DOWHUHG WKH DIJHQWVY OLIH FR

4.3.1.1a. Upbringing and education

7KH DIJHQWVY QDUUDWLYHYV DERXW WK toitralyed 8 pthLf@aL QJ DQ
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 sumnmaérottages 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 stadehat their time in school influenced their present sustainability activities. Some
agents, for example, discussed how sustainairéigted 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 sust#ywablated degrees. Still, it
appeared that their time in school had influenced several af@magtion processes. In addition
to their studies, many of the interviewees also described how their professional growth had shaped
their views on sustainaliyi 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 challbeigedetvs
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 fostlerconcepts. (As noted earlier, these quotations have
been edited slightly for clarity in English.) Table 3 covers the concepts under the-sedend
WKHPH 3XSEULQJLQJ DQG HGXFDWLRQ

Table 3.Data supporting the aggregate dimensiolifefpath U H J D UuphriQoing and
HGXFDWLRQ’

Associated first
order concept
Connection to 3137KLV VRPHKRZ VWDUWHG LQ HDUO\ FKL(
nature in their forest a lot. Today | also understand the significarfceor@sts through my
early years work. | mean, the rainforests are irreplaceable, and the northern coni
forests act as carbon sinks. But | still think that forests are also extre
LPSRUWDQW SODFHV IRU FDOPLQJ GRZQ DQ
Experiences 3230\ LQWHUHVW LQ ELRG\QDPLF IDUPLQJ
during studies summer, when | learned how much the forestry sector uses pesticides.
was this one guy who used so much pesticide every day, all the time, that
insane. It also meahat we needed to clean our stuff every day, all the t
DQG WDNH VKRZHUV FRQVWDQWO\ ~
333, UHPHPEHU WKDW DW WKH +HOVLQNL 8QlI
at the time. It was not in the chemical departnieibtwas in the wood
processing depd WPHQW % XW \HV WKH\ KDG FRX
HQYLURQPHQWDO WHFKQRORJ\ B Qabh of fourse

Representative quotations




exaggeratingabt 1:RZ , ZDQW WR JR WKHUH DQG
are able to create something for the enf0KH SLSH DQG KHOS
Professional 3436 XVWDLQDELOLW\ LVVXHV DUH SDUW RI |
growth the Center for economic development, the focus was on top soil. But late
center] had a wider focus on envirogntal policy and waste management,
H[DPSOH 7RGD\ ,fP ZRUNLQJ ZLWK WKH VL
WKURXJK 1*2V ~
353, WKLQN D ORW DERXW KXPDQ ULJKWYV
mean, if you think about those-salled risk cournies in the Far East and |
(DVW $IULFD \RX QHHG WR FRQVLGHU WK
WKLQNLQJ DERXW WKHVH WKLQJV D ORW Wt}

4.3.2.1b. Awakening moment altering the life course

,Q DGGLWLRQ WR WKH 3XS E hhthQr $pQrieienG, thexyeht tedcRo@d O L |
awakening moments in their narratives that had influenced their life courses. The changes in their
life courses had resulted in the agefaymation process. Some of these meaningful moments
were positive byheir 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
HILVWLQJ WUDMHFWRU\ RI WKH DFWRUfV OLIH FRXUVH ORYV
moments or points that had led to a chain reaction where starsability 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 consequencedhdf actions while thinking of possibilities for making a difference.

6RPH RI WKH DFWRUVY DZDNHQLQJ PRPHQWY DSSHDUHG D
example, or as an awakening of being frightened about the future. These moments shaped the
agents] OLIH FRXUVHV LQ VXFK D zD\ WKDW WKH\ VWDUWHG WR
includes representative quotations of concepts under the s&®ah&@ HU WKHPH SDZDNHQLQ
DOWHULQJ WKH OLIH FRXUVH =~ 2YHUDWIO® NVKIHDUYUWRDWH V(
LQGLYLGXDO RU DJHQWY{V SHUVRQDO JURZWK LQ GLITHUHQMW

Table 4.Data supporting the aggregate dimenditepath UHIJDUGLQJ 3SDZDNHQLQJ F
DOWHULQJ WKH OLIH FRXUVH’

Associated first

order concept Representative quotatons

Seeing the 41 " %HIRUH WKH FRDO LQGXVWU\ KDG DOO W
deprivation of caused coniferous trees to drop their needles. At the time, in Kokemaki [e
nature in southwestern Finland], Kemira had a fertilimeanufaturing plant, and whel

we traveled through Kokemaki to Pori, we could actually see these black fc
$FWXDOO\ WKH\2 iheyundr® frayede Thb Réédles of the pine tr
ZHUH KDOI EDOG °
Awakening 4237KHVH WKLQJY VWDUWHG WR LQWHUHVW
concern about started to frighten me. At the time, the main thing was climate change.
the future UHPHPEHU KRZ XQSOHDVDQW LW ZDV ,WArZ




Inconvenient Truthcame out , FRXOGQIW HYHQ ZDWFK
>FOLPDWH FKDQJH@ IHOW OLNH VXFK D KXJI

Remarkable life
event that
adjusted the
DIHQWYV z
view

43", KDG SURPLVHG WR VWXG\ )LQQLVK FRI
course, first | neededtfigure out which firms were relevant for the stu
Among others, there was Poyry Oy, which had done some sort of
consulting over there; then there was a Valmet Oy factory in S&o Pau
somewhere nearby, and they sold tractors for removingaihéorest. Severa
SDSHU FRPSDQLHV ZHUH DOVR RSHUDWLQJ

international, business, was quite biased toward the forestry industry. Oka'
I did most of my interviews for the study in or near S&o Paolo, but simcefp
the travel plan was to go to the Amazon, | also went there. We travele
riverboat from the Atlantic coast (from Belém) a couple of days upstree
Manaus. From there | traveled to the middle of nowhere. | mean, Man:
already inthe middle oQRZKHUH EXW LWV VWLOO D

From there | traveled even farther; | flew in a small plane for a couple of |
to really the middle of nowhere, to a small town called Rio Branco, wher
one spoke anything but Portuguesetiimately | had a translator with me. | al
did interviews in Rio Branco, and | had already met with a few administr
representatives. | had formed kind of a general view about the phenon
Okay, so now we get into the core of this issue. At the tthe deforestation ¢
the Amazon was all over the news in Western countries, since, for examp
%RG\ 6KRS KDG D FDPSDLJQ FDOOHG p6WRS
environmentally conscious circles, people acknowledged that the An
rainforest was being destroyed for cultivation. At the time the understandin:
that the rainforests of the Amazon are equivalent to the lungs of the Ea
course, now we know that this is not the case. But at the time, the underst
was that the Amazowas the lungs, and people thought that the lungs o
Earth were now being chopped down. At the time, climate change was
topic, but the label of destroying an area of rainforest equaling the area of ¢
football fields a day for cultivation & bad. The method they used to rem
WKH UDLQIRUHVW ZDV FDOOHG pVODVK DQG
burned down in order to acquire farmland. Then | was there, and | saw hc
rainforest was being burned down and turned into farmiand,| saw how the
neighboring areas had already been changed into farmland. The people v
this came from southern Brazil, which was already overpopulated thento
mention how overpopulated the place is today. So they had left southern
with the hope of a better life and for subsidies from the Brazilian governr
Of course, the subsidies were really srddlmean, my travel expenses were |
compared to these subsidies. But anyway, they left for the Amazon becau:
got money fromthe gold QPHQW WR pUHPRYH WKH UDL
looking at this issue is to think that Brazil subsidized the deforestation of its
UDLQIRUHVW |, PHDQ WKDWTTV RQH YLHZSRI
VHOOHUTV SRLQW, fhererwiHie fieds.N herg @iN Be\a need {
WUDFWRUV VR WKHUHYV D PDUNHW § 7KLV

Then there was this viewpoint of the actual operator of the process [of ¢
down the trees]. [The job] was a possibility éobetter life, or at least for a mo
independent life, in any case. But all in all, it was a possibility to achie
normal life through farming. And Westerners moralized this whole thing in
heads. So when you think about this, everyone was bctting rationally
IURP WKHLU RZQ YLHZSRLQW 6R WKH %RG\

WKH IDPLO\ ZKRfV UXQ DzZD\ IURP WKH IDYH




government they all acted reasonably, according to their own viewpoints,
the end result was that the rainforest was being destroyed. So at the begil
GLGQTW UHDOL]JH ZKDW ZDV JRidudndrryy svidids 0
anywhereelse ,1G QHYHU KHDUG WKH SKUDVH pHJ[
| learned thaV WKLV WKLQJ ZDV DQ pPH[WHUQDO FI
| discovered these basic concepts from environmental economics. Probabl
VRPH DUWLFOH EXW KRZ , IRXQG WKDW , G
no Internet. But somewherdédund this information, and then | understood tt
within this operation, the external costs were invisible. For that reason,
things were being done at the system level, even though at the individ
stakeholder level, things made sense; theepivas the destruction of tt
environment, or contamination, if those were thought of as emissions. Thi
actually the starting point for me to get in touch with the terminology, and
, VWDUWHG WR WKLQN p1RQH RI WdOh& ané iddihE
WKLQJV WKLV zZzD\ :K\ DUH WKLQJV GRQH OL
WKLV SUREOHP HYHU VLQFH ~

44 :KHQ , OLYHG DEURDG , RIWHQ WRRN \RJ
VLQFH HVSHFLDOO\ DW WKW EHJIDQWRRVLDQQ ¢
LQ )LQODQG , WKRXJKW WKDW zZDV D ELW R
VLW HYHU\ 6XQGD\ DW RQH ZRPDQTV PHGLW
ZHLUG EXW WKHQ , QRWLFHG KERXHIR DD ¥R |
VXUH ZKDW ,1G DFWXDOO\ JRWWHQ IURP LV
UHPHPEHU WKDW DIWHU ,1G EHHQ JRLQJ WF
three years, | was spending the time thinking about the meaning ahlifwhat
our bigger purpose was in life. Then one Sunday | came home, and | sta
write in my journal. | did that quite a bit already, but then | also started to
these flip charts out, and | just completely filled my house with these flipscl
where | wrote down my mission in life. | was very confused, since some
OLNH 97KH PHDQLQJ RI OLIH LV WR VDYH WK
XVLQJ KXPDQ SRWHQWLDOY FDPH XS , ORRN
of frightening,since my current professional career has almost nothing to dc
WKLY 7KLV DOO VRXQGYV QLFH EXW LWY{V

SURIHVVLRQDO SDWK GLGQTW PDWFK ZLWK \
the meaning of life was nowritten down on these charts, and | thought that
would be a great dream to pursue for the rest of my life. After that mom
started to somehow more actively take notice of this field [i.e., sustainal
and to create links to the field. | dizdl to be partially aware of this thing, an
H[SHULHQFHG WKLY SHUVRQDO DZDNHQLQJ °

4.4. Sustaining the ageney. Individual vs. collective

We indicated earlier that the dichotomy between individual and collective expectations was a
strong incentive fothe 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 ereghn 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 profesenal career had been very scattered, and how her longest contract of employment
had lasted only two years.

7TKH VWURQJ LQWULQVLF PRWLYDWLRQ DQG EHOLHI WKDW C
to remain resilient, even if the existing system gRW HQDEOH WKH Dikl@WV | V X\
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 environmentso 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 positioa,stiaavould have been
happy without any material status. Table 5 portrays the-didgr concepts with selected
representative quotations in relation to the seeBddGHU WKHPH RI SLQWULQVLF PRV
FROOHFWLYH H[SHFWDWLRQV ~

Table 5. Data supporting the aggregate dimensimfividual vs. collectiveegarding
SLOQOWULQVLF PRWLYDWLRQ RYHUFRPHV FROOHFWL"®

Associated first

order concept Representative quotations

Intrinsic 5.1 7 K Hld$la market demand, which resulted, in a way, that we neec
motivation start our own firm, since no alreadgtablished company could have donezhi
results in because the alreadd VWDEOLVKHG RQHYV GLGQTW ZLC
deliberative example, of Poyry Oy, they couldWw HYHQ WKLQN WK
actions HQYLURQPHQWDO PDQDJHPHQW FRQVXOWLC

things. | mean, really, at the time, environmental management consulting
wingnut thing. So there was no other way to execute this missiorotkatablish
DILUP ZLWK D IHZ IULHQGYV ~
52°"7KH ODVW \HDU >DW )LQIRRG@ ZDV UHDO
P\ YDOXHV DQG , WKRXJKW ¢,V WKLV UHDO
Belief in oneself 5.3 7,1 , Z Hdtdd déifg this for some reason, | would tear every part of m
helps one to stay away along with it. For example, my friends are largely doing these same t
resilient WRR ~
543, IRXQG LW UHDOO\ QLFH W Rdevéhbpnibli tasks.LBg
since my backgraud is in business administration, where the values are
tech n cHFRQRPLF LQ QDWXUH PDQ\ RI P\ IULHQ
FUD]\ VWXII LV WKDW"Y VLQFH WKH\ GLGQTW
Fortunately nowadays, people appage this kind of work. Even the skepti
DSSUHFLDWH RXU ZRUN HYHQ LI WKH\ GRQT
UHFHLYH KDWH PDLO WKRXJK PRVW UHFHQ
ULJKW WKLQJ DQG W K H Qat,touat\opernvthis lddbr AbidReor
here? | have an organization where we all pull together, and that is unbelie
great. | simply believe that when we go forward in a positive andaaaited
ZD\ ZH ZLOO PDNH D FKDQJH °

4.4.2.2b. The feeling of inaquacy



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 contteatntheir 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 descxeéd 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 inadgiate. For example, one agent described how, if she allowed it to
occur, she felt a constant sense of waviariness. This sensation of inadequacy, however, also
led agents to stay engaged in sustainability transitions. Table 6 presents bl érstmcepts
with several quotations in relation to the secdRJ GHU 3IHHOLQJ RI LQDGHTXDF\"™ W

Table 6.Data supporting the aggregate dimensiatividual vs. collectiveegarding the
3|lHHOLQJ RI LQDGHTXDF\’

Associated first
order concept
Need to set 6.1 " 5HDOLVWLFDOO\ ZH QHHG WR VHW ERXQG
personal ourselves too much, or even to burn out. At the end of the day, | still believ
boundaries even one person can make a difference. |qpmcial attention to not doing ar
ZRUN GXULQJ WKH HYHQLQJY DQG RQ WKH ZtF
crucial to have something else, too. It brings me some peace that on Fri(
NQRZ ,fYH GRQH LPSRUWDQW WKL @ sometbing @lsé€
When | was in my twenties, | was really close to burning out, so it was nece
IRU PH WR OHDUQ P\ RZQ OLPLWYV ~
6.2 " 6RPHKRZ ,fYH UHFRJQL]JHG WKDW ZH RQO\
that we have to make conscious choices aboutareers and personal lives. \
QHHG WR VWULFWO\ SURWHFW RXU UHVRXUFlI
DEOH WR GLYLGH P\VHOI LQWR ILYH YHUVLRC(C
DQG , IHHO EDG VLQFH , FDQTW GR PRUH °
Belief that 6.33«EXW ZKHQ \RX NQRZ KRZ PXFK PRUH \RX
RQHYY DF LV DOzZD\V SUHVHQW , PHDQ RI FRXUVH , GR
are not enough 6.4 "6 RPHWLPHYV , ZRQGHU KRZ , FDQ PDNH D G|
200 people think these things, when somewhere else, 2 million people are
LQ WKH RSSRVLWH ZD\ °

Representativequotations

4.5. Agency formation and sustaining the ageA@yMind-set: belief vs. critique

Our third aggregate dimension is the dichotomy between strong beliefrand stitique
ZLWKLQ DJIJHWQHIWWNV] PHQIGOQGLFDWHG WKDW WKL WeS waK&dWRP\ L
explaining factor for the agendgrmation process as well as for sustaining the agency. This
dichotomy appeared where agents had a clear vision @oubre 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
sustainaility-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 congtankyabout various
sustainabilityrelated 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 fahese 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 artigrtivs
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 torigute éhat 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 selectedajations in relation to the secoRUGHU WKHPH RI 3VWUR
LQ D VXVWDLQDEOH IXWXUH" mir@<etibgliéi/vs Hritgdd UHIDWH WKHPH

Table 7.Data supporting the aggregate dimensiondset: belief vs. critiqueegarding
SVWURQJ BEHV/XIVWDOLRDEOH IXWXUH’

Associated first
order concept
Belief that the 7.1 "«, KDYH OHDUQHG ZKDW D KXJH DPRXC(C
future willturnout  FD Q D F K Lékirdrhely, imfiovtant for me to maintain hope. | gues
better FRXOGQMTW GR DQ\WKLQJ LI , GLGQTW EHO
these problems. But it will still demand a pretty big change in our colle
WKLQNLQJ ~

7.2°7KH LPSRUW D QifitlisRiéfiMtelyii¢BdsiQdd After the Par
DJUHHPHQW WKH IXWXUH ORRNV EULJKW
Will to create a 7.33$W WKH HQG RI WKH GD\ , FDQ VD\ WR
better world for 7.4, 1LQG H @urérelyimRdtant, since | tend to spend a lot of t

future generations ZLWK NLGV °

Representative quotations

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 mindset of criticism. Their criticism watypically 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 growthand 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 systkms is st
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 impoit as economic values. This criticism of the existing
system both formed the agency as well as sustaining it. Table 8 shows tbedBrstoncepts



among representative quotations related to the seebpbldGHU WKHPH RI SFULWLFLVP
V\V W Hdef thé @ggregate themernind-set: belief vs. critique

Table 8 Data supporting the aggregate dimensiondset: belief vs. critiqueegarding the
WKHPH 3 FULWLFLVP RI WKH H[LVWLQJ V\VWHP

Associated first

order concept

Criticismof 8.1 -XVW QRZ , WKRXJKW DERXW HQHUJ\ SROLF\

capitalism For example, we can talk about how wind energy and solar energy are unpro

and how taxpayers subsidy these things. | mean, we could dadofar this [type

of energy]. | mean, really, if we would honestly talk about how much countries

VSHQW LQ VXSSRUW RI RLO GULOOLQJ RYHU WI

82,1 \RX WKLQN DERXW WKH ELJ SLFWXUH DHW

gone too far with this capitalistic mode of excessive growth and the exce
industrial profit VHHNLQJ ZRUOG YLHZ ~

Criticismof 83 ":HYfUH OLYLQJ LQ D FXOWXUH RI GLVKRQH

consumption dishonesty of intelligece is still in charge, since earlier, the increasing mat

ZHDOWK DFWXDOO\ EURXJKW PRUH ZHOOQHVYV

84 2K ER\ , DOZD\V WKLQN WKDW DV D FRQVX

WKHQ , VHH WKHVH ¢f:LVK >:LVK FRP@ )L Q@I

PHPEHUV IRU H[DPSOH ZKR DUH H[FLWHG DEF

Representative quotations

4.6. Sustaining the ageneyt. Holism

$V RXU ILQDO DJJUHIJDWH GLPHQVLRQ ZH LGHQWLILHG 3
sustainability is included in the everyday livddghe agents; holism also describes how agents are
capable of sustaining their agency.

4.6.1.4a. No valuaction gap

Overall, the sustainability actions of everyday life, such as preferring a vegetarian diet or
choosing to ride a bicycle instead of dngj were selevident 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 selvident for her. Another repeating concept during the interviews was
KRZ DIJHQWVY YDOXHYVY UHIOHFWHG WKHLU DFWXDO EHKDYLRU
Several respondents indicated how they aimed to act on what they believed, and they provided
several examplesdm 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 housdbadjicycle
to work, recycled everything she could, and grew some of her own food herself. Table 9 presents
the firstorder concepts with representative quotations in relation to the siRethd& HU WKHPH R 3
valueDFWLRQ JDS ~

Table 9. Data supportig the aggregate dimensibplism UHJDUGLQJ Waktidn3 QR Y D O X
JDS” WKHPH



Associated first

Representative quotations
order concept

Sustainability 9.136R HYHU\WKLQJ KHUH >LQ WKH RIILFH¢(

actions are sel 92 " (YHU\ WLPH \RX EX\ VRPHWKLQJ \RX W

evident and part of  today | put cardboard boxes in the recycling bin. But, you know, thos

normal life WKH NLQGV RI WKLQJV \RXYYH DOzZD\V GR
as being environmentally friendly a¢t -

Values reflect 93°'$V DQ RUJDQL]DWLRQDO OHDGHU ,YfP C

behavior Rl FRXUVH ,fP SURXG RI DOO WKH UHVXOV

WLPH ,fYH EHHQ KHUH ,TYH DOZD\V Krgihs
WRIJHWKHU W GRHVQIYW PDWWHU ZKR GR
VRPHWKLQJ JRRG °

947, ILQG WKDW ,TP YHU\ OXFN\ DQG SUL’
accordance with my valuésl mean, environmental protection and taki
care of dlithat2 SHRSOH KHUH KDYH D JRRG SODI

4.6.2.4b. Socighysical unity

$IHQWVYT HYHU\G Drélated ¥aibbsL 2 Eevideht\\but they also described how
overall, taking care of their personal lives helped them to stay resilient andtioue 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 iruodata on sociphysical 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-@irder concepts under the secamder theme
SVRFEMRVLFDO XQLW\ ~

Table 10.Data supporting the aggregate dimsionholismL Q W KHSK\R/EIE®D O XQLW\”
theme

Associated first ] ]

Representative quotations

order concept

Healthy lifestyle 10.1°, DOPRVW QHYHU GULQN DOFRKRO
exercise a lot, and | prefer an active everyday |H ~

Yoga 102°0DQ\ SHRSOH ZKR DUH DVVRFLDWHG ZLV
VR GR ayoghmstructor for two yoga groups. | assume that the centra
R1 \RJD fwbleQde @pproach can be linked with the view of avoic
SHVWLFLGHYV LQ RUJDQLF IDUPLQJ °

Physical activity 10.3 "0\ HQYLURQPHQWDO FRQVFLRXYV Qity YoWarl
nature? or maybe from a love of natuteand from the fact that | feel so goc

ZKHQ ,fP LQ WKH IRUHVW DQG RI FRXUVH Z

, GR




4.7. Synthesis

Based on our analysis, we now aim to describe how the different aggregaseréate 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 aggte levels into two categories: agency formation
or sustaining of the agency.
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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
VXVWDLQDELOLW\ DFWLRQV WKH DJJUHJIJDWH GLPHQVLRQ RI
WKDW DJHQF\ IRUPDWLRQ RFFXUYV nbingNaKdHddudatisriJdr ¥hdokighD Q D JF
UHPDUNDEOH HYHQWY WKDW FKDQJH WKH DJHQWYV FRXUVH
described memories related to sustainability (which might appear as sensitivity toward nature, for
example) and stated that theirdrgst 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 evert for example from seeing a loék mechanism of deforestation in
practice.

We have also indicated two main rationales that helped agents to sustain their engagement in
VXVWDLQDELOLW\ WUDQVLWLRQV ZKLFK ZHUH WKH DJJUHJDV
SKROLVP ~ 7KH DJJUHJDWH G L Rddtyashén@d Row lage@d deeply Xrigayed V. FR
in actions based on their endogenous interests. Strong individual desires, which often originate
IURP DIHQWVY LQWHUHVWY RYHUFRPH FROOHFWLYH H[SHFW
that they believedasstrongly 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 entirelyesw, cance their earlier
professional paths had not met their sustainabiitgted values and interests. Still, even though
WKH DIJHQWVY VXVWDLQDELOLW\ DFWLRQV ZHUH YDULHG DQ
mattered, they also mentionednsations of inadequacy numerous times. Sometimes they even
guestioned 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



LQ VXVWDLQDELOLW\ WUDQVLWLRQV 7KLV GLFKRWRP\ DOVR 1
of inadequacy appeared to be the largest dichotomy related to their life course.

7KH DJJUHIJDWH GLPHQVLRQ RI 3KROLVP™ X9 ¥tbbghyvW KRZ L
connected with their values that their sustainability actions of everyday life, such as using public
transportation or decreasing their consumption, were eegigelent and natural part of life. In
addition, agents often preferred healthydiigdes, which helped them to relax and stay resilient.
7KH LQGLFDWLRQ IURP WKHVH WZR DJJUHJDWH GLPHQVLRQV
action kept them engaged in sustainability transitions rather than contributing to the formation
procesf agency.

7KH DJJUHIJDWH GLRPMBWIVR QEHROLHILYFE FULWLTXH ™ DOVR
interests, which not only resulted in deliberative actions but also sustained their agency. This
situation means that the dimension of meads fell into lbth categories: as an explaining factor
for agency formation and for sustaining the agency. The-geh@rovides rationales for the agents
in terms of deliberative action; agents often also described their rationales for engaging in (and
especially stayig 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 resilientamainstream, both in
terms of engaging in sustainability transitions as agency formation but also in sustaining their
agency capabilities.

7KH DJJUHIJDWH GLPHQVLRQ RI 3OLIHlegdbthaKinciDdeGal & HG WR
other aggregate dimsions, which may partly be explained by the fact that our interview questions
ZHUH LQWHQWLRQDOO\ IRFXVHG RQ H[DPLQLQJ DIJHQWVY OLIF
growth during life2 whether the growth is the result of upbringing and educairothrough
awakening momengstypically include a whole psychoognitive construct of an individual.
Hence, our other aggregate level® IHQW VYHRALWY GWKH GLFKRWRP\ EHWZHHC
worlds and pressures resulting from collective expectationS, @D JHQW VY KROWwW&&NLF OLI}
VHHQ WR EH GHULYHG IURP DJHQWVY OLIH FRXUVHYV

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 transitiongyh three research questions:
(1) How does agency form? (2) How do agents sustain their agency? and (3) Is sustainability
agency a nichdriven phenomenon? Because our interest is the role of individuals in the transition
process of creating a moressainable 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 portrayghts 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 agentsf 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 & Hayel of intrinsic motivation for their
sustainability actions, since their rationales for engaging in action were derived from pure interest



LQ VXVWDLQDELOLW\ UDWKHU WKDQ IURP SXUVXLQJ D UHZDL
motivations forHQJDJLQJ LQ DFWLRQ KDV HPSKDVL]J]HG KRZ LQGLYL!
them to pursue activities for the sake of getérest and for enjoying what those activities provide,

which also leads individuals to perform these activities at fairly leigtls [e.g., 64, 65, 66]. This
LQWULQVLF PRWLYDWLRQ PD\ DOVR H[SODLQ WKH DJHQWVT
life.

In addition to the distinction of formation of agency and sustaining that agency, our analysis
unveiled several dicho®LHYVY ZLWKLQ WKH DJHQWVY OLIH FRXUVHV %D\
seemed to have a life course tinted with extremities. To begin with, the aigpemation process
was also divided into two categories: those who had grown into sustainability aagyehtlyose
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 practicdseaéxisting 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 tentify 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 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., 67nGd&]dition, within the
transitionmanagement 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 eémge and life experiences is also beginning to emerge within the
WUDQVLWLRQ OLWHUDWXUH 7R RXU NQRZOHGJH KRZHYHU D
and the effect on the agenfyrmation 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 theirnatevorlds.

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@agesecond, holism also appeared as an incentive
for the agents to sustain their agency. Both rationales for sustaining their agency could be
DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK WKH DIJHQWVY SHUVRQDOLWLHV 2XU ILQG
personalityor cognitive entity, can explain why an agent might remain engaged in sustainability
WUDQVLWLRQV %DVHG RQ RXU DQDO\WLYV VXVWDLQDELOLW\
but also as a meaningful component of theirgetge. In additid) ZH IRXQG WKDW DJHQWV
yet hopeful minesets both formed agency but also sustained that agency. This finding highlights
QRW RQO\ WKH DJHQWVYT LQWHUQDO VWUXJJOHYVY EHWZHHQ HJ[

Overall, our findinggdraw 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) hakeadiighselt
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
nichedriven phenomenon. Based on our analysis, thetagéisustainability 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 toshape 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 orréffg€3entatives. 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 diffepeFHYV EHWZHHQ DJHQWVY YDU\LQJ URO
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 GHWDLOHG NQRZOHGJH DERXW VXVWDLQDELOLW\ DJHQF\
roles in life in relation to their sustainability actions should be studied further in the future.
Whereas our analysis revealed that agents of sustainability imasssippear 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 stuly 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 siedbnical system add 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 tody 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 stugywélenc
IROORZ %DNNHUYVY > @ SDWK DQG VWDWH WKDW UHJLPH UH!
sustainability transitions who hope to alter the status quo without the restrictions of the current
system. But in order to better understand agents whes@rewhere between activity and
SDVVLYLW\ WKH OLIH FRXUVHV RI VXFK 3LQ EHWZHHQ  DFWRI

$ VHFRQG OLPLWDWLRQ FRQFHUQV WKH VWXG\TV VHWWLQJ
European country. This limitation indicatesttbar 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 disorganizedthia@nBut the explicit narratives
DQG GHVFULSWLRQV ZH REWDLQHG UHODWHG WR WKH DJHQ'
extremely capable of describing their life paths and rationales for their actions. This finding may
also be a meaningful ddfence between the active agents of sustainability transitions and the
mainstream; the agents had considered their positioning in thetsobmical system and had
good reasons to engage in sustainability actions. One reason for this high levekobwstdtige
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 selknowledge might also be one cpanent 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
WKDW WKH SKHQRPHQRQ RI DJHQWVY VR HRe onkadwA,H@VLRQV



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 agentse Qiur 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 merroom 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 @ttpliconceptualize and
integrate actors and agency into the study of stmmbnical transitions [28]. The integrated
LQIOXHQFH RI DJHQF\ VKRXOG WKXV EH H[DPLQHG IXUWKHU
courses without any distinctions (such as etght roles in life), but in order to achieve a
FRPSUHKHQVLYH SRUWUD\DO RI DJHQF\ WKH SRVVLEOH GLIIL
HIDPSOH DJHQWVYT EXVLQHVV UROHV DQG KRPH UROHV VKEF
between regimeral 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 seveiraplications 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
LV VXVWDLQHG WKURXJK DIJHQWVY OLIH FRXUVHV 2XU REMHF
we explored how agency forms. Second, we explored how agetdasdgir agency. Third, we
examined if sustainability agency is a nidgireven 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 sustainktyitransitions. 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 agesistaining 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 @Xcit 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 sustgitrabsitions

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 timelineegarding this relation?
2 What situational factors influence this relation?
2 What rationales influence this relation?
+RZ KDYH WKH DIJHQWYYVY DFWLRQV UHODWHG WR VXVWDLQL
Why is the agent interested in sustainability?
What weretheDJ HQWIYV PRVW UHFHQW DFWLRQV UHODWHG WR V)

KDW KDV FKDOOHQJHG WKH DIJHQWYTYV SDWK LQ WHUPV RI V
How does the agent perceive the current system?

How does the agent perceive the future of sustainability?
What values does thgent have?

2+RZ DUH WKHVH YDOXHV PDQLIHVWHG LQ WKH DJHQW{Y{V
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