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1. Introduction 

To avert a global climactic catastrophe, environmental social movement organizations (SMOs) around 

the world insist that humanity must transition rapidly to clean energy, even as they acknowledge that 

such a transition will require huge changes in the global energy system. And yet, as these same organ-

izations will admit, marshalling the political will necessary to achieve these changes remains a central 

obstacle warning that, absent this political will, efforts to address the global climate crisis are doomed 

to fail. Confronted with this urgent challenge, environmental SMOs have adopted innovative ways of 

campaigning, with the ultimate aim of compelling action from key players in the energy system, includ-

ing states and multi-national energy firms. Two particularly interesting instances of such innovations 

can be observed in the Netherlands, where environmental SMOs have had success in using litigation 

and shareholder activism to advance their social movement objectives. Given the stakes of the envi-

ronmental crisis and the formidable obstacles SMOs face, understanding the sources and limits of 

Dutch environmental SMOs' success is of both theoretical and practical significance.  

Theoretical literature on social movements has sought to understand the conditions under which 

SMOs succeed and fail but encounters limits in providing a satisfactory analysis of SMOs efforts to 

influence the global energy system. This stems in part from the specific complexities of the global en-

ergy system and the energy transition. To develop a satisfactory account of the energy transition, we 

require a theory of change that is attentive both to its socio-technical and political aspects.  

Additionally, the unconventional nature of new campaigning strategies used by SMOs requires a 

theory of change that is capable of capturing how innovative campaigning strategies (‘social innova-

tions’) manage to perpetrate into the main stream socio-political regime. We therefore require a the-

ory of change that revolves around the social innovation itself rather than social movements. Taking 

up this challenge, this thesis uses an analysis of recent experiences in the Netherlands to contribute to 

our understanding of the nature of climate politics and the energy transition and advance theoretical 

treatments of one of the most important questions of our time. 

An important characteristic of the global economy in general and the energy sector in particular is 

the importance of non-state actors, in particular large multinational corporations. Large publicly 

traded multinational oil and gas firms have both enormous financial and economic investment capac-

ities as well as political influence. (Vormedal et al., 2020) SMO strategies aimed at mobilising these 

firms to effectively accelerate the energy transition is an under researched area of particular interest. 

The experiences in the Netherlands discussed in this thesis represent insightful instances of such.   
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2. The climate change emergency and the 
global energy system: Instances of social 

movement innovations in the Netherlands 

Climate change poses threats to the ecosystem and human wellbeing and for this reason has been 

characterized as a global emergency. That responses to this emergency have lacked urgency owes both 

to the vested interests and profits from the global energy market and the formidable technical and 

social challenges posed by the need to transition from carbon based to clean energies. This, in turn, 

poses challenges to environmental SMOs, which have historically struggled to raise the profile of cli-

mate change and energy policies from a ‘niche’ issue to an issue that fundamentally questions and 

challenges prevailing fossil-fuel dependent socio-political regimes. At this critical juncture in human 

history, understanding SMOs successes and failures in achieving this transformation have attained con-

siderable salience and, indeed, represents a problem of profound social significance.  

In this context, recent developments in the Netherlands are of special interest. In particular two 

types of innovative activist strategies targeting multinational oil and gas firm Shell plc – climate litiga-

tion and climate shareholder activism – have recently seen significant breakthroughs in the Nether-

lands. Considering the urgency of the energy transition and the significant impact of multinational oil 

and gas firms on this transition, this represents a compelling area of research. It is imperative to un-

derstand these developments in ways that acknowledge the specific features of the socio-technical 

and political aspects of the energy transition. The energy transition demands a theory of change that 

is capable of capturing its socio-political and sociomaterial complexity. We therefore need to extend 

social movement research with insights from the realm of transition studies, which is better suited to 

address complex non-linear processes of change.  

2.1. Climate emergency and non-response: The global challenge 

to SMOs 

To fully understand the tremendous implications of the global energy transition it is imperative to 

understand both the challenge that the sector is facing as well as the main characteristics of the fuels 

that power the global economy today. The energy transition not only challenging in terms of its size 

and societal, political and economic implications, it also requires a complete technical overhaul of the 

world’s energy system. This in turn complicates the challenge that SMOs addressing climate change 

are facing.  
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2.1.1. The imperative of emergency response 

Human induced greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are causing global warming. Amongst scientists 

and policymakers world wide a consensus has grown in recent years that this is a dangerous process 

that should be stopped. As per the ‘Paris Agreement’ on climate change countries across the globe 

have committed themselves to try to limit global warming to well below 2 degrees Celsius, preferably 

to 1.5 degrees Celsius. The energy sector, in particular via the combustion of fossil fuels, is responsible 

for the vast majority of human induced GHG emissions over the course of the last century. (IEA, 2021; 

SEI et al., 2020) Therefore, to align the carbon emissions of fossil fuels with the ‘Paris Agreement’ tar-

gets, fossil fuel production and consumption will need to decline, leaving fossil fuel reserves ‘in the 

ground’.  

Analysis of the International Energy Agency (IEA) shortly after COP26 negotiations shows that if all 

stated policies and announced pledges “are met in full and on time, they would be enough to hold the 

rise in global temperatures to 1.8 °C by the end of the century.” (Birol, 2021) Hence, more action is 

required to meet the preferred 1.5 degrees Celsius target and to take into account the potential failure 

of countries to deliver on their promises. The difference between fossil fuel production levels con-

sistent with the 1.5 degrees Celsius target and actual planned and projected production levels is called 

the ‘production gap’. Fossil fuel production and consumption will need to decrease by an estimated 

6% per year from 2020 to 2030, but is instead projected to increase by 2% annually. (SEI et al., 2020) 

More specifically, according to the Net Zero Emission by 2050 scenario of the IEA “demand to 2030 

falls by nearly 10% for natural gas, 20% for oil and 55% for coal”. (IEA, 2021) This has enormous effects 

on the global energy system and brings about a huge change for the entire energy sector. 

2.1.2. The global energy market, fossil fuels, and clean energy 

The energy market is a large-scale industrial system that fuels the world economy. Over the last 

century, it has evolved into a completely globalized system with many interdependencies. As described 

by Van de Graaf & Savacool (2020) the global energy system is best understood as a “socio-technical 

system – comprising not just energy sources and technologies, but also user practices, cultural mean-

ings, as well as infrastructure and supply networks.” The importance of non-technical factors to the 

energy market is also reflected by the pricing of oil and gas on commodity markets, which reflects 

geopolitical trends as well as user practices as seen during the global COVID-pandemic.1 Importantly, 

the global energy market is shaped by powerful political and economic interests that derive benefits 

from energy and rents the industry generates. Global energy firms and large oil-producing states have 

 
1 Global energy consumption reduced significantly as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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not only governed global energy markets, they have actively slowed efforts to transition away from 

fossil fuels as seen in efforts to discredit climate science and expand production worldwide. To grasp 

the technical and social challenges of transitioning to clean energy systems, it is important to under-

stand features of fossil fuels and clean energy in relation to the global energy market. In what follows, 

fossil fuels and clean energy sources are discussed in turn.  

The main categories of fossil fuels used today are oil, gas and coal. These fossil fuels have very 

different characteristics with respect to three important characteristics: globalization of the market, 

CO2-footprint, and application. First of all, the oil market is heavily globalized. It accounts for one third 

of global energy consumption and due to the large amounts of international trade in oil, international 

oil prices “tend to converge”. (van de Graaf & Savacool, 2020) Oil is particularly important for the 

transport sector, where it supplies circa 92% of energy demand. (van de Graaf & Savacool, 2020) When 

used for the production of electricity (which is relatively uncommon), the CO2-footprint of oil is typi-

cally less than that of coal, but higher than the footprint of natural gas. Within the oil sector large 

variations exist in terms of how the oil is extracted, transported and refined, which all affects both 

costs and CO2-emissions. Deepsea oil for example is relatively capital-intensive. And oil from tar sands 

has a relatively high carbon footprint. As per the IEA (2020a): “15% of global energy-related GHG emis-

sions come from the process of getting oil and gas out of the ground and to consumers.” Reduction of 

methane leakage (methane has a global warming potential 25 times as high as CO2 (Boucher et al., 

2009)) during oil and gas production is an example of a cost-effective and feasible way to reduce these 

emissions. However, the extent to which oil and gas companies take action to reduce these emissions 

varies significantly across the industry. This illustrates the importance of not just reducing the con-

sumption of oil and gas, but also making the production of these products less carbon intensive.  

The second main category of fossil fuels is natural gas. Its gaseous form makes it expensive to store 

and transport over long distances compared to oil. Consequently, natural gas is not as globalized as 

the oil market, but instead is typically traded on regional markets and transported via pipelines. Its 

carbon footprint when used for production of electricity is approximately half of that of coal. World-

wide the majority of natural gas is used by industry (e.g. process heating or feedstock), residential use 

(e.g. heating of homes) and electricity production. The relatively low carbon footprint combined with 

the fact that gas power plants can typically ramp up very fast compared to coal fired power plants 

(which is favourable in an electricity system with many weather dependent renewable energy sources), 

makes that gas is sometimes portrayed as ‘transition fuel’. (Gürsan & de Gooyert, 2021)  

Coal is the third main category of fossil fuels. Being the backbone of the industrialization of the 

world economy, it still plays a major role in the global energy system. It finds the majority of its appli-

cation in the production of steel, iron and other minerals as well as production of electricity. (IEA, 
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2020b) As opposed to oil and gas, international trade of coal is rather limited, with approximately 15% 

cross border trade. Countries that are large consumers of coal also tend to have their own coal reserves 

and thus use it domestically. Due to the abundance of coal across a wide range of geographical areas, 

it is not widely seen as a geopolitical ‘weapon’. (van de Graaf & Savacool, 2020)  

Renewable energy,2 such as solar, wind, hydro and bioenergy, has grown rapidly in recent years. 

Renewables currently make up almost a quarter of global electricity generation. (IEA, 2020b) However, 

the electricity sector represents only a fifth of the global energy consumption, meaning that the global 

energy system is currently for only ca. 5% powered by renewable energy. (bp, 2021) In other words, 

there is still a long way to go in reducing the carbon footprint of the energy industry. On this road from 

a fossil fuel based energy system towards a renewable energy system, a number of problems are ex-

pected to be encountered.  

Technically speaking, introducing sources of renewable energy requires an overhaul of the entire 

energy system and related industries due to specific technical characteristics of renewable sources of 

energy. Weather dependency of wind and solar power, for example, causes large intermittency of en-

ergy production. Adjusting to this requires considerable adjustments of energy infrastructure for which 

large amounts of capital investments are required. Also transport and storage of renewables requires 

different technologies, many of which are not yet fully developed. This in turn affects possibilities for 

energy trade flows across the globe.  

The introduction of renewables faces resistance due to vested interests. In particular, the oil and 

gas industry is known for putting its corporate political power to use to protect its interests. (Ford & 

Newell, 2021; Vormedal et al., 2020) Compliance with the ‘Paris Agreement’ targets would imply that 

significant parts of the world’s fossil fuel reserves would not be extracted, translating into a financial 

burden for companies that have already invested in exploration of these reserves. (McGlade & Ekins, 

2015) An estimated three-quarters of the stranded assets in ‘Paris’ compliant scenarios belong to gov-

ernments, “implying formidable political obstacles in nations with nationalized fossil fuel ownership.” 

(Hansen, 2022, p. 1) Besides the business of extraction of fossil fuels, also other parts of the economy 

related to fossil fuels are at risk of ending up with stranded assets (e.g. fossil fuel power plants or 

feedstock applications). Furthermore, the cost-level of renewable energy is typically higher than that 

of fossil fuels and profitability of renewable energy is significantly lower than that of fossil fuels. (Han-

sen, 2022) To date most renewable energy projects have been dependent on government support 

schemes, which makes the sector vulnerable for political changes.  

 
2 Nuclear energy, which is also an energy source with a low carbon footprint, is not discussed here in detail. 

Although in some regions nuclear energy provides the majority of electricity production, in 2019 nuclear energy 
represented approximately 4% of global primary energy demand. (bp, 2021) 
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Despite these challenges, environmental social movements have taken up the challenge to fight 

against vested interests, aiming to accelerate the energy transition. Understanding how successes are 

realised by these organisations will be of vital importance in shaping an adequate response against 

climate change.  

2.1.3. Changing climate policies and activism: Challenges to environmental 

SMOs 

Ever since the ‘Club of Rome’ presented its report ‘The Limits to Growth’ in the 1970s, initiatives 

have been undertaken to reduce the consumption of fossil fuels. (Meadows et al., 1972) However, 

with international agreements being put in place and major economies such as the EU enhancing their 

legislative efforts in the realm of climate change, recent years have seen a significant increase in cli-

mate change policies or initiatives. In the following the existing anti-fossil fuel policies or initiatives will 

be discussed in two categories: supply side policies and demand side policies.  

Traditionally, governments, often encouraged by environmental SMOs, have aimed to reduce car-

bon emissions by stimulating renewable energy production or incentivizing or enforcing energy effi-

ciency. By stimulating renewable energy production, for example via subsidies, renewable energy is 

given a competitive advantage, fostering demand for this product. Energy efficiency can for example 

be stimulated by increasing taxes on energy or is enforced via industry standards and permits. Since 

these policies do not directly affect the supply of fossil fuels they are classified as ‘demand side poli-

cies’.3  

On the other hand, supply side policies aim to impose burdens on the production of fossil fuels, 

such that they cannot be extracted, processed and/or transported to the consumer. A straightforward 

ban on the extraction of fossil fuels on a certain location is an example of a supply side policy. However, 

policies that reduce the profitability of the of fossil fuels can also be considered supply side policies, as 

they reduce the amount of fossil fuels that are economically viable to extract. Interestingly, a supply 

side policy restricting the extraction of fossil fuels can have the adverse effect of increasing supply on 

the medium term, as decreased demand leads to higher prices, which makes a wider range of fossil 

fuels economically viable to extract. The globalized nature and interconnectedness of the global energy 

system makes it difficult to predict the exact outcome of supply side policies.  

 
3 Through a broader perspective on energy consumption in general, a subsidy on the production of energy 

could be interpreted as an encouragement of energy consumption and production on the supply-side. 
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2.2. Social movement innovations in the Netherlands 

In recent years SMOs advocating for supply side policies have become more prominent in the public 

discourse and notably they have adopted a greater variety in campaigning strategies. (Green & Den-

niss, 2018; Verkuijl et al., 2018) Two particularly interesting types of innovative strategies, namely cli-

mate litigation and climate shareholder activism, have recently gained momentum with recent break-

throughs in the Netherlands. Targeting major actors in the energy industry and potentially being rep-

licable in other regions, these innovative strategies have the potential to significantly alter the direc-

tion of the global energy transition. 

2.2.1. Climate litigation 

Climate change litigation (or climate litigation) refers to lawsuits that are brought before judicial 

bodies and raise an “issue of law or fact regarding the science of climate change and/or climate change 

mitigation and adaptation policies or efforts as a main or significant issue.” (Setzer & Higham, 2021, p. 

9) In the context of this work, I focus on climate litigation initiated by social movement organisations. 

In these type of cases SMOs use the law to hold governments or large corporations responsible for the 

negative impact of their policies on climate change related issues. Many of these cases do not only aim 

to address a single case, but instead aim to achieve a wider societal goal by means of ‘strategic’ litiga-

tion. (Setzer & Higham, 2021, p. 12) These wider societal goals include the aim to “advance climate 

policies, drive behavioural shifts by key actors, and/or create awareness and encourage public debate.” 

(Setzer & Byrnes, 2020, p. 4) 

Using lawsuits strategically to pursue societal goals is not completely new. Often parallels are drawn 

between strategic climate litigation and the lawsuits against Big Tobacco in the 1990s as well as asbes-

tos litigation. (Ganguly et al., 2018) The application of it in the realm of climate change is a fairly recent 

development. Additionally, it is an inherently innovative way of using law, where plaintiffs are con-

stantly “adopting innovative strategies that capitalise on new developments in climate science.” (Gan-

guly et al., 2018, p. 867)  

The number of climate litigation cases started to rise in the mid-2000s, in what Ganguly et al. (2018, 

p. 846) refer to as the “first wave of private climate litigation”, spanning from 2005 to 2015. Cases in 

this first wave tried generally unsuccessful in “attempts to clear judicial thresholds with regard to 

standing, proof of harm and causation.” (Ganguly et al., 2018, p. 841) The so-called second wave of 

private climate litigation, however, is deemed more successful. Tapping into rapidly developing scien-

tific findings, discursive developments and the changing constitutional context, the second wave cases 

have in several instances managed the judicial body to rule in favour of their the plaintiffs. This includes 

both cases against governments, where governmental bodies are forced to introduce more stringent 
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environmental policies, and cases against private companies. In the Netherlands a recent significant 

breakthrough of cases against private companies is the case of Milieudefensie v. Shell, where the oil 

major was forced to set stringent companywide emission reduction targets. (Rechtbank Den Haag, 

2021) As argued by Setzer & Highham (2021) a third wave of climate litigation cases is now on its way, 

with a more diverse approach taken to influence corporate practices. This indicates that the realm of 

climate litigation is constantly developing and keeps innovating.  

2.2.2. Climate shareholder activism 

Another recent trend and social innovation through which social movements aim to pursue societal 

goals with regards to climate change is via shareholder activism.4 Shareholder activism comes in dif-

ferent forms and shapes and in a very broad definition includes “the efforts of any investor to leverage 

their rights and privileges as an owner to change a company’s practices or strategy.” (Castañón Moats 

et al., 2021, p. 2; Sjöström, 2008) Within the context of this work, however, I focus on the role of social 

movement organisations that strategically use shares and shareholder rights to put pressure on the 

board of directors of publicly traded companies to enhance their measures to mitigate climate impact.5 

This can be both directly or indirectly. Firstly, direct shareholder activism by SMOs occurs for example 

via filing shareholder resolutions that urge the board of a company to change its GHG emission policies 

and practices. Secondly, an indirect approach aiming to influence corporations’ policies and practices 

by means of shareholder actions occurs via SMOs urging institutional investors to divest from compa-

nies with a bad performance with regards to climate impact (e.g. fossil fuel divestment) or by trying to 

convince shareholders to vote in favour of resolutions aiming at more stringent environmental policies. 

(Healy & Barry, 2017a; Ritchie & Dowlatabadi, 2015a, 2015b)  

Shareholder activism has been used before by social movements organisations to reach societal 

goals. (Goranova & Verstegen Ryan, 2014; Rodrigue & Michelon, 2021) Examples hereof include the 

activists filing shareholder resolutions to curtail activities in South-Africa in protest against the apart-

heid regime (Broyles, 1998), and resolutions targeting tobacco companies about more transparency 

 
4 Another somewhat related trend is the fossil fuel divestment (FFD) movement. This movement calls upon 

investors to divest from fossil fuel companies. FFD has recently gained support of major institutional investors 
promising to divest from the fossil fuel industry. (Blondeel, 2019; Ritchie & Dowlatabadi, 2015a, 2015b)  

5 Note that this shareholder activism can sometimes go hand in hand with the aforementioned climate litiga-
tion. In Poland for example, the SMO ClientEarth filed a lawsuit against the energy company Enea, urging the 
company to cancel the construction of a coal-fired power station. (The Economist, 2022) According to ClientEarth 
Enea did not act in line with the best interest of the shareholders, since the decarbonisation of Europe’s electric-
ity grid would present an indefensible financial risk. Being in the possession of ten shares of the company, worth 
around €20 in total, ClientEarth used their rights as a shareholder to fight the company in court. In July 2019, the 
court of Poznan decided in favour of ClientEarth and the construction of the coal-fired planned was cancelled. 
(Climate Change Laws of the World, n.d.) 
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about the health risks of smoking. (Sjöström, 2008) Also, shareholder activism related to climate 

change is not new. As indicated by Monks et al. (2004), who studied 81 US shareholder resolutions 

related to CSR (corporate social responsibility) in the 2000-2003 period, the highest votes were cast 

for topics related to climate change and renewable energy. The fact that this way of addressing climate 

change is not new, does not mean that climate shareholder activism does not qualify as a social inno-

vation. On the contrary, it shows that climate shareholder activism has been developing in free social 

spaces (with limited success) before recently entering an period of more successful campaigns.  

As indicated by research by the US law firm Gibson Dunn (2021), support for shareholder proposals 

on climate change has been increasing significantly in recent years, going from zero proposals receiving 

majority support in 2019 to 11 proposals receiving majority support in 2021.6 Furthermore, average 

levels of support almost doubled to 49.9% in 2021 compared to 2019 for climate change related pro-

posals. (Gibson Dunn, 2021) This increase in shareholder support is mainly the result of institutional 

investors voting in favour of shareholder resolutions. A notable example of this represents the suc-

cessful campaign surrounding the 2021 Annual General Meeting of ExxonMobil shareholders. The in-

vestment firm Engine No. 1 “coupled ‘traditional’ criticisms of performance and strategy with ESG at-

tack vectors,” and managed to change the outcome of the election of the ExxonMobil board, electing 

board members with a larger focus on climate change and renewable energy topics. (Lazard, 2021) 

European companies typically perform better than their US counterparts in terms of reporting on 

sustainability. (Rodrigue & Michelon, 2021) Due to institutional , cultural and regulatory factors Euro-

pean companies are less likely find themselves being targeted by shareholder proposals on environ-

mental issues than US companies. (Cziraki et al., 2010; Horster & Papadopoulos, 2019) European share-

holders typically engage with companies by means of shareholder dissent over management pro-

posals. (Cziraki et al., 2010) Nonetheless, an increasing trend amongst European oil and gas companies 

in shareholder support for climate activism can be seen. The Dutch SMO Follow-This is one of the most 

prominent examples of this. Since 2016 Follow-This has been filing climate resolutions at Shell’s Annual 

General Meeting (AGM). Support for their resolutions has increased substantially from 2.7% in 2016 

to 30% in 2021. Their work has now extended to include other oil and gas firms as well, including 

Equinor (Norway), BP (UK) and Total (France). (Follow-This, n.d.) 

 
6 The data from Gibson Dunn (2021) is based on Russell 3,000 companies (3,000 largest publicly traded com-

panies in the US) and was derived from the Institutional Shareholder Services database.  
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2.3. The necessity for a theory of change 

Environmental SMOs in the Netherlands have recently set into motion two innovative processes of 

change that have the potential to radically change the global energy system. These changes are 1) the 

use of lawsuits and human rights to urge multinational corporations to address climate change (climate 

litigation), and 2) pressuring multinational corporations via shareholder resolutions to address climate 

change. Gaining a better understanding in how exactly these ‘social innovations’ have developed can 

help to improve our understanding of possible strategies to respond to the climate emergency.  

Owing to specific features of the energy transition, social movement literature provides necessary 

but insufficient means to analyse and understand the emergence and impact of social movements in 

the context of the energy transition. A systems perspective and appreciation of complexity thinking 

are crucial elements of an analysis capable of understanding the emergence and impact of these inno-

vative activist techniques. We therefore need a theory of change of how social innovations break-

through to the socio-political regime. Insights from international political economy (IPE) emphasise the 

necessity for such a transitional perspective on climate change.  

Climate change policies are sometimes framed as apolitical issues, which can be overcome techno-

cratically. The introduction of technocratic concepts such ‘emissions reduction’ or ‘decarbonisation’ 

aims to move climate change discourse out of the political sphere, turning it into a purely technocratic 

issue. (Paterson, 2021) This trend fits within what is referred to as ‘agnostic politics’ (Machin, 2013) 

and ‘post-politics’ (Rice, 2016; Swyngedouw, 2010) in academic literature. This however, tends to ne-

glect the “complex sociomaterialities of getting rid of fossil fuels.” (Paterson, 2021, p. 932) Paterson 

(2021) therefore argues for the repoliticization of climate change by means of a more transformational 

understanding of the topic: an understanding which recognises the huge transformational impact and 

political conflicts which inherently arise from climate change politics. Also other IPE scholars, such as 

Newell (2019, p. 26) argue for “energy to take up its rightful place” in the political economy discourse 

and to consider concerns about “who and how and for whom production is organized and re-orga-

nized” in the context of the energy transition.  

At the same time, however, we should be wary of oversimplification for the sake for enlightening 

political conflicts. The energy system is a highly complex socio-technical system and cannot be simpli-

fied into “a struggle between heroic social movements representing humanity and fossil fuel corpora-

tions and their allies in government.” (Paterson, 2021, p. 923) With this in mind, Paterson (2021, p. 

932) argues that “the form of agency that might open up political space for new forms of intervention 

aimed at more radical transformations may not be the same forms of agency as those needed to effect 

the ‘accomplishing’ of those transformations.” This idea, where actors on different levels in a socio-
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technical system take up different roles, requires a different perspective on social movements. Transi-

tion studies provides such a perspective.   
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3. Theorizing social movements & transitions  

Theoretical literature on social movements has sought to understand the conditions under which 

SMOs are able to elevate social problems to a point that compels fundamental societal change. In this 

context, the notion of "tipping points" or "breakpoints" refers to instances or moments when SMOs 

achieve success in garnering the political support and power to achieve fundamental social change. 

This, in turn, requires SMOs to identify ways of compelling prevailing political and economic interests 

to comply with social movement demands. This speaks to a fundamental dilemma of environmental 

politics that confronts all SMOs: i.e., to advocate changes in and reforms to regulatory regimes, or to 

pursue more "radical" or "revolutionary" strategies that take aim at the capitalist energy market itself.7 

Three distinct theoretical approaches towards social movement organisations are discussed: political 

opportunity, cultural framing, and resource mobilization. (Edwards et al., 2018). From here, we take a 

closer look at revolutionary and reformist SMOs with specific reference to the environmental move-

ment. Once this distinction is made, it is useful to appreciate efforts to theorize SMOs strategies and 

tactics and the determinants of their effectiveness, as has distilled in the emerging literature on social 

movements and environmental SMOs. As will be observed, social movement theory faces problems in 

addressing many aspects of the climate crisis owing on the highly socio-technical aspects of the world 

energy market. For this reason, and finally, environmental social movements and SMOs are discussed 

in the context of transition studies, an especially relevant emerging body of theoretical literature fo-

cused specifically on understanding socio-technical and socio-political transitions. Overall, a critical 

reading of the aforementioned literature informs the research questions that guide this study's empir-

ical analysis.  

3.1. Theoretical perspectives on social movements 

Social movement theory studies the emergence and behaviour of social mobilization. As described 

by Aberle (1991), a social movement is “an organized effort by human beings to affect change in the 

face of resistance by other human beings.” A particular form of a social movement is a social move-

ment organization (SMO). SMOs are formally organized forms of a social movements and thus only 

represent a certain subset of social movements. The environmental movements considered in this 

thesis can be considered social movement organisations. Academic literature aiming to explain the 

successes and failures of social movements can be categorized in three distinct theoretical 

 
7 The term radical appears in quotation markets here to draw attention to the fact that the "radical" designa-

tion is frequently part of efforts to delegitimize efforts to address the environmental crisis that are deemed 
threatening to prevailing interests.  
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perspectives: political opportunity, cultural framing, and resource mobilization. (Edwards et al., 2018) 

Each of these perspectives will be discussed in this section.  

3.1.1. Resource mobilization theory 

Resource mobilization theory aims to explain the emergence of social movements with a focus on 

the availability of resources. The theory supposes that a core group within social movement organiza-

tions works strategically towards raising resources in support of the SMO. The organization of SMOs, 

according to resource mobilization theory, is considered a crucial element for success of the SMO. The 

capacity of a SMO to acquire resources is considered the main reason behind success or failure of a 

SMO. (McCarthy, 1977) 

The following categories of resources are distinguished in resource mobilization theory (Edwards 

et al., 2018). A short explanation or illustration for each of these categories will be provided based on 

Edwards et al. (2018):  

• material resources;  

o e.g. “financial and physical capital, including monetary resources, property, office 

space, equipment, and supplies.” 

• human resources;  

o e.g. “labour, experience, skills, expertise and leadership.” 

• social-organizational resources;  

o e.g. “formal organizations, infrastructures, social ties and networks, affinity groups, 

and coalitions.” 

• cultural resources; and 

o e.g. “symbols, beliefs, values, identities, and behavioral norms of a group of people 

that orient and facilitate their actions in everyday life.” But it also includes “move-

ment- or issue-relevant productions, such as music, literature, blogs, web pages, or 

film/videos.” 

• moral resources.  

o e.g. “legitimacy, authenticity, solidary support, sympathetic support, and celeb-

rity.” 

The nature of the availability of resources available for more radical and for reformist SMOs gener-

ally differs. For example, Yziji and Doh (2013) describe the impact that ideological radicalism has on 

the nature of resource providers of SMOs. Based on a large set of empirical data from SMOs in the US, 

they describe a process where “ideological radicalism leads to more homogenous resource providers 

for SMOs,” with a particular focus on SMOs targeting individual corporations in their campaigns. As 
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described by Yziji and Doh (2013), the homogenization of the resource providers in turn affects the 

strategy of the respective SMOs.  

3.1.2. Political opportunity structures 

Another classical approach towards the study of social movements is provided by the concept of 

political opportunity structures. According to political opportunity theory, the success of social move-

ments is primarily determined by political structures. In particular, this theory argues that actions un-

dertaken by activists depend on the lack or existence of political opportunities. (Meyer, 2004) As per 

Tarrow (1998), political opportunities are “consistent – but not necessarily formal or permanent – di-

mensions of the political struggle that encourage people to engage in contentious politics.” With this 

approach, the environment in which the SMO operates is considered the independent variables, 

whereas the movement itself is considered the dependent variable. The environment or context in 

which the SMO operates entails the entirety of the political, institutional and economic context. (della 

Porta & Diani, 1999, p. 223)  

Within the realm of political opportunity structures, two broader traditions can be distinguished: 

the American and the more recent European tradition. (McAdam et al., 1996, p. 3) The early works of 

the American tradition sought to “explain the emergence of a particular social movement on the basis 

of changes in the institutional structure or informal power relations of a given national political sys-

tem.” (McAdam et al., 1996, p. 3) This approach has led to historical case studies, focussing on single 

protest cycles or movements. In more recent works, European scholars have sought a more compara-

tive approach towards political opportunity structures. Their aim was to account for “cross-national 

differences in the structure, extent, and success” of social movements in subject to environments with 

different political characteristics. (McAdam et al., 1996, p. 3) This has led to the emergence of different 

types of research, introducing a comparative dimension, based on cross-national research of compa-

rable movements in different states.  

In an attempt to synthesize the variety of interpretations of political opportunity, McAdam (1996, 

p. 27) defined a list of four dimensions of political opportunity, namely: 

1. The relative openness or closure of the institutionalized political system  

2. The stability or instability of that broad set of elite alignments that typically under- gird a polity  

3. The presence or absence of elite allies  

4. The state's capacity and propensity for repression 
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3.1.3. Cultural framing 

Another major field within social movement studies is cultural framing. This concept emphasizes 

the centrality of the cultural context of a social movement for it to be successful. Studying social move-

ments from the perspective of culture, has opened up the inclusion of the study of emotions, identities 

and decisions within this area of study. (Jasper & Poletta, 2018) As per Jasper (1997, p. 12) culture can 

be defined as “shared mental worlds and their embodiments”. It is the integral realm of social life, the 

economy and the state. Importantly, it includes the “symbolic or meaningful dimension of people, 

things, and actions.” Social movements always act within a certain cultural context. A commonly used 

way to conceptualize this context is as the “widely shared beliefs, assumptions, and practical 

knowledge that define a kind of cultural common sense.” (Jasper & Poletta, 2018, p. 64) However, the 

cultural context can also be thought of as cultural materials that are available to recruit support of a 

movement. Finally, the cultural context can be seen as the “shared beliefs and feelings” about targets, 

tactics and strategies. (Jasper & Poletta, 2018)  

The aim of cultural framing is to alter dominant cultural beliefs or to produce frames that mobilize 

people for the cause of a specific social movement. For example, this is done by speaking to people’s 

imagination (of the future), including people in a collective identity, or making them feel deprived or 

threatened. (Jasper & Poletta, 2018, p. 68) “Frames provide answers to such questions as: What is 

going on here? What is being said? What does this mean? And how should I (or we) act or respond?” 

(Snow et al., 2018, p. 393) Frames offer a way to interpret reality, offering three core functions. (Snow 

et al., 2018, p. 393) First of all, frames work by focussing attention to certain aspects. Similar to picture 

frames, frames leave certain aspects ‘in-frame’ and others ‘out-of-frame’. Secondly, frames can func-

tion as articulation mechanisms. This function refers to the concept of frames tying together elements 

of reality, such that one coherent meaning can be constructed out of it. Finally, frames can have a 

transformative function. This function helps to reconstruct how parts of the scene are considered to 

be related to each other or to the actor.  

An important concept regarding framing and social movements is the idea of frame-alignment. 

(Snow et al., 1986) The idea behind frame-alignment is that messages of social movements are con-

nected to pre-existing beliefs or the target group. These frames draw from so-called ‘master-frames’ 

that are already common frames within a certain cluster of social movements. (Jasper & Poletta, 2018) 

Snow et al. (1986) have identified four forms of frame-alignment: 

1. Frame bridging  

This refers to linking “two or more ideologically congruent but structurally unconnected 

frames regarding a particular issue or problem." (Snow et al., 1986, p. 467) For example, linking 
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a unorganised group of people with similar grievances to an organised group (i.e. people that 

are already ‘on your side’). 

2. Frame amplification  

This refers to "the clarification and invigoration of an interpretive frame that bears on a par-

ticular issue, problem, or set of events." (Snow et al., 1986, p. 469) This way of frame-alignment 

uses existing opinions and beliefs to persuade people.  

3. Frame extensions  

This refers to the concept of extending the boundaries of an existing frame, in order for the 

frame to draw in new groups of people. (Snow et al., 1986, p. 472) 

4. Frame transformation  

This refers to frames which aim to promote of a transformation of the target group towards a 

completely new ideology, which “may even appear antithetical to, conventional lifestyles or 

rituals and extant interpretive frames." (Snow et al., 1986, p. 473) 

Frames resonate differently amongst varying groups of people. As demonstrated by Ferree (2003), 

for example, messages that activists are appealed to, might not engage with the public that the activ-

ists aim to persuade. Also, the institutional role that people have, can affect their response to frames. 

The general public may be sensitive for very different frames than judges or bureaucrats. Polletta 

(2012), showed that for judges, bureaucrats and reporters, different frames are persuasive since the 

requirements of their job specify which kind of claims are acceptable. Other research (Bail et al., 2017) 

has shown that in many public debates a pattern of “increasing rational argumentation followed by 

more emotional discussion” evolves. (Jasper & Poletta, 2018, p. 69) Activists were most successful in 

steering the debate at the tipping point of one communication style to another. Blondeel et al. (2017) 

specifically studied how framing is used to change ‘social norms’ related to the fossil fuel industry and 

found that campaigns linking environmental goals with other goals (usually economic goals) were most 

successful: an instance of frame-alignment.  

3.2. Reform or revolution? Compatibility of environmentalism 

and capitalism 

Conventionally, energy policies are analysed from an utilitarian point of view: focussing on the ef-

fects on greenhouse gas emissions and financial performance. (Loureiro, 2020; Macpherson, 2019; 

Trinks et al., 2018) However, this perspective is not able explain the radical anti-fossil fuel (industry) 

sentiment seen amongst some SMOs. What is missing in is an appreciation of the importance of ideol-

ogy of SMOs. Understanding the ideology behind environmental SMOs is imperative to understand the 
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strategy of these organisations. What can seem to be counterproductive from a socio-technical point 

of view, fits well within the ideological framework of some environmental SMOs. Underneath the often 

highly technical discussions about the best course of action with regards to the energy transition, lies 

a wide range of ideologies. 

3.2.1. Capitalism and the environment 

The in 1899 published pamphlet by Rosa Luxemburg ‘Social Reform or Revolution?’ sparked a major 

debate on whether a socialist society can be established from within the capitalist system via organi-

sations such as trade unions and reformist political parties, or via a revolution and subsequent collapse 

of capitalism. Luxemburg pointed at the unsustainable nature of capitalism and argued that the social-

ist society inherently has to follow from a revolution in which capitalism is over-thrown. In contrast, 

Eduard Bernstein, to whom Luxemburg responds in her book, believes that the accumulation of small 

reformist steps can gradually transform society. This over a century old debate is still relevant today. 

Not only when it comes to a transition to a socialist society, but the debate also shows remarkable 

similarities with political economy discourse about the environment.  

In political economy discourse a vibrant debate has arisen surrounding the compatibility of capital-

ism and environmentalism and finding a way out of the climate crisis. The core of this debate becomes 

particularly clear in the context of the discourse surrounding the degrowth and green growth debate. 

Similar to Luxemburg’s position on the establishment of a socialist society, the degrowth movement 

argues that sound environmental policies cannot come from within the capitalist world economy as 

we know it, since it is built on the premise of eternal economic growth and absolute decoupling of 

economic growth and material throughput is impossible. The latter is attributed to the idea that “the 

more efficiently we use resources, the lower they cost, and the more of them we end up using.” (Kallis 

et al., 2018, p. 296)  

Economic growth is generally seen as a necessity in order to “avoid unemployment, reduce debt, 

and fund public services,” in our current economies. (Kallis et al., 2018, p. 298) Combining this with 

insights from degrowth literature, eco-socialists argue that a solution to the environmental crisis 

should be sought outside the realms of capitalism. The eco-socialist argument is well described by 

Smith (2010), who argues that “irresistible and relentless pressures for growth are functions of the 

day-to-day requirements of capitalist reproduction in a competitive market, incumbent upon all but a 

few businesses, and that such pressures would prevail in any conceivable capitalism.” Magdoff and 

Foster (2011) take a similar position in their book ‘What Every Environmentalist Needs to Know about 

Capitalism’. They argue that any hint to the idea that “capitalism offers the solution to the environ-

mental problem […] [is] rooted in an absolute denial of reality.” Instead, they find a solution to the 
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environmental crisis we find ourselves in in socialism. The authors suggest that a revolution is required 

in how we regard our relationship with each other and the planet, as well as our accumulation of 

wealth and our social structure.  

Some recent neo-classical economic research, however, points in a different direction, suggesting 

that “under certain conditions, economies may function well without growth.” (Kallis et al., 2018, p. 

298) Research by Irmen (2011) indicates that, based on a neoclassical supply-side perspective, market 

economies do not need growth to function. Lange (2018, p. 28) argues that “zero growth is not an end 

in itself, but a precondition for achieving social and environmental goals.” Testing several models, he 

shows that conditions for stable degrowth can be met with declining supply of production factors (i.e. 

labour, natural resources) as well as working hours reduction. Others that drew similar conclusions 

based on neoclassical economic models are Heikkinen (2015) and Bilancini & D’Alessandro (2012). Via 

this debate, we find ourselves back with the main subject of Rosa Luxemburg’s pamphlet: do we need 

reform, or revolution?  

3.2.2. The challenge of effective ‘radical’ action 

Undoubtedly, the energy transition requires a vast adjustment of the global economy. As a conse-

quence of ideological differences as well as different strategies environmental SMOs pursue to realise 

change in different ways. Whereas reformist social movements aim for partial system change, ‘radical’ 

or revolutionary movements aim for a radical restructuring of the entire societal system rather than 

incorporation of specific ideas into that system. Distinguishing between revolutionary and reformist 

SMOs is important because it affects the organisational strategy as well as organisational goals and 

measures for success. In the appendix three approaches to the categorisation of social movements are 

discussed in-depth and an overview of academic literature addressing differences between these types 

of SMOs is given.  

3.3. Transition studies and social movements 

According to Törnberg (2018), conventional social movement theory is not suited to address social 

revolutions, or other radical non-linear processes of change. Therefore, SMO scholars such as Tarrow 

et al. (2001) and Foran (2005) have argued for the development of new approaches, that are better 

suited to investigate “mechanisms and processes in a way that also encompasses a non-linear relation-

ship between cause-and-effect.” (Törnberg, 2018) In an attempt to contribute to the development of 

these kinds of methods, Törnberg (2018) has aimed to combine social movement literature with in-

sights from transition studies.  
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The realm of transition studies, which is a relatively new area of study, is particularly interesting in 

the context of SMOs addressing climate change and the energy transition, since transition studies fo-

cusses specifically on understanding socio-technical transitions. (de Haan & Rotmans, 2011) A transi-

tion, as defined by de Haan & Rotmans (2011, p. 92), is “a fundamental change in the structures, cul-

tures and practices of a societal system, profoundly altering the way it functions.” The energy transi-

tion is one of the most prominent modern day examples of such a transition. Important roots for tran-

sition studies are the realms of innovation studies and socio-technical change literature. Additionally, 

complexity theory, which emphasises the necessity for a systemic perspective, is a source of inspiration 

for this field. (Törnberg, 2018) Transition studies is often associated with technical transitions in the 

context of a market economy. The shift from horse-drawn carriages to automobiles (Geels, 2005b) and 

the transition from sailboats to steamships (Geels, 2002) are illustrative examples of such transitions. 

However, social innovation and grassroots movements are a matter of growing importance within 

transition studies. Niche-development theory plays an important role in explaining the dynamics be-

tween networks of actors and organisations involved in the generation of bottom-up solutions for civil 

society. (Kemp et al., 1998)  

3.3.1. Multilevel perspective framework 

Traditional transition studies consists of a number of theoretical perspectives that can be used to 

analyse transition processes. The most profound theoretical perspectives within transition studies are 

the multi-level perspective (Geels, 2002), strategic niche management (Kemp et al., 1998, 2001), and 

transition management (Loorbach, 2010). All of these perspectives derive from an “understanding of 

socio-technical phenomena as complex, entangled systems, consisting of various analytically sepa-

rated – but interdependent – levels and subsystems.” (Törnberg, 2018, p. 386) The multi-level perspec-

tive, which is generally considered the most established transition studies framework, analyses transi-

tions through the interplay between micro-, meso- and macro-levels. (Geels, 2005a; Törnberg, 2018) 

On the micro-level innovations occur in ‘niches’ or ‘free-spaces’. The meso-level refers to the socio-

technical regime, consisting of the prevailing values, norms, standards, infrastructure, and technology. 

Finally, the macro-level describes the landscape of the wider environment, including both the material 

environment as well as social and cultural beliefs and values.  

Törnberg (2018) adjusted the multilevel perspective to allow for the analysis of social movements 

via the multilevel perspective. It is via the interaction of these different levels that the role of social 

movements in societal transitions should be understood. Törnberg’s adjusted multilevel perspective is 

visualised in Figure 1, which is inspired by Geels’s (2005b) model of innovation in socio-technical 
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systems. Geels’s model was originally developed to understand the penetration of socio-technical in-

novations into society. Central to Törnberg’s model is the idea that societal change can be conceptu-

alised as a form of ‘social innovation’. Similar to the traditional MLP framework, Törnberg’s model for 

social innovations distinguishes three different levels: the free social spaces, the socio-political regime, 

and the landscape development. The socio-political regime is the “established political system that 

consists of the prevailing social practices, rules, norms, values, social relations, and political institu-

tions.” (Törnberg, 2018, p. 391) It is a challenging task to define and apply the concept of the socio-

political regime, because in reality the regime consists of multiple interacting layers, without clear-cut 

distinctions between them. Nonetheless, the concept is helpful in applying a focus on the subject that 

is changed by the transition and by pinpointing factors and mechanisms that have impacted the tran-

sition. (Törnberg, 2018)  

In Törnberg’s MLP framework social innovations develop in ‘niches’ or ‘free social spaces’. If suc-

cessful, these small scale social innovations then find their way into large-scale societal change via 

Figure 1: Illustration of the multilevel perspective theoretical framework developed by 
Törnberg (2008). The figure is a copy from Törnberg's (2008) figure, which was inspired by 
Geels's (2005a) model of innovation in socio-technical systems. 
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what can be considered a ‘transition’. (Törnberg, 2018) Similar to the original MLP framework for socio-

technical innovations, the free social space provides shielding, nurturing and empowerment functions, 

allowing social innovations to develop. (A. Smith, 2006; A. Smith & Raven, 2012) Social movements 

provide a shielding function by providing a shelter against hegemonic ideas and ideologies from the 

regime level of society. The nurturing function means that “free spaces generate social relations and 

connections that people can draw upon to promote collective action.” (Törnberg, 2018, p. 392) This 

includes activities such as knowledge sharing, strategy development and training activities. The es-

sence of the empowerment function is to move an innovation to the mainstream society. This can 

either by transforming the innovation such that it can be implemented into the mainstream system, 

or by adopting society’s mainstream to the social innovation. (A. Smith & Raven, 2012) Note that the 

term ‘empowerment’ is also used in order to refer to a transition pattern discussed further down in 

this chapter. Törnberg (2018, p. 393) concludes that “free social spaces can be described as clandestine 

incubators of revolt where radical social innovations in the form of, for example, new ideas, social 

practices, resistance repertoires, and conflicting values can grow under the surface, connect to each 

other, generate support networks, and gain momentum.” 

Finally, the landscape level entails the broader environment of factors that affect the socio-political 

development. As explained by Törnberg (2018, p. 393) this “includes various material/technical, insti-

tutional, and social-cultural factors that form a wider and relatively stable structural context for both 

the regime and free social spaces.” The landscape level could include a wide range of phenomena, 

including both ‘objective contextual developments’ and more ‘discursively constructed factors’. (Törn-

berg, 2018) Examples of this could entail contextual factors like climate change or cultural beliefs.  

3.3.2. Transition pathways 

The transition of social innovations from the free social space to the regime level can occur in a 

number of ways. Geels & Schot (2007) identified four so-called ‘transition pathways’ for the multilevel 

perspective framework, each identifying a different trajectory of the niche/free social space level to 

the regime level. These pathways differ from each other with regards to the timing and nature of the 

multi-level interactions. Although the transition pathways were originally developed to study technical 

innovations, they can also be useful categorisations of transition pathways of social innovations.  

First of all, the transformation pathway describes a transition in which the niche-developments are 

not yet well developed. At the same time, landscape developments exert pressure on the regime level 

to change. Hence, the incumbent actors on the regime level will adjust the regime rules, leading to 

gradual changes. Innovations on the niche level do not ‘break through’ to the regime level, but 
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experiences from innovations can nonetheless be used in the regime. (Geels, 2011; A. Smith, 2007) 

Hence, the innovations have a symbiotic relationship with the regime level.  

Secondly, reconfiguration refers to a transition pathway in which well-developed niche innovations 

are adopted by incumbent actors, encouraged by pressure from the landscape level on the regime 

level. The innovations are symbiotic to the regime level: “incumbent actors can adopt them as ‘add-

ons’ to solve local problems.” (Geels, 2011, p. 32)  

Thirdly, (technological) substitution is a transition pathway which describes niche innovations of a 

competitive nature, i.e. it is incompatible with the incumbent regime. Typically, the well-developed 

innovations get the opportunity to break through to the regime level by using a “window of oppor-

tunity” caused by tensions in the regime level itself, or by tapping into high internal momentum of the 

innovation itself (e.g. political support, cultural enthusiasm). (Geels, 2011, p. 32)  

Finally, the de-alignment and re-alignment transition pathway describes a process where the re-

gime is first “disintegrated” as a consequence of “major landscape pressures”. (Geels, 2011, p. 32) This 

causes a loss of faith and legitimacy in the incumbents. (Geels & Schot, 2007) This process of de-align-

ment opens up space for multiple niche-innovations to emerge. The new entrants first co-exist and 

compete with each other for an extended period of time. Eventually, one of the new entrants (i.e. 

innovations) becomes dominant which leads to restabilisation of the regime level (re-alignment).  

De Haan & Rotmans (2011) adjusted the categorisation of these transition pathways and turned 

them into eleven ideal types of transition paths categorised in four groups, as depicted in Table 1. For 

the sake of conciseness I refer to De Haan & Rotmans (2011) for a detailed description of all ideal type 

transition pathways identified by them. I will, however, explain the reconfiguration and transformation 

pathways as per De Haan & Rotmans’ definition.  

Firstly, the reconfiguration path of De Haan & Rotmans (2011) is very similar to Geels & Schot’s 

(2007) socio-technical reconfiguration path and the re-alignment/de-alignment path. It describes path 

where “one or several niches are empowered and become a niche-regime which in turn takes on the 

role of the dominant constellation thus becoming the new societal regime.” (de Haan & Rotmans, 

2011, p. 99) In other words, the scaling up of the niches is supported by the regime, rather than op-

posed.  

The transformation path is also highly similar to the definition by Geels & Schot (2007) and de-

scribes a path where “the regime essentially transforms on its own, successfully adapting to the point 

that societal needs are again met adequately and no tensions or stress plague it.”(de Haan & Rotmans, 

2011, p. 100) 
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Table 1: Transition paths as defined by De Haan & Rotmans (2011). 

Category  Dominant pattern Pathways 

Top-down  Reconstellation  

• Radical reform 

• Revolution 

• Collapse  

Bottom-up Empowerment  
• Reconfiguration  

• Substitution 

• Backlash  

Squeezed  
Reconstellation and  

empowerment  

• Teleological 

• Emergent 

• Lock-in 

Transformation  Adaptation  
• Transformation 

• System breakdown 

3.3.3. Regime destabilisation mechanisms (conditions) 

In order for a transition to successfully take place a combination of two factors is a fundamental 

condition. First of all, radical social innovations shall be “fostered in free social spaces.” (Törnberg, 

2018, p. 399) Secondly, ‘cracks’ or opportunity windows should present themselves, acting as openings 

“an opening in the selection environment within the socio-political regime.” (Törnberg, 2018, p. 399) 

This process of opening up windows of opportunity is referred to as regime destabilisation. De Haan & 

Rotmans (2011) described three ‘regime destabilisation mechanisms’ (also referred to as ‘conditions 

for transitional change’), namely: tensions, stress, and pressure.  

The first regime destabilisation mechanism, tensions, refers to a process in which external circum-

stances and events initiate a disbalance between the in- and outflux of structural or cultural resources. 

(de Haan & Rotmans, 2011) This disbalance then introduces the necessity for the regime to re-organise. 

Structural tensions can be thought of as physical, legal or formal aspects that are in disbalance (e.g. 

pollution or resource depletion). Cultural tensions would apply to disbalances with regards to “cogni-

tive, discursive, normative or ideological aspects” of the socio-political regime with the environment 

(e.g. hostile political climate, public opinion).  

Secondly, stress in a regime is the result of internal inconsistency or inadequacy to meet societal 

demands. It can be thought of as a mismatch between structures and cultures of a regime.8 (de Haan 

& Rotmans, 2011) An example of this would be the healthcare system in some European countries, 

 
8 Structures, cultures and practices are defined by De Haan & Rotmans (2011, p. 92) as follows:  
Structures: “[t]he formal, physical, legal and economic aspects of functioning restricting and enabling prac-

tices.” 
Cultures: “[t]he cognitive, discursive, normative and ideological aspects of functioning involved in the sense-

making […] of practices.” 
Practices: “[t]he routines, habits, formalisms, procedures and protocols by which actors, which can be indi-

viduals, organisations, companies, etc., maintain the functioning of the societal system.” 
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where “the regime adheres a policy philosophy of free market thinking whereas the structures are 

based on organised solidarity.” (de Haan & Rotmans, 2011, p. 94) Finally, the term pressure refers to a 

regime destabilisation mechanism which is characterised by competition between the regime and al-

ternatives to its functioning. (de Haan & Rotmans, 2011) The alternatives compete with (parts of) the 

regime or even make (parts of) the regime obsolete. In socio-technical terms, one could think of e-mail 

replacing the fax as an example of the pressure mechanism.  

3.3.4. Mechanisms of rising to power (patterns) 

As per Törnberg (2018, p. 399), the presence of regime destabilisation mechanisms (conditions) 

“are necessary but not sufficient for transitional change.” Internal tendencies steer towards stabilisa-

tion of the regime by integrating social innovations into the incumbent regime. Studies by Geels & 

Schot (2007) and Pel & Bauler (2014) indicate that the default trajectory for social innovations is to 

turn into incremental change, contributing to system reproduction. Some cases, however, manage to 

‘rise to power’ successfully. De Haan & Rotmans (2011, p. 95) have developed three ‘patterns’ which 

can be seen as building blocks with which “any transition story can be told.” These three patterns are: 

empowerment, reconstellation and adaptation.  

Reconstellation refers to a top-down change in which another societal constellation (a new one or 

an existing one) gains power through influence from outside the initial societal system. A regime 

change due to a foreign invasion in a country would be an example of reconstellation. (Törnberg, 2018) 

In contrast with reconstellation, the empowerment pattern is a bottom-up change from within the 

societal system. Or, as described by De Haan & Rotmans (2011, p. 95): “Empowerment is what happens 

when small scale initiatives become viable alternatives to mainstream ways of doing.” Finally, adapta-

tion is a constellation change induced internally. In this pattern the existing regime adapts itself in 

order to “mitigate the conditions for transitional change and meet the societal needs better again.” 

(de Haan & Rotmans, 2011, p. 96)   
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4. Research questions, methods, and analytical 
framework 

This chapter establishes the research question and the variables of interest that inform the theory 

of change to be explored. In what follows, the variables of interest are established, including the de-

pendent variable, independent variables and intervening variables. With this in place I discuss case 

selection and establish the context of the study. This sets the scene for the subsequent section, which 

discusses the analytical approach and research methods.  

4.1. Research question and selection of variables 

On the basis of the foregoing literature review, this thesis seeks to explain how and under what 

conditions social innovations, in this case climate litigation and shareholder activism, understood as 

independent variables, generate the transformation of climate issues from niche level to the level of 

the socio-political regime. In this study, then, the development of climate issues to the level of the 

socio-political regime is the dependent variable of interest, i.e. the phenomenon to be explained. The 

causal mechanisms of interest in this study are those hypothesised to determine the success or failure 

of efforts to achieve such a break through. The transition studies literature identifies a number of 

causal mechanisms. Following Gerring (2006), King (1994) and Weller & Barnes (2014), I consider these 

causal mechanisms as intervening variables. The following causal mechanisms/intervening variables 

were identified: (de Haan & Rotmans, 2011; Törnberg, 2018)  

o Regime destabilization mechanisms (conditions) 

o Mechanisms of rising to power (patterns) 

o Transition pathways  

4.2. Case selection 

The aim of this work is to unpack the causal mechanisms behind the breakthrough of social inno-

vations into the socio-political regime. As described in 4.3.2, the process-tracing method will be used 

to investigate these causal mechanisms. Because this is a within-case method, the analysis of this work 

will focus on a limited number of cases. Namely, one case of climate litigation and one case of climate 

shareholder activism. With regards to the climate litigation case, the lawsuit of the Dutch SMO Mi-

lieudefensie against the multinational oil corporation Shell plc (formerly known as Royal Dutch Shell 

plc) will be used. For the climate shareholder activism case, the campaign(s) of Follow This targeting 

Shell is selected. Both cases have been one of the first of their kind world-wide to be successful, but 
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they also use a very different approach.9 Milieudefensie tries to force Shell in a certain direction by 

law, whereas – as mentioned before – Follow This aims to change Shell ‘from the inside’.  

Both organisations (Milieudefensie and Follow-This) operate in the same regional context (i.e. the 

Netherlands) and target the same actor (Shell). This allows for a better comparison of both SMOs, 

despite their differences in terms of history of the organisation, size and ideology. The data used for 

the analysis of these two cases is sourced from publicly available data such as position papers, vision 

documents, annual reports and interviews with the press. 

4.3. Research method and analytical framework 

This study extends the multilevel perspective framework explored above to an analysis of Dutch 

environmental SMOs use of lawsuits and shareholder activism in their efforts to achieve organizational 

objectives. Following Törnberg (2018), the MLP framework is put to use to study social innovations, as 

opposed to socio-technical innovations for which the framework was originally developed by Geels 

(2002). In what follows I describe the suitability and added value of the analytical framework employed 

to examine the interrelation between the variables of interest. I then describe the research method 

used for the analysis.  

4.3.1. Multilevel perspective framework 

The MLP framework offers a useful research method for analysing social innovations. As argued by 

Törnberg (2018), technical and social innovations have three important similarities, based on which an 

extension of the MLP framework from technical to social innovations can be motivated. First of all, an 

important assumption is that both socio-technical systems and social movements are both complex 

systems. Transition studies is particularly well suited to address non-linear dynamics between actors, 

in contrast with social movement theory.10  Secondly, the core element of the study of the innovation 

dynamics of technology is the innovation dynamics itself, not the technology. Instead of the “materi-

ality of the innovation”, innovation dynamics concentrates on the relationship between incumbents 

and challengers as well as “effects of exogenous shocks”. (Törnberg, 2018, p. 388) These dynamics are 

similar for both technical and social innovations. Finally, both types of innovations find their origins in 

“protected social spaces” (niches), where ideas can develop before they are ready to face the “rigid 

incumbent structures of mainstream society”. (Törnberg, 2018, p. 388)  

 
9 Although none of the resolutions filed at Shell’s Annual General Meeting (AGM) has received a majority 

vote, support for Follow-This resolutions has increased from 2.7% in 2016 to 30% in 2021. (Follow-This, n.d.) Over 
the same period of time the company has set more stringent environmental goals for itself.  

10 In this work the conventional definition of complex systems as non-linear systems is used. These systems 
are characterized by emergence and far from equilibrium. (Byrne & Gallaghan, 2014) 
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Hölsgens et al. (2018) identified two important characteristics of social innovations if they are to be 

analysed with the MLP framework. First of all, the social innovation should lead to system change. 

Geels (2005c, p. 682) defined system innovation as a “shift from one socio-technical system to an-

other”. The same can be said about social innovations: they should be transformative, leading to 

change at a “level higher than that of businesses or firms and populations (i.e. industries).” (Hölsgens 

et al., 2018, p. 11) Secondly, social innovations must be such that their relationship with the existing 

regime is of a competing or symbiotic nature. Social innovations originating from niches that aim to 

replace the existing regime, for example, have a competitive relationship with the regime. On the other 

hand, when the social innovation can be used to enhance the existing regime, one can speak of a sym-

biotic relationship. (Hölsgens et al., 2018) Both case studies discussed in this thesis comply with the 

characteristics identified by Hölsgens et al. (2018).  

4.3.2. Process-tracing method 

Throughout this work the process-tracing research method is used. This method can be used to 

trace causal mechanisms based on within-case empirical analysis. (Beach, 2017) As described by Törn-

berg (2018, p. 388) “statistical approaches have serious troubles in dealing with causal complexity and 

emergence.” Therefore, process-based explanations and theorising are generally used when working 

with transition frameworks. Process-tracing is typically used with the aim to enhance the understand-

ing of causal dynamics that caused a particular outcome. That is also the aim of this study: to assess 

the relation between social innovations and changes in the socio-political regime.  

Two variants of process-tracing can be distinguished in academic literature: minimalist and systems 

understandings of the mechanisms that connect a cause to an outcome. (Beach, 2017) Firstly, in the 

minimalist understanding of process-tracing the causality between cause and outcome is not assessed 

in detail. The causality is based on “diagnostic evidence,” but the underlying mechanism remains a 

black box. (Bennett & Checkel, 2014, p. 7) The second variant of process tracing is a systems under-

standing of mechanisms connecting cause and outcome. The aim hereof is to “unpack” the causal pro-

cess in between a cause and an outcome. In this variant of process tracing the causal mechanism does 

not remain a black box, but instead is the main subject of study.  

With the systems understanding of process tracing, causal mechanisms are “theorized as systems 

of interlocking parts that transmit causal powers or forces between a cause […] to an outcome.” 

(Beach, 2017, p. 5) Furthermore, each mechanism is considered to consist out of two important parts: 

activities and entities. Entities are defined as the factors (e.g. actors, organisations, structures) that 

engage in the activities that are analysed. The activities itself are the “producers of change,” i.e. the 

things that transmit causal powers or forces throughout the causal chain. (Beach, 2017, p. 5) By 
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engagement in activities by entities, the causal mechanism is moved forward through the causal chain. 

The aim of process tracing is then to theorise “activities that are expected to leave empirical finger-

prints for each part of the mechanism.” (Beach, 2017, p. 6) 

The systems understanding of process tracing forces one to showcase some form of “productive 

continuity”. (Machamer et al., 2015, p. 3) This means that all parts of the causal mechanism should be 

proven to logically lead to the next part of the mechanism. Hereby the necessity to exhibit a form of 

productive continuity leads to the exposure of significant logical holes in the causal chain. A more crit-

ical assessment of causal logics helps to develop better causal theories.  

The process-tracing method can be used in three different ways, namely for (Beach, 2017):  

• theory-testing,  

• theory building, or 

• case-centric process tracing.  

The aim of this work is to engage in theory testing and to assess the applicability of the multilevel 

perspective theoretical framework on social innovations.   
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5. Analysis 

In this section two case studies are analysed, following the method described by De Haan & Rot-

mans (2011) for working with the multilevel perspective theoretical framework. This method involves 

describing the chain of patterns of system change, starting with a description of the state of the system 

in terms of composition (identification of MLP levels) and conditions for transitional change. Then the 

transitional change is described in terms of transition pattern and pathway, followed by a description 

of the system state after the transitional change. This procedure is followed throughout this chapter 

for both case studies. To start with, however, I will aim to provide the reader with a better understand-

ing of the entirety of social movements in the Netherlands.  

5.1. Environmental social movement organisations in the 

Netherlands 

The Netherlands has a wide variety of environmental movement organisations. Since both selected 

case studies are Dutch organisations, this section aims to describe the broader context of environmen-

tal SMOs in the Netherlands. In particular the main SMOs of the two case studies – Milieudefensie and 

Follow-This - are introduced to the reader.  

Whereas many ordering principles can be used to structure the field of environmental SMOs, I 

choose to order these organisations in two main categories: revolutionary and reformist. This typology 

is based on Aberle’s classification of social movements, which is discussed in more detail in the appen-

dix. (Aberle, 1991; Khristine & Alvarez, 2010) In particular, the revolutionary and reformist characteri-

sations defined by Aberle are relevant for environmental SMOs, as this these characterisations apply 

to social movements addressing a problem with a collective nature (such as climate change).  

Within the groups of revolutionary and reformist SMOs, one can distinguish between established 

organisations and new SMOs using new tactics, targeting new groups or emphasizing new points of 

view. Naturally, established organisations partly follow the tactics of new groups, but I nonetheless 

find the distinction between ‘new’ and ‘old’ organisations useful to map the scene of environmental 

SMOs in the Netherlands. In the following, I will elaborate on the Aberle’s classification of social move-

ments and I will present the array of environmental SMOs in the Netherlands.  

5.1.1. Revolutionary environmental SMOs 

Revolutionary environmental SMOs in the Netherlands are characterized by the fact that their ide-

ology is inherently at odds with the capitalist economy of the Netherlands. They tend to see the 
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environmental crisis as a symptom of a malfunctioning, unjust economic system. Generally, these or-

ganisations tend not to refer to themselves explicitly as anti-capitalist or eco-socialist, instead the ide-

ological orientation should be derived implicitly from statements, proposals or actions. A central con-

cept amongst many revolutionary environmental SMOs, for example, is ‘climate justice’. As per Fos-

sielvrij NL, this idea means that “justice and equality (equity) should be on the basis of any climate 

solution or alternative.” (Fossielvrij NL, n.d.) According to Fossielvrij NL, this means that climate change 

should be tackled in conjunction with other problems, such as racism, extractivism, and social and 

economic inequality. Friends of the Earth International, a network of which the Dutch organisation 

Milieudefensie is a member, goes a step further in explicitly rejecting capitalism in their ‘People Power 

Now: An Energy Manifesto’, by stating that “international law [should place] peoples’ rights before 

corporate profit” and “our energy system should not be run for profit, but should exist to meet the 

needs of the peoples.” (Cadena et al., 2018) 

On a more detailed level, a distinction can be made between ‘new’ and ‘old’ or established SMOs. 

In the Netherlands Greenpeace and Milieudefensie (Dutch branch of Friends of the Earth) have existed 

since the 1970s. These organisations have addressed numerous environmental issues, ranging from 

campaigns against the use of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs, contribute to ozone depletion) to campaigns 

against dumping of nuclear waste and whale hunting. Both Greenpeace and Milieudefensie have a 

multi-million euro annual turnover and employ more than 50 fte in addition a support by volunteers. 

In recent years, campaigns related to climate change and the energy transition have become one of 

the most important topics for both organisations. With a first-of-a-kind lawsuit of Milieudefensie ver-

sus Royal Dutch Shell, the organisation has recently managed to force the oil multinational via a Dutch 

court ruling to significantly reduce its carbon emissions, as described above.  

As attention for climate change in the public discourse has grown over recent years, a couple of 

relatively new organisations have entered the arena of environmental SMOs. In particular Extinction 

Rebellion Nederland and Fossielvrij NL have developed a relatively large base of support on the Neth-

erlands. Both organisations are based on foreign action groups and can be considered a Dutch ‘branch’ 

of the international network of Extinction Rebellion and the Fossil Free network. They are entirely run 

by volunteers and have a minimal annual turnover compared to their ‘old’ counterparts.  

5.1.2. Reformist SMOs 

SMOs in the Netherlands that I classify as reformist are (a.o.) Natuur & Milieu, Natuur- en Milieu-

federaties, Urgenda, Follow-This and Jonge Klimaatbeweging. Even though these organisations also 

have links with some of the revolutionary SMOs (e.g. the director of Urgenda is part of the committee 

of recommendations of Extinction Rebellion Netherlands), they stand out from the revolutionary SMOs 
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as their focus is more on providing knowledge or technocratically describing possible solutions. Addi-

tionally, they generally aim to cooperate with all kinds of stakeholders including business and govern-

ment, as opposed to revolutionary SMOs.11  

Within the category of reformist SMOs, also a distinction between ‘new’ and ‘old’ organisations can 

be made. The new organisations, which are Urgenda, Follow-This and Jonge Klimaatbeweging, stand 

out int their innovative ways of activism. First of all, Urgenda has by means of a first-of-a-kind lawsuit 

against the state of the Netherlands, enforced the state to limit its GHG emissions. Furthermore, Fol-

low-This tries to convince publicly traded oil and gas majors to reduce their emissions and shift their 

investments towards renewable energy by means of filing resolutions in the annual shareholders meet-

ing. The activist shareholder group Follow-This was founded in 2015 with the idea to change multina-

tional oil and gas company Shell plc ‘from the inside’, by filing resolutions on the Annual General Meet-

ing (shareholder meeting) of the company, urging Shell to increase its efforts to reduce its greenhouse 

gas emissions and invest more in renewables. Follow-This is a small scale organisation sponsored by 

donations from individuals and grants, it is mostly run by volunteers. Finally, Jonge Klimaatbeweging 

is a group which specifically aims to represent the young people in discussions about climate change 

and energy policies. They aim to be ‘politically neutral’ and to represent young people from both the 

left and right parts of the political spectrum. They do so especially by lobbying government officials 

and organizing educative lectures and events. 

5.2. Climate litigation case: Milieudefensie v. Shell 

In this section I will discuss the climate litigation case of environmental SMO Milieudefensie versus 

oil and gas company Shell. The case summary is followed by an analysis of this case following the pro-

cedure laid out at the beginning of this chapter.  

5.2.1. Case summary 

In May 2021 the District Court of the Hague ordered Shell plc (at the time named Royal Dutch Shell 

plc) to reduce its carbon emissions by 45% in 2030 compared to the 2019 levels, including a ‘significant 

best-efforts obligation’ to reduce emissions throughout the entire value chain (i.e. emissions of sup-

pliers and consumers of Shell’s products).12 The lawsuit was initiated by Milieudefensie (Dutch branch 

of Friends of the Earth) and over 17,000 co-plaintiffs. (Setzer & Higham, 2021) The court ruling was 

 
11 See for example the website of Natuur & Milieu, which explicitly describes the strategy of cooperating with 

“people, government and business” and “letting the facts speak for themselves”. (Natuur & Milieu, n.d.) 
12 Note that in March 2022 Shell announced that it will appeal against the court ruling, which could undo the 

court ruling. The court ruling in the case Urgenda v. State of the Netherlands, which was partly based on similar 
arguments, already successfully withstood the appeal procedure.  
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considered “historic and groundbreaking” by environmental law experts. (van Asselt et al., 2021) In 

particular, commentators observed that the court relied on ‘soft law’. The court, for example, relied 

on the ‘unwritten duty of care’ following from non-binding goals of the Paris Agreement and non-

binding instruments based on international human rights and business practice treaties.13 (Setzer & 

Higham, 2021) The fact that many of these ‘soft law’ criteria are internationally recognized standards 

makes this case replicable in other jurisdictions as well. Hereby, this particular case increases the risk 

of climate litigation against companies, with potential “knock-on effects expected for the cost of capi-

tal for oil and gas projects.” (Setzer & Higham, 2021, p. 31)  

5.2.2. System composition 

The MLP framework consists of three levels (see also section 3.3): the landscape level, the socio-

political regime level, and the free social spaces level. The socio-political regime is the “established 

political system that consists of the prevailing social practices, rules, norms, values, social relations, 

and political institutions.” (Törnberg, 2018, p. 391) The socio-political regime is what is changed when 

socio-political innovations breakthrough to from the free social spaces into the socio-political regime 

level. In the Milieudefensie v. Shell climate litigation case, this includes the prevailing business prac-

tices, conceptions of corporate social responsibility (CSR), social norms, and common practices and 

interpretations of law.  

The central theme in this case is the scope of the (legal) responsibility of multinational corporations. 

On the far ends of this debate, we find the interpretation of corporate responsibility as ‘economic 

responsibility’ on one side and ‘ethical responsibility theory’ on the other side of the debate. (Windsor, 

2006) The former interpretation puts market wealth creation at the foreground. Or, as Milton Fried-

man (1970) put it “the social responsibility of business is to increase its profits.” On the other hand, 

ethical responsibility theory “advocates strong corporate self-restraint and altruism duties.” (Windsor, 

2006, p. 106) In an interview in 2016 Shell’s CEO Mr Van Beurden argued that he “would pump up as 

much [oil and gas] as needed to cover demand.” (de Kruif, 2016) With regards to the responsibility of 

the oil and gas firm related to the emission reductions and the Paris Agreement, Van Beurden argued 

that Shell follows the ‘pace of society’, leaving it up to consumers and governments to change con-

sumption habits of energy. He hereby aligns mostly with aforementioned concept of economic respon-

sibility, as he does not seem to assume much self-restraint or altruism duties for Shell.  

On the other hand, Shell increasingly emphasises the role it wants to play in the energy transition 

in its external communication outlets. In response to the court ruling in the Milieudefensie v. Shell case, 

 
13 In particular the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and the OECD’s Guidelines for Mul-

tinational Enterprises were used by the Dutch court.  
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for example, Van Beurden (2021), referring to the ‘Paris Agreement’, mentioned that “the court ruling 

has not changed the fact that Shell is more determined than ever to play its part and lead in this global 

challenge [i.e. the Paris Agreement goals].” Indeed, Shell is undergoing a transition towards cleaner 

energy, indicated, for example, by its increasing investments in renewables. A further assessment of 

Shell’s Energy Transition Strategy, however, suggests that this is driven by economic and strategic po-

litical concerns (rather than ideas of “corporate self-restraint and altruism duties”).14 (Windsor, 2006, 

p. 106) Herein, Shell’s strategy is placed in the context of mitigation of risks associated with the energy 

transition and ensuring the company’s profitability. (Royal Dutch Shell, 2021, p. 1) Also, research by 

Vormedal et al. (2020), suggests that “Big Oil’s” support for climate regulations should be seen in the 

context of the industry’s economic motives.  

With regards to the socio-political regime, I consider three other aspects important to address. First 

of all, the role of the formal and social ‘license to operate’ should be discussed. Whereas the formal 

license to operate refers to the official rules and regulations giving a company permission to carry out 

its activities, the social license to operate refers to the acceptance of the standard business practices 

of a company. Until the success of the Milieudefensie v Shell case, holding a company responsible for 

activities which are not explicitly forbidden, or which have taken place outside of the jurisdiction 

(Shell’s global emissions are subject to the court ruling) has relatively been uncommon practice in the 

Netherlands.15 Most activities of oil and gas companies in Europe are falling under obligations of (en-

vironmental) permits or regulations.16 Although these permits or regulations generally do not cover 

the full value-chain of the product and do not necessarily align with requirements following from the 

Paris Agreement goals, compliance with existing environmental regulations grants a sense of legiti-

macy of polluting activities. Hence, in a way, the formal ‘license to operate’ strengthens also the ‘social 

license to operate’. (Blondeel, 2019; Williams, 2004)  

Secondly, an important aspect to consider is the prevailing social structure, which can be defined 

as the “broader sets of institutionalised norms that are already accepted as legitimate bases of gov-

ernance in the international system.” (Bernstein, 2002, p. 8) As described by Blondeel (2019) and 

Okereke (2008) the existing social structure can be characterised as a ‘liberal economic order’. More 

 
14 In academic literature on corporate political power two schools of thought aiming to explain corporate 

support for public-interest policies: the strategic accommodation perspective and the economic interest per-
spective. (Vormedal et al., 2020) The latter perspective would argue that oil and gas firms support climate regu-
lation because they anticipate economic gains, whereas the former perspective argues that corporate support 
for climate regulation stems from strategic political, aiming to camouflage opposition “by feigning support for 
regulation.” (Vormedal et al., 2020, p. 145) 

15 Please refer to Hösli (2021, p. 195) for a discussion on why the Milieudefensie v Shell case is “an unprece-
dented ruling.” 

16 Both local environmental permits and EU wide regulation, such as the EU Emissions Trading System. 
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specifically, Bernstein (2001) uses the term ‘liberal environmentalism’ to refer to the dominant social 

norms with regards to the environment. This term refers to a type of environmentalism which main-

tains the “fundamental liberal market norms of free trade, open markets, or the support of market 

instruments over regulatory mechanisms and government intervention.” (Blondeel, 2019, p. 207) 

Finally, another important aspect of the socio-political regime is the “fossil fuel industry's deeply 

embedded structural and instrumental power.” (Gunningham, 2017, p. 372) McGarity (2014), for ex-

ample, has studied actions of powerful industry lobbies in the context of the United States. He demon-

strated the significant influence of "coordinated, well-funded, ideologically driven campaigns con-

ducted by the business community, small coteries of conservative funders and various foundations and 

institutions that they created." (Mintz, 2014, p. 388) The Netherlands has a different political context, 

but also here the business community, of which Shell is a prominent member, is a powerful actor. The 

Dutch political culture is frequently described with the term ‘polder model’, which refers to the con-

sensus-based social and economic policy making process. (Woldendorp & Keman, 2007) Indeed both 

the business community, unions and other interest groups are often heavily involved in political deci-

sion-making in the Netherlands. In 2019, for example, a ‘Climate Agreement’ (‘Klimaatakkoord’ in 

Dutch) was negotiated. In these negotiations the Dutch climate and energy policies were negotiated 

by representatives from the business community, interest groups and NGOs.17  

On the landscape level, it should be noted that the scientific, discursive and constitutional context 

of climate litigation is rapidly evolving. (Ganguly et al., 2018) Developments of scientific research into 

climate change, for example, make the causes and consequences of climate change more and more 

apparent. Climate science is increasingly resilient, and as described by Ganguly et al. (2018, p. 851) 

“courts in civil law jurisdictions are willing to embrace the IPCC assessment reports as incontrovertible 

evidence of climate change as a serious humanitarian and planetary threat.”18 Furthermore, the grow-

ing body of literature helps to quantify the climate impact of specific actors or businesses, or to attrib-

ute specific climate events (e.g. floodings) to climate change. (Ganguly et al., 2018) Also, climate 

change is an increasingly important topic for policy-makers. Especially the ‘Paris Agreement’ (described 

in section 2.1) has invigorated the development of new environmental policies, such as the EU Fit for 

55 legislative package. (Schlacke et al., 2022)  

Parallel to the established fossil fuel industry and governmental system, there is a variety of inde-

pendent environmental social movements in the Netherlands. These social movements serve as free 

 
17 Milieudefensie and a number of other (environmental) NGOs participated in the Climate Agreement nego-

tiations, but decided not to sign the agreement because they considered the result of the negotiations unsatis-
fying. (Milieudefensie, 2018) 

18 IPCC is the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 



 

Social innovations in climate activism 37 M.W.T. Bots (s2920689) 

social spaces, providing the shielding, nurturing and empowerment functions described in section 3.3. 

The social movements are not isolated groups of individuals, but instead work together in many in-

stances. During the aforementioned Climate Agreement negotiations, for example, five environmental 

SMOs worked closely together. Additionally, the social movements exchange knowledge and experi-

ences, even across borders (nurturing). An illustration of this is the fossil fuel divestment (FFD) move-

ment, which started in the US and now has ‘branches’ across the world, including the Netherlands 

(Fossielvrij NL). (Ayling & Gunningham, 2015; Healy & Barry, 2017b; Healy & Debski, 2017) Also the 

Milieudefensie v. Shell case builds on knowledge sharing. In particular a climate litigation case that was 

won by Urgenda Foundation against the state of the Netherlands in 2015 was a source of inspiration 

for Milieudefensie. Both organisations also worked with the same lawyer and the lawsuit against Shell 

was partly based on similar grounds. (Hösli, 2021; Setzer & Higham, 2021) 

In reference to section 2.1, indicating the gap between required and realised climate policies, the 

inability of the actors globally to put in place climate policies that comply with the ‘Paris Agreement’ 

initiates conditions of stress due to inadequacy of the societal system to meet societal demands. The 

fossil fuel ‘production gap’ indicates a mismatch between regime structures and cultures. In the regime 

culture climate change is an increasingly important topic and normative ideas about energy show in-

creasingly regard of environmental issues (see for example COP26 (2022)). This also applies to Shell, 

which in its own 2021 annual report describes climate change as an urgent challenge in which Shell 

should help to tackle. (Shell Plc, 2021) The regime structures, on the other hand, lack sufficient policies 

to bridge the ‘production gap’. The disbalance between the cultural and structural aspects of the re-

gime initiates stress. This comes on top of structural tensions caused by a disbalance of global resource 

management, causing pollution and GHG emissions: the physical effects of global warming are more 

and more apparent in the form of (amongst others) extreme weather events and higher average global 

temperatures. These structural tensions contribute to the opening of ‘windows of opportunity’ or 

‘cracks’ in the socio-political regime, which can be exploited by niche innovations.  

5.2.3. Transition pattern and pathway 

Following on the description of the initial system composition, this subsection will describe the 

mechanisms of rising to power – or patterns – applicable to the Milieudefensie v. Shell case. Further-

more, based on the transition patterns, the transition pathway will be assessed.  

Milieudefensie’s campaign against Shell consisted of two major parts reinforcing each other. The 

first part entailed a public campaign against Shell aimed to create public support, raise funds and en-

courage individuals to become a ‘co-plaintiff’. After the initial announcement of the lawsuit in April 

2018, Milieudefensie welcomed over 17,000 co-plaintiffs as well as support of six other SMOs. (Hösli, 
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2021) The second part of the campaign involved the lawsuit itself. Donald Pols, director of Milieude-

fensie, explicitly considers his organisation a ‘social innovator’ aiming to invigorate new perspectives 

on reality (typical free social space function). (Ruitenbeek, 2021) Preparations for the lawsuit against 

Shell had already started in 2015. It was a deliberate strategy of Milieudefensie to completely focus on 

the development of the climate litigation case against Shell. (Stooker, 2021) By attracting experienced 

climate litigation lawyers, knowledge sharing and raising funds for an actual lawsuit the SMO stimu-

lated nurturing and empowerment functionalities respectively. With the involvement of many ‘co-

plaintiffs’ Milieudefensie aimed to strengthen the bottom-up character of the movement, framing the 

case as “the people versus Shell.” (Stooker, 2021)  

On the one hand, the Milieudefensie v. Shell case is indeed an example of the empowerment pat-

tern (i.e. bottom-up constellation change).19 The lawsuit against Shell can be seen as a niche innovation 

which forces the mainstream society to adapt to a radical innovation. Through this perspective the 

social innovation (namely the innovative application of law) has developed in the free social space until 

it has become an alternative to the mainstream. On the other hand this case can be seen as an example 

of adaptation where the existing system itself incorporates and enforces elements of corporate re-

sponsibility as add-ons in order to mitigate conditions of stress and structural tension. After all, the 

legal system including the (soft) law criteria that the court ruling was based on are part of the socio-

political regime.  

I would, however, contend that the court ruling in the Milieudefensie v. Shell case is more than an 

‘add-on’ to the existing system. In fact, goes directly against the interpretation of corporate responsi-

bility as economic responsibility, which until this court ruling used to be the dominant interpretation 

of corporate responsibility. Furthermore, the widely used qualifications such as ‘ground-breaking’ and 

‘unprecedented’ of the court-ruling illustrate that this case is more than a straight-forward interpreta-

tion of application of existing (soft) law by the court. (Hösli, 2021; van Asselt et al., 2021) Although the 

court is part of the socio-political regime in the sense that it works based on laws that are developed 

within the system and it functions by the rules of the system, the shifting boundaries of ‘soft law’ offer 

openings (‘cracks’) for niche developments. In short, since the main driver behind the Milieudefensie 

v. Shell case is from outside the socio-political regime, I classify this case as an instance of empower-

ment rather than adaptation. In the words of De Haan & Rotmans (2011, p. 95) the ‘new constellation’ 

has gained power through “interacting or merging with other constellations within the societal sys-

tem.” 

 
19 Note that the term ‘empowerment’ is in transition studies used for the description of both a transition 

pattern and a functionality of the niche regime/social free space.  



 

Social innovations in climate activism 39 M.W.T. Bots (s2920689) 

With regards to the classification of the transition pathway, the relation of the regime to the social 

innovation should be considered. Within the category of empowerment dominated transition path-

ways as defined by De Haan & Rotmans (2011) one can distinguish three transition pathways: recon-

figuration, substitution and backlash. The latter pathway refers to a failed transition, which is not ap-

plicable to the present case study.20 The reconfiguration and substitution pathways distinguish from 

each other in whether or not the regime adapts itself to the empowerment process. The reconfigura-

tion pathway describes a process with a more symbiotic rather than competitive nature to the regime.  

In the Milieudefensie v. Shell case, the socio-political regime remains largely unaffected in terms of 

which actors dominate the socio-political regime. In that sense there is no niche-regime competing 

with and taking the place of the regime, which would be the case for the substitution pathway. How-

ever, the court ruling does limit the range of options that the regime gets to pick from (namely acting 

in line with the court ruling or drastically changing (international) law that the court ruling is based on). 

This can be seen as an adaptation of the regime. Additionally, compliance with the court ruling further 

enhances empowerment of the niche innovation. (de Haan & Rotmans, 2011) Although the Milieude-

fensie v. Shell ruling is still under appeal, Shell will likely comply with the final court ruling. Shell’s CEO 

Van Beurden already declared the company will comply with the court ruling, even though the head-

quarters of the company was recently moved from Amsterdam to London. (van Dijk, 2021) Also in the 

Urgenda case, which shows important similarities with the Milieudefensie v. Shell case, the regime 

adapted itself to the niche regime. The outcome of the Urgenda case was a significant increase in at-

tention for climate change policies in media and parliament and the court ruling initiated an extra set 

of climate policies aimed at meeting the court ruling. (Wiebes, 2020; Wonneberger & Vliegenthart, 

2021)  

Given that the dominant transition pattern is empowerment in combination with a transition path-

way in which the regime adapts itself to the niche innovation, the transition pathway classifies as re-

configuration as per De Haan & Rotman’s (2011) definition.21 In terms of the definition of socio-tech-

nical transition pathways as defined by Geels & Schot (2007) the transition pathway of this case study 

would be in between the reconfiguration and re-alignment/de-alignment pathway.  

 
20 It should be noted that the lawsuit is still under appeal, which could potentially still obstruct the transition 

via a backlash pathway later on in the process.  
21 If one were to make the argument that the judge should not be considered as ‘part of the socio-political 

regime’ itself, the transition pathway describing this case would be the substitution pathway. I contend, however, 
that the judicial system being an integral part of the socio-political regime is an essential part of climate litigation 
strategy in general and the Milieudefensie case in particular. In transition studies language: climate litigation 
exploits ‘cracks’ in the socio-political regime and uses this as ‘windows of opportunity’.  
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5.2.4. System state 

The reference of the court to the Urgenda v. State of the Netherlands case is a fundamental part of 

the court ruling and shows the importance of seeing climate litigation as an iterative development 

process where niche developments reinforce each other. Movements engaging in climate litigation 

learn from cases throughout the world, and as explained by Ganguly & Setzer (2018) and Hösli (2021) 

climate litigation success in one jurisdiction can potentially reinforce success elsewhere.  In this respect 

climate litigation shows some remarkable similarities with the development of technical innovations, 

for which the multilevel perspective framework was originally developed.  

The reference of the court to recent academic sources such as IPCC reports and the UNEP Produc-

tion Gap Reports, indicates the importance of landscape developments in the scientific community. It 

hereby highlights the relevance of the temporal dimension of the case, as well as the added value of 

the multilevel perspective on this particular case.22  

The ‘cracks’ in the socio-political regime created by the Milieudefensie v. Shell case are largely based 

on legal concepts which are applicable in other jurisdictions too. As explained by Hösli (2021) intangible 

factors like cultural differences between jurisdictions can affect the outcome of the court ruling. None-

theless, similar to the Urgenda case, which was an example for climate litigation cases in several other 

jurisdictions “from Belgium to India and the United States”, it can be expected that the success of 

Milieudefensie will inspire social movements in other jurisdictions to follow the example. (Ganguly et 

al., 2018, p. 844) 

5.3. Climate shareholder activism case: Follow-This 

The other case that is analysed, is the climate shareholder activism case of the Follow-This cam-

paign targeting Shell. Given the similarities in system composition with the previously discussed Mi-

lieudefensie v. Shell litigation case, the system composition of this case study will be discussed in less 

detail. Again, the procedure laid out at the beginning of this chapter is followed for the analysis of this 

case.  

5.3.1. Case summary 

Using the right of shareholders to file a resolution on the shareholder meeting, Follow-This aims to 

convince Shell to increase its efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by annually filing a share-

holder resolution at the Annual General Meeting (AGM). Since 2016, when the first Follow-This 

 
22 UNEP Production Gap Reports are annual reports developed under the auspices of the UN Environment 

Programme. The reports track the gap between government’s planned production of fossil fuels and production 
levels in line with the goal to limit global warming to 1.5°C or 2°C.  
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resolution was filed, the shareholder support has increased from 2.7% to 30% in 2021. (Follow-This, 

n.d.) The resolutions are now supported by some major institutional investors. Additionally, Follow-

This has broadened its scope to target other multinational publicly traded oil and gas companies, 

where shareholder support in some instances was even higher. However, in order to limit the scope of 

this research, this case study will focus on the resolutions targeting Shell.  

Climate shareholder activism has existed already before Follow-This started its campaigns. How-

ever, their resolutions stand out in terms of how far-stretching they are. Other resolutions focused on 

topics like reporting and disclosure of information,23 instead the Follow-This resolution demands Shell 

to set and publish short and long term targets to actively reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 

levels compliant with the ‘Paris Agreement’.  

5.3.2. System composition 

The socio-political regime in this case is, similar to the Milieudefensie v. Shell case, characterised by 

a conception of corporate responsibility as economic responsibility. The ultimate goal of a shareholder 

is to get a return on his investment, which makes profitability imperative. Nonetheless, in Europe cor-

porate sustainability reporting (on areas such as environmental impact) has become relatively com-

mon in recent years. (Rodrigue & Michelon, 2021) On the other hand, it is relatively uncommon prac-

tice in Europe to file shareholder proposals. Typically, shareholders engage in different ways, for ex-

ample by expressing dissent by voting against management board proposals. (Cziraki et al., 2010) The 

field of shareholder activism is dominated by socially responsible investment (SRI) firms and institu-

tional investors (e.g. pension funds). (L. King & Gish, 2015) In general it is very uncommon for share-

holders to vote in majority against the recommendation of the management board. However, research 

by Lafarre & Van der Elst (2018) on shareholder sustainability activism in the Netherlands indicates 

that “despite the lack of mandatory regulation and the use of shareholder proposals, shareholders in 

the Netherlands, including institutional investors, seem to increasingly care about corporate sustaina-

bility issues.” 

The landscape level for this case is very similar to the Milieudefensie v. Shell case. Advancements in 

academic research and international standards and agreements such as the ‘Paris Agreement’ faces 

the socio-political regime with cultural tensions. Additionally, a growing group of investors considers 

climate change as a risk to their (other) assets and long-term investments, introducing structural ten-

sion in terms of conditions for transitional change. The fiduciary duty plays also an important role in 

 
23 An example of a less far stretching initiative would be the resolution filed by the ‘Aiming for A’ coalition in 

2015 asking Shell increase its annual reporting efforts related to sustainability. This resolution was supported by 
the management board of the company and got a majority vote in favour. (Rodrigue & Michelon, 2021) 
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the supporting statement of the shareholder resolution. (Shell Plc, 2021) Additionally, the incon-

sistency between levels of oil and gas production and investments, and global emission reduction 

norms from the ‘Paris Agreement’ face the oil and gas industry with conditions of stress.  

Also for the description of the free social spaces for this case, one can refer to the previous section 

of the Milieudefensie v. Shell case. Additionally, it should be noted that Follow-This engages with both 

institutional investors with a progressive stance towards climate change, academia, and other SMOs, 

for example during the ‘Follow-This Investor Symposium’. (Follow-This, 2022) 

5.3.3. Transition pattern and pathway 

In terms of the transition pattern, the Follow-This case fits best within the adaptation pattern cat-

egory. Although in this case the initiative of shareholder activism originates from outside the socio-

political regime, the initiative has gained support from prominent regime actors such as large institu-

tional investors. The interaction with actors from outside the regime initiates a ‘re-positioning’ pro-

cess: the regime is forced to adapts itself by “orienting towards new markets” and “assuming a new 

role”. (de Haan & Rotmans, 2011, p. 96) Under pressure of shareholders Shell is literally urged to en-

hance its efforts in investing in a ‘net-zero-emission energy system’ by means of the shareholder res-

olution. (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021, p. 6) With reference to the “fiduciary duty to protect all assets in 

the global economy from devastating climate change,” the shareholder resolution does not call for a 

completely different understanding of the corporate responsibility (as is the case in the Milieudefensie 

v. Shell case), but instead urges Shell to reinterpret this concept in the context of developing knowledge 

with regards to “climate-related risks” as “a source of financial risk”. (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021, p. 6)  

Based on the adaptation transition pattern, the transition pathway that seems to align best with 

the Follow-This case, is the transformation pathway as per De Haan & Rotman’s (2011) definition. This 

adaptation pattern dominated pathway describes a process in which the regime “transforms on its 

own.” Although Follow-This, being the initiator of the shareholder resolution, can be considered as an 

external niche-actor, the success of the movement is driven by adaptation of the resolution by large 

institutional investors. The latter base their support primarily on considerations of financial risk and 

the fiduciary duty of Shell with respect to the entire investment portfolio of its shareholders (which is 

believed to be negatively affected by climate change, e.g. through flooding). In other words, the insti-

tutional investors supporting the shareholder resolution do not fundamentally change their invest-

ment strategy, but instead assimilate new insights in financial risks of climate change into their 
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engagement strategy with Shell. In this sense Follow-This pursues a much less ‘radical’ change com-

pared to Milieudefensie, which rejects fundamental parts of capitalism (see section 5.1).24  

5.3.4. System state 

So far the Follow-This shareholder resolution at the Shell AGM never received support of the ma-

jority of shareholders.25 Despite this fact, however, it did succeed in raising awareness for climate 

change amongst both shareholders and the company’s board of directors. Even without a majority 

vote Follow-This made significant contributions to changing Shell’s climate policies, and in the wake of 

the Follow-This campaign aimed at Shell, shareholder resolutions at other multinational oil and gas 

companies have emerged.  

In 2017 Shell published long term carbon emission targets in response to the resolution. When 

shareholder support for the Follow-This resolution kept on increasing in subsequent years, Shell intro-

duced its own climate resolution in 2021. Hereby Shell asked its shareholder to approve its Energy 

Transition Progress strategy and the Shell Energy Transition Progress Report. This resolution was per-

ceived by Follow-This as an attempt to distract attention for the Follow-This resolution and to affirm 

support for weaker emission targets. (Follow-This, 2021) Nonetheless, more clear and transparent re-

porting does allow shareholders and other stakeholders to verify how Shell’s actions compare to its 

targets and external communication. As per its 2021 annual report, for example, “Shell supports the 

most ambitious goal of the Paris Agreement, which is to limit the rise in global average temperature 

this century to 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels.” (Shell Plc, 2021, p. 12) The company 

also says that it “aims to play a leading role to help deliver this outcome” (Royal Dutch Shell plc, 2021, 

p. 7) Yet, the ongoing debate about Shell’s unwillingness to commit to absolute emission reduction 

targets (but instead to adhere to carbon intensity targets) invigorates internal inconsistencies, contrib-

uting to higher degrees of conditions for transitional change in the form of stress.  

Finally, support for the Follow-This resolutions of a substantive part of Shell’s shareholders is an 

encouraging sign for executives or shareholders of other companies asking themselves how to cope 

with the energy transition. The Follow-This resolutions have made this support explicit.   

 
24 Note that this observation is consistent with research by Yaziji & Doh (2013), who linked resource provider 

homogeneity with SMO strategies. 
25 Note that in fact for the Follow-This resolution to be binding under UK law, it requires support of a ‘super 

majority’ of 75% of the shareholders.  
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6. Conclusion 

Overcoming obstacles and resistance against the energy transition as a response to the climate 

emergency is one of the biggest struggles environmental SMOs globally are currently facing. In order 

to initiate societal change, social movements have developed innovative campaigning strategies, clas-

sified as ‘social innovations’. Social movement literature aims to explain the emergence and behaviour 

of social movements. However, in the context of large and complex societal transitions, such as the 

energy transition, conventional social movement literature does not suffice to analyse and explain the 

development of social innovations. Therefore, this thesis has drawn inspiration from transition studies 

literature in order to devise a theory of change that is suited to address both the socio-political and 

sociomaterial complexity of the energy transition.  

Using the process-tracing method this thesis has sought to explain how and under what conditions 

social innovations, generate the transformation of climate issues from niche level to the level of the 

socio-political regime. For this purpose two cases have been analysed by means of the multilevel per-

spective (MLP) theoretical framework. A climate litigation case and a climate shareholder activism case 

in the Netherlands, both targeting oil and gas multinational Shell, have been used. Treating the causal 

mechanisms identified by De Haan & Rotmans (2011) as intervening variables, the conditions for tran-

sitional change, transition patterns and transition pathways are identified for these two cases.  

This analysis demonstrates the added value of the MLP framework for the social movement re-

search space with regards to two dimensions. Firstly, its consideration of interconnections between 

different levels of analysis is of interest. For both cases, for example, landscape developments, such as 

the increasing body of climate science literature and international recognition of the climate emer-

gency by international institutions, have played a decisive role in development of the social innovations 

on niche level. Tapping only into conventional social movement literature, this co-evolution of mech-

anisms at different levels might have remained unnoticed. Secondly, the appreciation of the temporal 

dimension in the MLP framework has proven to be useful. For the climate litigation case, for example, 

experiences of previous lawsuits and court rulings have been of great importance for the successful 

outcome.  

The causal mechanisms (transition conditions, patterns and pathways) as defined by De Haan & 

Rotmans (2011) were capable of describing the causal chain of social innovation developments in the 

two cases that were analysed. This allowed for classification and identification of relevant differences 

and similarities between both cases. The climate litigation case and the climate shareholder activism 

case have followed different pathways while developing from the niche level towards the socio-
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political regime. The main characteristic responsible for this difference is the shareholder activism case 

being of a more symbiotic nature with regards to the regime compared to the climate litigation case, 

which goes directly against fundamental elements of the global energy system. Interestingly, both 

cases use important features of the incumbent regime, namely the judicial system and shareholder 

rights, as windows of opportunity to break through to the socio-political regime.  

A limitation of this work is its focus on (relatively) successful cases. An important feature of the free 

social space (or niche-level) is the multitude of social innovations under development, many of which 

fail to perpetrate in any form to the regime-level. An analysis of a larger number of cases, including 

failed social innovations, is expected to enrich the understanding of the workings of social free spaces. 

As suggested by Törnberg & Törnberg (2017) computer simulations could be useful in unpacking these 

niche-level mechanisms. Furthermore, an enhanced understanding of how Milieudefensie and Follow-

This engaged in shielding, nurturing and empowerment of social innovations is expected to be of prac-

tical relevance for other SMOs working to develop social innovations. Overall, an enhanced synthesis 

of the fields of social movement literature and transition studies is expected to be of significance for 

both areas of research.  
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Appendix: Revolutionary and reformist social 
movements 

In this appendix three approaches to the categorisation of social movements are discussed. Firstly, one 

way to classify social movement organisations (SMOs) is by Aberle’s classification of social movements. 

(Aberle, 1991; Khristine & Alvarez, 2010) Although Aberle defined four categories of social movements, 

only the revolutionary and reformist characterisation are relevant for environmental SMOs, as the 

other two categories (redemptive and alterative) characterise movements aiming for change at the 

level of the individual, whereas environmental organisations aim for change at the supra-individual 

level almost by definition due to the collective nature of the problem. Secondly, a social movement 

classification defined by Dahle (2007) is discussed. He defined five characteristic ‘strategies for sustain-

ability’ along which social movements can be classified. Finally, academic research with regards to rad-

ical social movements is discussed in this section.  

Aberle’s classification of social movements 

SMOs exist in numerous forms and shapes. There are also numerous classifications of social move-

ments available. However, in the context of this thesis David Aberle’s classification of social move-

ments is particularly useful, since it addresses the concept of change. (Aberle, 1991) The desire to 

change is both “a constant feature of proactive social movements,” as well as a particular subject of 

interest throughout this work, which makes this classification very relevant for the present work. 

(Khristine & Alvarez, 2010) Aberle’s classification can be used to classify social movements in general, 

but can also be used to classify social movement organizations, as a subset of social movements.  

Aberle classifies social movements based on two characteristics: the locus and the amount of de-

sired change. Locus refers to the target of change, this can either be focussed on specific individuals or 

virtually everyone in society (supra-individual). The second dimension along which Aberle classifies 

social movements, the amount of change, refers to the scope of desired change. This can either be 

partial change, aimed at specific behaviours or characteristics, or total change. The latter refers to 

change that has an all-encompassing impact on the individual or supra-individual. (Aberle, 1991) 

At the locus level of the individual, Aberle distinguishes between alterative and redemptive social 

movements. The latter seeks total change of the individual, whereas alterative social movements only 

focus on partial change. At the supra-individual locus level, Aberle defines reformative and revolution-

ary (also referred to as transformative) movements. Reformative movements aim for partial change 
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on the supra-individual level, in contrast with revolutionary movements, who seek total change on the 

supra-individual level. These categorizations of Aberle’s ideal types are visualised in Table 2.  

Table 2: Aberle's classification of social movements 

  Locus of change 
A

m
o

u
n

t 
o

f 
ch

an
ge

  Supra-individual Individual 

Total Revolutionary Redemptive  

Partial Reformative Alterative 

Strategies for sustainability 

Aiming to draw lessons from ‘sustainability transitions’, Dahle (2007) distinguished five different ideal 

type ‘strategies for sustainability’. Namely, the reformists who, similar to Aberle’s classification aim for 

change within the ‘existing order’, and four different types of revolutionaries, who seek change outside 

of the ‘existing order’. The three characteristics along which Dahle orders the strategies for sustaina-

bility are based on how each of the strategies would answer on the following three questions (Dahle, 

2007, p. 500): 

1. Can a solution be found within the existing order? 

2. Is change coming from top-down or bottom-up?  

3. Is the transition now possible, (or not yet)? 

Hence, Dahle distinguished the five ideal type strategic profiles as shown in Table 3.  

Table 3: Strategic profiles ('strategies for sustainability') as defined by Dahle (2007). Originally 
published by Dahle (2007, p. 500). 

Strategic profile Solution within existing 
order? 

Top-down or bottom-
up? 

Transition possible now? 

Reformists Yes Top-down Yes 

Impatient Revolu-
tionaries 

No Top-down Yes 

Patient Revolu-
tionaries 

No Both No 

Grass-root Fight-
ers 

No Bottom-up Yes 

Multifaceted Rad-
icals 

No Both Yes 

Radical social movements 

Radical social movements are a specific realm of studies with social movement organisation studies. 

The nature of radical social movements is rather close to would be called revolutionary movements in 

Aberle’s classification. Initiated by the predominant reformist perspective of social movement theory, 
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Fitzgerald & Rodgers (2000) developed a theoretical model for radical social movement organisations 

(RSMOs). Their definition of RSMOs aligns with Aberle’s classification of revolutionary social move-

ments in the sense that Fitzgerald & Rodgers (2000) describe RSMOs as focussing on “radical restruc-

turing of the system rather than incorporation into that system,” as per their self-defined goals and 

objectives. They identify five key areas in which moderate SMOs can (ideally) be distinguished from 

radical SMOs. These five areas are: internal structure, ideology, tactics, communication, and assess-

ment of success (see Table 4). To what extent the environmental SMOs discussed in this work can be 

fit in one or the other category is open for discussion. Although Fitzgerald & Rodgers admit that “[n]o 

RSMO will fit every characteristic precisely,” I like to stress the importance of the institutional context 

when classifying SMOs as moderate or radical. In particular the characteristics ‘communication’ and 

‘assessment of success’ depend significantly on external societal characteristics. With regards to ‘com-

munication’, Fitzgerald & Rodgers (2000) describe radical SMOs as “ignored/misrepresented by me-

dia”, obviously, in regimes with a more diverse and open media landscape, SMOs are less likely to be 

ignored. A similar argument can be made for the ‘assessment of success’ characteristic, which Fitzger-

ald & Rodgers (2000) describe as (amongst others) “subject to intense opposition and government 

surveillance.” In more repressive regimes, obviously “intense opposition and government surveillance” 

are more likely to prevail. Some well-known SMOs, that can be classified as RSMO are the Industrial 

Workers of the World (IWW), the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and numerous 

radical second-wave feminist organisations.  

Yaziji & Doh (2013) specifically focussed on the role of ideological radicalism in social movement 

organisations. They studied the dynamics between the ideology, overall strategy and tactics of SMOs 

and their resource providers. The findings of this study suggest that a radical ideology attracts a more 

homogeneous group of resource providers. This in turn affects the selection of strategies and tactics 

the that the SMOs use. The focus of this work on the role of the resource provider, makes this work fit 

within the aforementioned theoretical context of resource mobilisation theory.  
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Table 4: Ideal type characteristics of moderate and radical SMOs, description as per Fitzgerald & 
Rodgers (2000). 

 Moderate SMOs Radical SMOs 

Internal structure Hierarchical leadership; formal 
bureaucratic organization: de-
velopment of large member-
ship base for resource genera-
tion 

Nonhierarchical leadership; par-
ticipatory democratic organiza-
tion; egalitarian; “membership” 
based upon involvement: sup-
port indigenous leadership 

Ideology Reform agenda, emphasis on be-
ing a contender in the existing 
political system: national fo-
cus; support government mili-
tary involvement 

Radical agenda; emphasis on 
structural change; flexible ideol-
ogy; radical networks; global 
consciousness and connections; 
antimilitaristic stance 

Tactics Nonviolent legal action Nonviolent direct action; mass ac-
tions: innovative tactics 

Communication Able to rely on mainstream 
forms of communication 

Ignored/misrepresented by me-
dia; reliance on alternative 
forms of communication (music, 
street theater, pamphlets, 
newsletters) 

Assessment of success Potential for plentiful resources: 
manipulate resources for the 
self-interest of the organiza-
tions’ longevity: formal ration-
ality: success measured in 
terms of reform of existing po-
litical/economic system 

Limited resources; may be pur-
posefully short-lived; substan-
tive rationality; contribute to 
larger radical agenda; subject to 
intense opposition and govern-
ment surveillance 

 


