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NGOs and universities as transition intermediaries in sustainability 
transformations building on grassroots initiatives  
 

Abstract  

While niche grassroots initiatives can push bottom-up sustainability transitions, they can face problems in 
forming a more global niche, and in scaling their innovative solutions to a regime level. A thorough literature 
review shows scholarly agreement on the assumption that universities and NGOs can support sustainability 
transition in the acceleration phase by intermediating within niches, and between niches and regimes. As in-
depth research and a reality check on successful intermediary strategies in this context are still lacking, this 
paper aims to contribute to a conceptual framework that integrates the of NGOs and universities expected 
activities in existing literature, and relates them to one another. We develop such a framework, and test it in 
three case studies from the plastic revaluation field, comparing and drawing on the perspectives of niche, 
intermediary and regime actors. Findings confirm the conceptual framework, and suggest changes and 
extensions. We enhance existing knowledge by providing detailed insights into successful intermediary 
activities in these innovation systems, and draw conclusions for policy-makers. 

 

1 Introduction 

Sustainability transitions are fundamental transformation processes with long-term and multi-dimensiona l 

characteristics that establish a socio-technical shift towards sustainable modes of production (Markard et al., 

2012). Scholars highlight the importance of grassroots initiatives, i.e. “initiatives undertaken by committed 

activists within civil society arenas” (Hargreaves et al., 2013; p. 869), for establishing niches where 

sustainability innovations are developed and tested (Seyfang and Smith, 2007; Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012; 

Seyfang and Longhurst, 2016). Based on the conceptual approaches of the multilevel perspective (MLP) and 

strategic niche management (SNM), niches are “spaces in which radical innovations and experimentation are 

taking place, while regimes are (…) relatively stable and shared configurations of technologies, practices and 

institutions” (Kivimaa et al., 2019a: 3). Here, transition intermediaries act as important catalysts, connectors 

and translators between niche(s) and regime(s) (Hargreaves et al., 2013; Kivimaa et al., 2019a, 2019b).       
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Transition intermediaries were defined as organisational or individual actors who positively influence 

sustainability transitions by connecting actors, their skills and resources. They support local projects in forming 

a shared development trajectory towards a global niche with shared rules and practices (Geels and Raven, 

2006; Raven et al, 2008; 2010; Hargreaves et al., 2013; Kivimaa et al., 2019a, 2019b). Recent research has 

highlighted that the three phases of sustainability transitions: pre-development and exploration, acceleration 

and embedding and stabilisation, require the interplay of all of them to advance and sustain transition (Kivimaa 

et al., 2017; Kivimaa et al., 2019a, 2019b). Having achieved typological differentiation of transition 

intermediary actors and roles, Kivimaa et al. (2019a: 12) are now calling for “further empirical insight” to 

identify “the most useful strategies (…) for supporting transformative change through intermediary actors”. 

Gliedt et al. (2018) highlight the importance of better understanding “how innovation intermediaries can use 

their influence (…) to contribute to radical system-changing technological and institutional innovations” (p. 

1256), and “how to simultaneously scale-up niche experiments and weaken or alter subsystems of the regime” 

(p. 1249).  

This paper takes up these claims and studies, using three empirical case studies in the topical area of plastic 

revaluation, how universities and NGOs support sustainability transition in the acceleration phase by 

intermediating within niches and between niches and regimes, i.e. more specifically within niches set-up by 

grassroots initiatives, and between them and regime actors.  It focuses on universities and NGOs because these 

organisations meet the characteristics identified as essential for intermediary actors to be able to support 

grassroots initiative-based sustainability transitions, namely being established in communal ownership, and 

having the resources and long-term interest to investigate and learn from sustainability projects (Cohen, 2013; 

Hargreaves et al. 2013; Seyfang and Longhurst, 2016). To date, however, there has been little work 

investigating how universities and NGOs as transition intermediaries support grassroots-driven sustainability 

transitions. The first contribution of this paper is the conceptualisation of the activities and activity categories 

of this interaction. The second contribution is the empirical exploration of the resulting conceptual framework 
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in three case studies. From these, we third derive deep-level insights on how NGOs and universities design 

infrastructures and services providing local grassroots niche initiatives with the opportunity to grow into a 

global niche, and with the necessary institutionalisation to accelerate towards niche-regime fit.   

2 Actors and actor roles in sustainability transitions 

MLP theory focuses on developing innovation strategies to transform the cultural, institutional, social, and 

political market, industry, infrastructure, and science that characterise socio-technical regimes (Smith et al., 

2010). Strategic Niche Management (SNM) highlights the importance of empowering local niche experiments 

to accelerate a sustainability transition (Hargreaves et al., 2013). Together, these approaches led to the 

understanding that “transitions come about through interactions between landscapes (macroeconomic and 

macro-political trends, significant environmental changes, demographic trends, etc.), regimes (the deep 

structure of the socio-technical system involving alignment between technologies, infrastructure, institutions, 

practices, behavioural patterns, markets, industry structures, etc.), and niches (spaces where various technical, 

social and organisational innovations are created and tested)” (Kivimaa and Kern, 2016: 206).  

According to the typology developed by Fischer and Newig (2016), the key actor groups in sustainability 

transitions are niche, regime, and intermediary actors. Niche actors are “individuals or small groups of actors, 

with local practices which differ from the regime” (Bergman et al., 2008: 3). They can start system change but 

need support to overcome lock-in mechanisms built and held up by the incumbent regime (Geels, 2012). Their 

functions in the transition include knowledge development and diffusion, vision articulation, resource 

mobilisation, and other activities to overcome change resistance. Regime actors, if they do not resist the 

transition, can support it through “powerful coalitions to push through a reform agenda that fits incumbent 

regimes’ interest” (Fischer and Newig, 2016: 13). Intermediaries can provide support through diffusing 

information, mediating services and connecting niche-level activities with regime-level actors. Kivimaa et al. 

(2019a: 8) identified systemic, regime-based transition, niche, process and user intermediaries. Niche 
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intermediaries are particularly important in grassroots-driven sustainability transitions because they 

intermediate between local projects and higher aggregation levels. 

Ample research has studied the roles of intermediaries in facilitating the development of niches, and in 

accelerating  developed sustainability innovations to the system level (Geels and Deuten, 2006; Hamann and 

April, 2013; Hargreaves et al., 2013; Seyfang et al., 2014; Fontes et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2016; Fischer and 

Newig, 2016; Martiskainen, 2017). Intermediaries can help creating new markets and challenging current 

market structures (Kivimaa, 2014), managing innovation processes, and generating institutional infrastructure 

support (Geels and Deuten, 2006; 2012). In supporting the development of niches, intermediaries are critical 

to the long-term survival and success of grassroots initiatives in sustainability transitions (Hargreaves et al., 

2013). 

3 Grassroots initiatives in sustainability transitions 

Grassroots initiatives are niche actors in sustainability transitions. The term grassroots refers “to initiatives 

undertaken by committed activists within civil society areas” (Hargreaves et al., 2013: 869). They can enable 

sustainability transitions due to their capacity for environmental awareness-raising and engaging citizens in 

sustainability issues in daily living, where top-down measures struggle (Hargreaves et al., 2013; Fischer and 

Newig, 2016; Kivimaa et al., 2019a; 2019b). Sustainability innovations are achieved bottom-up, and respond 

to the local interests and values of the communities involved (Seyfang, 2007; Seyfang et al., 2014). Empirical 

research identified intermediaries as important for niche development and acceleration in community energy 

projects (Hargreaves et al., 2013; Seyfang et al., 2014; Heiskanen et al., 2015).      

Though grassroots initiatives are successful in setting up niches for experimentation from which radical 

sustainability innovations can spring during the pre-development and exploration phase of sustainability 

transitions, academics identified serious challenges which they face in the acceleration phase. At niche level, 

projects often remain local and dispersed, and miss forming a “global niche” (Hargreaves et al., 2013: 869; 

also Geels and Raven, 2006; Raven et al., 2010). At the niche-regime interface, extant research “identified the 
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significant difficulties they face in simply surviving, let alone in having substantial influence over wider 

unsustainable systems.” (ibid: 869). Grassroots initiatives have problems in connecting with higher-level 

policy actors (Seyfang, 2007; Seyfang et al., 2014), and in gaining access to information and to communication 

channels to promote their innovations to regime actors (Hossain, 2016). Most pro-sustainability grassroots 

initiatives lack access to resources, legitimisation by incumbent institutions, and coordinated action (Seyfang 

and Longhurst, 2016; Cohen, 2013).  

Oteman et al. (2017) identify the reason for these difficulties in a lack of institutionalisation that makes 

grassroots initiatives unable to learn from each other within the niche, and is incommensurable with 

mainstream regime actors at the niche-regime interface. Grassroots initiatives strive for cooperation “through 

social mechanisms other than price signals or managerial directions” (Benkler, 2004: 1110), and are more 

interested in experimentation than in growth (Wolf et al., 2014; Wolf and Troxler, 2016). This brings about 

distrust towards institutions enclosing knowledge through legal restrictions or privatisation, and engenders a 

refusal of hierarchical structures (Hargreaves et al. 2013; Seyfang and Longhurst, 2016; Wolf, Klotz and 

Gaudenz, 2020).  

Several authors (Geels and Deuten, 2006; Hargreaves et al., 2013; Judson et al., 2015; Bush et al., 2017; 

Gallagher et al., 2018; Kivimaa et al., 2019a) propose that transition intermediaries should invest in “dedicated 

socio-cognitive work” (Geels and Deuten, 2006: 266) to support grassroots initiatives in overcoming such 

challenges in the acceleration phase.  

4 Grassroots initiatives and transition intermediaries 

Research has identified diverse organisations taking on intermediary roles (Mignon and Kanda, 2018). 

Scholars theorise that incumbent organisations capable of empowering sustainability-oriented grassroots 

initiatives need to be able to support their long-term development (Cohen, 2013), be established through 

communal ownership structures (Seyfang and Longhurst, 2016), and interested in monitoring and learning 
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from sustainability transition projects (Kivimaa, 2014). Two types of institutions meet these requirements 

particularly well: Non-governmental organizations (NGOs; Klerks and Leeuwis, 2009b; Heiskanen et al., 

2015; Gliedt et al., 2018) and universities (Knuth et al., 2007; Diaz et al., 2013).  

NGOs and universities are established players in the regime and frequently hold official mandates to support 

sustainability change. When referring to these organisation types as transition intermediaries, we encompass 

those deliberately engaged in applied research and transition development projects, and thereby contributing 

to the public perception of them as frontrunners, i.e. “creative minds, strategists, and visionaries” (Fischer-

Kowalski and Rotmans, 2009, p. 10). They either support, host, or even set up niche spaces for sustainability 

transitions, and experiment with innovative solutions. FabLabs exemplify such breeding grounds for plastic 

revaluation initiatives (Troxler and Wolf, 2010). We propose that although, according to Kivimaa et al. (2019a; 

b), they have many characteristics of regime-based intermediaries, these organisations can simultaneously act 

as niche intermediaries. They are intermediaries with a double capability: they can connect with both grassroots 

initiatives and refocus their anti-institutionalisation attitude, as well as with regime actors. Increasingly, both 

strive for open access to research knowledge, which potentially diminishes some of the scepticism that 

grassroots initiatives have towards regime actors (Wolf, Klotz and Gaudenz, 2020). 

NGOs are defined as social movement organisations (Doblinger and Soppe, 2013), and serve as a social 

information and resource infrastructure for local initiatives, articulating communal problems and developing 

solutions for them (Suchman, 1995). NGOs possess strong ties with local communities and citizens who often 

fund them (Amagoh, 2015), and receive their legitimacy and credibility from public trust (Gibelman and 

Gellman, 2004). They pursue long-term visions even when the political context is not favourable, using their 

credibility amongst citizens to accelerate and foster change (Carmin and Beckmann, 2003; Oh et al, 2016). 

They can thus act as “bridging organisations” (Brown, 1991; p. 808).       

Universities have a moral obligation to set a good example for society (Knuth et al., 2007). They provide expert 

knowledge and research experience for communities. They also have close relationships with citizens and local 
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communities (Sedlacek, 2013; Heiskanen et al., 2015; Shiel et al., 2016). Therefore, universities can support 

grassroots initiatives in overcoming the lack of skills and resources needed to reduce environmental impacts 

(Knuth et al., 2007). Researchers can influence the community and help with strategic planning to accelerate 

their projects (Seyfang, 2007; Knuth et al., 2007).       

5 Conceptual framework 

This literature review suggests that sustainability transitions require collaboration between niche and regime 

actors, and that transition intermediaries play an important role in the acceleration of sustainability innovations 

from niche to regime level by offering support in aggregating niche activities, and by helping to overcome 

inertia and lock-ins from prevailing socio-technical systems (Markard et al., 2012; Mignon and Kanda, 2018; 

Gliedt et al., 2018; Kivimaa et al., 2019a; b). It indicates that universities and NGOs are particularly suitable 

for intermediating between regime actors and niche grassroots initiatives. In building on existing research, we 

thus propose that universities and NGOs are capable of setting up infrastructures and services that provide 

grassroots initiatives with a minimum institutionalization, thereby empowering them at niche level to connect 

and move towards a global niche, and at the niche-regime interface to enable niche-regime-fit.  

However, there is little empirical work that has identified successful strategies (Kivimaa et al., 2019a) and 

activities by transition intermediaries that contribute to system changes (Gliedt et al., 2018) in the acceleration 

phase of sustainability transitions in general,  on how universities and NGOs intermediate within grassroots 

niches, and between the latter and regime actors in particular (Seyfang and Smith, 2007; Penna and Geels, 

2012; Shiel et al., 2016). We thus have focused our research on these questions. We developed a conceptual 

framework based on extant concepts and empirical evidence for activities that regime-based and niche 

transition intermediaries (as we have classified universities and NGOs) are expected to undertake to 

intermediate in the acceleration phase of a sustainability transition within grassroots initiative niches, and at 
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the niche-regime interface. Table 1 provides an overview of the activity categories identified from the 

literature: 

-- Table 1 here – 
 

We visualise the findings from the literature review in the conceptual framework presented in figure 1:  

-- Figure 1 here -- 

We found transition intermediary activities in the acceleration phase at the level of the niche to support the 

formation of a global niche, and at the level of the niche-regime interface to provide grassroots initiatives with 

a minimum infrastructure and services enabling niche-regime fit despite their anti-institutionalisation attitude. 

We envision that in our explorative research we will find intermediary activities in all activity categories.   

6 Methods 

A comparative qualitative long-term case study approach appeared to be the most adequate research strategy, 

as case studies make it possible to investigate “a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life 

context, especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not evident” (Yin, 2009: 

18). 

We used a multi-phase research design in sampling, data collection and data analysis as presented in figure 2. 

-- Figure 2 here -- 

The research design consisted of three phases and focused on the exploration of the conceptual framework 

developed in phase 0. Starting with case and interviewee sampling, phase 1 was directed towards collecting 

data from problem-centered interviews and process documentation on what happened from the perspective of 

the transition intermediaries. From analysing these interviews, we retraced the innovation journeys the 

interviewees had reported, identified the major niche and regime actors involved, ascertained the 

intermediation activities undertaken, and then compared them to the conceptual framework. Phase 2 was 

dedicated to validating and broadening the intermediaries’ perspective using semi-structured qualitative 
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interviews with involved niche and regime actors. In phase 3, the findings from phase 1 and 2 were compared 

and conclusions were drawn. The triangulation of data sources, investigators and methods (Denzin, 1989) 

made it possible to gather complementary data, and thereby to generate “further enriching and completing 

knowledge and [...] transgressing the (always limited) epistemological potentials of the individual method.” 

(Flick, 2014: 444).  

Below, we describe steps and methods applied for sampling, data collection and data analysis in detail.   

6.1 Sampling 

6.1.1 Case sampling  

This study required three case characteristics. The cases should: 

1. Be comparable and run simultaneously (synchronised in timing and approach); 

2.  Involve universities or NGOs as transition intermediary actors within grassroots initiative niches and at the 

niche-regime interface; 

3.  Make it possible to follow the sustainability transition for a longer period and grant access to data from 

within the process. 

The pilot initiatives of the EU project PlasticTwist offered appropriate cases. PlasticTwist aimed at developing 

plastic revaluation approaches by setting up and sustaining local innovation systems. These innovation systems 

ought to enable dispersed local grassroots initiatives involving multiple local actors including citizens, 

communities, inventors, and entrepreneurs, to co-create and implement new plastic-as-an-asset practices. The 

project plan foresaw that this could be achieved through pilots in Greece, Switzerland and the Netherlands. 

The three countries represented, at the point of selection in 2017, a maximum variation sample (Patton, 2002) 

according to three criteria: 
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1. Varying plastic reuse systems: The countries had different plastic reuse systems in place. The recycling rate 

for packaging waste was 93.9% in the Netherlands, 80% in Switzerland and 52.8% in Greece (Eurostat, 

2017). 

2. Different levels of citizen and community inclusion in plastics reuse: The Netherlands have well-

established waste management initiatives focusing on the cooperation between citizens, grassroots 

initiatives, municipalities and companies. Switzerland is a country with particularly active grassroots 

initiatives emerging from hackerspaces and FabLabs. In Greece, such practices are rare and fragmented, 

but the financial crisis has led to pushes for novel bottom-up solutions to trigger plastic reuse. 

3. Divergent economic (and resulting social) challenges in terms of economic status and growth rates between 

a non-EU, a southern and a northern EU country. 

The pilot coordinators were a Swiss university and two NGOs, one Greek and the other Dutch. The pilots 

applied a generic methodology to mediate in grassroots initiative niches and at niche-regime interfaces. The 

project plan foresaw that the pilot coordinators would first focus on growing the plastic-as-an-asset systems 

locally (from January 2018 to March 2019) and then connect them globally (April to December 2019). They 

used a bottom-up approach inviting interested citizens and grassroots initiatives to join. Once a global niche 

had been formed, a blockchain-based platform was intended to be offered to the grassroots initiatives. The 

blockchain platform development took place in parallel with the pilot schemes and closely collaborated with 

them but was not the core focus of the pilot activities. 

6.1.2 Interviewee sampling 

As interviewees, we selected intermediary, grassroots and regime actors based on the criterion that they were 

typical in representing the respective actor group in the case country, and knowledgeable about the specific 

project journey because they were actively involved (Patton, 2002; Flick, 2014). To identify typical actor 

groups, innovation journeys, i.e. maps relating events to actors and points in time (Rip, 2012), were developed 
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based on the interviews from phase 1. Here, the timings of niche and regime actor involvement became visible. 

They are marked with the blue label “stakeholder participation” in figures 3, 4, and 5 below: 

-- Figure 3, 4 and 5 here -- 

From the visualisation, we identified interviewees for the second research phase. Table 2 shows that in all three 

innovation systems, the grassroots actors comprised the categories of 1) makers, hackers and plastic experts, 

2) local community/ citizens, and 3) innovators/ entrepreneurs. At regime level, all innovation systems 

included policy makers and researchers; the Swiss and Dutch innovation systems involved additionally the 

plastic industry, while the Greece system included the media.  

-- Table 2 here -- 

Several interviewees belonged to more than one actor group, and one belonged to two actor categories. In the 

interviews with these, we asked for answers to our questions from both perspectives separately.  

6.2 Data Collection 

We collected data in two research phases.  

During the first phase (January 2018 to November 2019), we compiled 45 pages of text containing internal 

and external PlasticTwist project communication about the pilot initiatives. Then, we conducted problem-

centered interviews (Witzel, 2000) with one pilot coordinator representing each region, resulting 32 in pages 

of interview protocol. Following a semi-structured guideline, the interviewees were asked to describe the 

journey of setting up their plastic-as-an-asset system, name the actors involved, and detail their engagement. 

To gather data from the second half of the project, we conducted a round of follow-up problem-centered 

interviews with the same three interviewees in November 2019. We used the same interview guideline with 
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an additional question about best practices and challenges in maintaining the plastic-as-an-asset systems. The 

transcripts comprised 18 pages. 

During the second research phase (March 2020 to December 2020), we conducted 15 semi-structured 

qualitative interviews (Flick, 2014) with interviewees representing the identified important actor groups at 

niche and regime level to validate and enrich the findings with other system players’ perspectives. The 

interviewees first described their involvement in the project activities, and then elaborated on how this 

supported them in advancing plastic revaluation. They then reflected on which activities particularly supported 

the formation of a global niche and/or a niche-regime fit. The interview transcripts were 114 pages long. 

6.3 Data Analysis 

The data corpora were analysed separately using the same approach: First, two researchers coded the 

interviews independently with qualitative content analysis (Miles et al., 2014) using Atlas.TI as coding 

software, and a pre-defined list of nine codes derived from the activity categories of the conceptual framework 

(see table 1). They allowed open codes to emerge and enrich the analysis. The text passages relating to codes 

from niche and niche-regime interface level were then separated. Within these activity level codes, researchers 

coded the text using the activities of the conceptual model as pre-defined code list (e.g. “set standards” in the 

text passages classified as belonging to the “joint action” activity category at niche level). Again, they allowed 

open codes emergence. This hierarchical code relation is reflected in the presentation of the findings by 

labelling context levels “aggregate dimensions”, activity category codes “second-order themes”, and activity 

codes “first-order concepts”, analogous to the approach proposed by Gioia et al. (2013). After the individua l 

coding, the researchers negotiated codes and meanings, and then compared the perspectives of the transition 

intermediaries to those of the niche and regime actors. 
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7 Findings 

During the analysis, we gained insights from the perspectives of all actors. We used these to explore the 

conceptual framework proposed. 

7.1 Transition intermediaries’ perspective 

We identified many activities and activity categories that fitted those assumed in the conceptual framework. 

Yet, for some activity codes at niche level, we found no text passages in the interviews, and others had to be 

renamed. At niche–regime interface, we identified two new activities (first-order concept codes). We also 

found the intermediary level being an additional aggregate dimension with two activity categories (second-

order theme codes with two new first-order concept codes each). Overall, we arrived at three aggregate 

dimensions (one new), 12 second-order themes (two new, three discarded) and 29 first-order concepts (six 

new, four renamed, seven discarded). Figure 6 displays the data structure and the categories, and table 3 

presents the code labels and example quotes as illustrative evidence. 

-- Figure 6 here – 

-- Table 3 here – 

Comparing the insights to our conceptual framework, we arrived at the adapted conceptual framework 

presented in figure 7, representing the perspective of the transition intermediaries:  

-- Figure 7 here -- 

We found that at niche level, the transition intermediaries reported not about having supported grassroots actors 

in communication, joint action and framing. They told not that they linked experimental and innovative 

projects at local level, and only the Swiss interviewee talked about having offered resource and process 

management to niche initiatives. However, we found evidence that they supported niche actors to link projects 
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and initiatives internationally, particularly by setting up arenas for debate such as international workshops, or 

global citizen challenges like the plastic diet in the Netherlands. They aggregated and shared knowledge about 

innovation solutions developed with the grassroots actors, and about niche actor projects that were associated 

to PlasticTwist. Ideas and projects were published, evaluated, and voted on by the local and global community. 

The Swiss pilot that focused on the maker community also provided grassroots initiatives with direct funding 

for events and human capital skills and resources such as access to the FabLab or support from its manager. 

At niche-regime interface level, the transition intermediaries supported network ties creation at two levels of 

intensity. They linked niche and regime actors at events like science cafés or workshops, thereby establishing 

informal ties. They also brokered partnerships and alliances with strong(er) ties by encouraging actors to 

collaborate in projects. Rather than simply facilitating contacts with technical, financial and legal consultants 

as assumed in the literature, they involved such experts in these projects (renamed code).  

Regarding knowledge aggregation, the transition intermediaries documented and shared the knowledge 

created from interaction(s) between niche and regime actors. They also facilitated reflection on this knowledge 

(renamed code). Consolidated knowledge was shared in the form of case studies and how-to-guidelines, rather 

than as reports or handbooks (renamed code). In accordance with the literature, they evaluated developed 

solutions for creating an evidence base on viability of niche claims. With regards to communication, they all 

highlighted the importance of designing information in a professional, easily understood, relevance 

highlighting way (renamed code), to raise public awareness of initiatives.   

Regarding joint action, the transition intermediaries coordinated networks in a strategic manner by 

purposefully inviting different actor groups, and through annually repeating events. They defined best 

practices and success stories for the ideas that were developed or associated with PlasticTwist, and provided 

advice to business, politics or industry associations upon consultation. Moreover, they supported actors at the 

niche-regime interface in identifying common ground and goals for plastic revaluation through facilitated 

discussions during the events. Calling them continuously to action by organising events was a strategy all 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



16 
 

transition intermediaries used to encourage actors to participate in the transition. In terms of policy advocacy, 

they mobilised specific political programs for supporting plastic revaluation and niche activities, and lobbied 

– for example for implementation of European directives. In terms of resource and process management, they 

used parts of the project grant to fund local activities and experiments, and managed projects and resources in 

the frame of events or challenges. The institutional spaces created were continuously recurring idea 

development and debate arenas rather than physical spaces.  

Through open coding, we identified the transition intermediary level as additional aggregate dimension which 

interviewees considered important for their understanding of how to accelerate the sustainability transition. 

Two activity categories belong to this aggregate dimension. The first is understanding the innovation system 

and its players. Interviewees reported how they learned and translated insights into best practices for transition 

intermediaries such as involving actors only when there was both a need and a benefit for them. The second 

activity category relates to challenges faced by the transition intermediaries. This included that for achieving 

a high impact, they needed to create an environment to make all field actors participate in plastic revaluation 

activities. In addition to this, interviewees faced a constant challenge in translating plastic revaluation into a 

relevant issue for regime actors like incumbent companies or policy makers. 

7.2 Comparison of intermediary to niche and regime actor perspectives 

The interviews with the niche and regime actors were designed to enrich and validate the data obtained by the 

interviews with the intermediary actors. We found that the niche and regime actors largely agreed to the 

transition intermediaries. Table 4 below provides an overview of similarities and differences:  

-- Table 4 here -- 

At niche level, the grassroots actors felt that the intermediaries achieved more than they were aware of. Several 

interviewees became connected to other actors at local level and created joint initiatives. Moreover, transition 

intermediaries’ dissemination and communication activities on stories and technical knowledge informed 
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niche level actors. Furthermore, all grassroots actors acknowledged that the intermediaries translated learnings 

into best practices, and helped to discuss common values and visions. They connect these two activities stating 

that, for example, the way of organising international grassroots community events “should become a 

standard” (Interviewee 16), because these events helped to identify common values and visions. They also 

mentioned they directly benefitted from that “there was some funding. And there were many materials and 

machines developed during the project that were accessible to participants.” (Interviewee 17). 

At niche-regime interface, niche and regime actors only partly agree that the transition intermediaries brokered 

partnerships and alliances between them; and grassroots actors only partly confirm that they facilitated 

contacts to consultants. Not all grassroots actors perceived that the transition intermediaries aggregated 

knowledge, while all regime actors recognised this. Several regime actors mentioned that although available 

on the PlasticTwist website, project reports were hard to find, and the intermediaries were “not operational 

enough to share the knowledge (…) with normal people who consume plastic” (Interviewee 5). The grassroots 

actors confirm this saying that “reports were not delivered” (Interviewee 6) to them.  

Some interviewees from both groups did not experience transition intermediaries lobbying for topics. The 

regime actors only partly agree that the intermediaries set standards and rules. They admit that the 

intermediaries created success stories, but “do not think they had such an impact” (Interviewee 8) as to define 

rules for the innovation system. In terms of mobilising political programmes, the regime actors see the project 

as just a starting point for an ongoing awareness raising process among political actors setting up such 

programmes.  

Asked to select the most important transition intermediary support activity at niche-regime interface, regime 

actors mentioned activities at three levels. Firstly, the intermediaries raised awareness among citizens of how 

to approach the plastic pollution problem. Secondly, they helped the grassroots actors to form a global niche 

“by encouraging them to go further, to provide a way to interact between each other” (Interviewee 9). This 
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includes encouraging all actors at niche-regime interface to recognise, through the evidence provided, that 

niche actors have “the power to solve the problem (…) of plastic”(Interviewee 6). Thirdly, the transition 

intermediaries connected grassroots actors in events to companies, demonstrating that they were not simply 

“the protesters, the plastic haters” (Interviewee 13). The grassroots actors agree with all three points. They 

highlight the importance of the events as arenas to establish relationships with regime actors, thereby 

“connecting initiatives to a wider audience. To bigger companies. So I think this was pretty well done. These 

companies take seriously what we can accomplish with their plastic waste.” (7).                

These findings lead us to conclude that the interviewees from the grassroots and regime levels in general 

approve the conceptual framework presented in figure 7, but suggest adding side-effect achievements at niche 

level. Figure 8 below presents the adapted and final conceptual framework. 

-- Figure 8 here -- 

8 Discussion 

In this paper, we have proposed that universities and NGOs can set up infrastructures and services that provide 

grassroots initiatives with a minimal institutionalisation, thereby empowering them at niche level to connect 

and move towards a global niche, and at the niche-regime interface to achieve niche-regime fit despite their 

anti-institutionalisation stance. Based on the literature, we developed a conceptual framework of activity 

categories and activities that we assumed NGOs and universities to follow when intermediating during the 

acceleration phase of grassroots-driven sustainability transitions. Overall, our findings support the assumption 

that institutionalisation offers by universities and NGOs can support grassroots initiatives in moving towards 

a global niche and accelerating sustainability solutions to regime level (Oteman et al., 2017). However, we 

found that not all the support activities proposed in the literature were offered by our intermediaries, that 

several offers differed slightly from those proposed, and that there were additional activities and issues not yet 

discussed.  
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8.1 Intermediary activities supporting global niche formation  

At niche level, the transition intermediaries focused on fewer activities than expected. They neither actively 

supported grassroots initiatives with measures regarding communication, joint action and framing, nor did they 

strive to connect them at local level. A reason for the focus on establishing global connections between 

grassroots actors might be that, in the acceleration phase of a sustainability transition, the basic structure of the 

local innovation system is already set, implying that most the local actors know each other, but need support 

in forming a development trajectory towards a global niche (Geels and Raven, 2006; Raven et al, 2010; 

Hargreaves et al., 2013). Focusing resources on supporting global niche formation thus represents one of the 

successful intermediation strategies called for by Kivimaa et al. (2019a). Our empirical exploration suggests 

that intermediating universities and NGOs should fund and facilitate international undertakings that allow the 

grassroots initiative actors meeting up face to face and discussing projects. 

The reason for not offering communication services to the grassroots initiatives lies in the characteristics of 

the plastic revaluation community, where grassroots actors are technically highly knowledgeable, in that they 

use modern communication technology and share design blueprints on online platforms (Wolf et al., 2014; 

Wolf and Troxler, 2016). These initiatives do not need – and would probably not use - yet another knowledge 

repository set up by transition intermediaries.  

8.2 Intermediation activities enabling niche-regime fit 

At niche-regime interface, our empirical exploration confirmed the conceptual framework in that we found the 

transition intermediaries conducting activities in all assumed activity categories. Intermediary activities for 

linking niche and regime actors at local level, communicating information, and supporting joint action and 

framing were important. The activities in the activity category joint action were more multifaceted than in the 

literature: We added activities related to identifying common ground, and to including stakeholders in the 

transition to the conceptual framework. These activities were discarded at niche level, but important at niche-
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regime interface level. The most valued intermediary activities at niche-regime interface were focused on 

creating learning arenas. These were designed to offer access to state of the art knowledge from different 

perspectives, and to create shared hands-on plastic revaluation experiences. With these findings, we hope to 

contribute to broadening understanding of “how innovation intermediaries can use their influence in these 

relationships (niche and regime)” as called for by Gliedt et al. (2018: 1256).  

The minimum institutionalisation infrastructure offered by intermediaries to enable niche-regime fit was less 

robust than extant research suggests. This made it necessary to develop customised communication strategies 

for each actor group in order to realize professional, engaging and comprehensible communication, 

contradicting the prevailing proposition to design one awareness raising campaign for everyone (Seyfang, 

2007; Seyfang and Longhurst, 2016; Bush et al., 2017; Gliedt et al., 2018). Furthermore, rather than creating 

institutions such as urban labs (Troxler and Wolf, 2010; Kivimaa et al., 2019b), transition intermediaries used 

existing grassroots spaces like FabLabs, and set up temporary learning arenas in the form of repeated events. 

They favoured on-the-spot learning to the event documentation proposed in the literature (Hamann and April, 

2013; Heiskanen et al., 2015; Lukkarinen et al., 2018). A reason for this might be that plastic revaluation is 

less bound to specific physical sites and documentation than the grassroots projects on energy systems (e.g. 

Hargreaves et al., 2013; Seyfang et al., 2014; Heiskanen et al., 2015). Another reason might lie in the fact that 

universities and NGOs are both regime-based and niche intermediaries (Kivimaa (2019a; b), and this might 

mean they tend to stimulate joint action at the niche-regime interface instead of striving for political decisions.  

8.3 The innovation system complexity 

Using this research, we performed the “reality check” called for by Kivimaa et al. (2019a: 12), and have been 

able to offer insights that challenge the so far “rather idealistic picture of intermediaries in transition [and] on 

the complexity of intermediation in the real world” (ibid). By allowing for open codes in data analysis, we 

have identified a dependency of universities and NGOs from the willingness of regime actors to participate in 
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their activities - societal impact can only be achieved if all system actors “chase a common goal” (Interviewee 

1), and align actions towards defining and implementing sustainability solutions. Consequently, it can be 

assumed that the long-proposed triple helix for sustainability transition activities undertaken by policy 

institutions, companies and universities (Sedlacek, 2013) should also include citizens and grassroots-

communities as a fourth party. Future research should propose conceptualisations and empirical cases to test 

this proposition. 

Finally, for the plastic revaluation systems in our three case studies, we empirically identified the niche and 

regime actors, thereby going beyond generic definitions of, for example, regime actors as “the incumbent firm, 

legislators, regulators, and consumers” (Doblinger and Soppe, 2013: 278). Being aware of innovation system 

actors in sustainability transitions is potentially helpful for transition intermediaries. For example, in plastic 

revaluation, citizens appear as grassroots actors and not (yet) as consumers (Kivimaa et al., 2019a). We thus 

invite research to review extant empirical studies on grassroots-driven sustainability transition innovation 

systems to identify, classify and compare niche and regime actors in the transition acceleration phase.    

9 Conclusions 

We have aimed to inform research on NGOs and universities as transition intermediaries in sustainability 

transitions with successful intermediation strategies (Kivimaa et al., 2019a), and have taken up the call for 

insights on “how to simultaneously scale-up niche experiments and weaken or alter subsystems of the regime”. 

(Gliedt et al., 2018: 1256) We conclude that NGOs and universities can empower grassroots-driven 

sustainability transformations in the acceleration phase, as they can support grassroots initiatives in forming a 

more global niche (Geels and Raven, 2006; Raven et al, 2008; 2010; Hargreaves et al., 2013; Kivimaa et al., 

2019a, 2019b), and in the diffusion of developed solutions to the regime (Oteman et al., 2017).  

A further conclusion is that the organisation of learning arena events is an efficient approach to stimulate 

collaboration between grassroots and regime actors. Such events must offer collaboration incentives to niche 
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actors such as project support, access to new knowledge, and seed funding. In our three case studies, open, 

variety embracing and targeted events stimulated the emergence of a multiplicity of participation and action 

alignment patterns. Niche actors became aware that they acted similarly to others through continued contact 

with the universities and NGOs, and this led them to set up shared activities. The openness and flexibility of 

the intermediaries counteracted their legal impotence to enforce top-down transition implementation 

(Koschatzky and Kroll, 2007). 

9.1 Implications for policy makers 

Grassroots initiatives can push sustainability transitions when commons are at stake, and when regime actors 

respond to public needs too slowly. Our findings suggest to policy makers wishing to support local 

sustainability transitions, that they should not implement top-down solutions focused on just one central actor. 

Rather, they should use an integrated approach that builds (also) on the engagement of citizens and grassroots 

initiatives. As these tend to distrust institutionalising formal structures, involving universities and NGOs as 

transition intermediaries might be beneficial.  

A selection process of such transition intermediaries requires an assessment of their networks and approaches 

to working with citizens and grassroots initiatives. Further research shall use our insights into essential 

intermediary offerings at niche level and at niche-regime interface as starting point for developing such 

assessments.    

9.2 Limitations 

This research has its limitations. Firstly, it uses data from three plastic revaluation case studies involving 

grassroots and regime actors, and NGOs and universities as transition intermediaries – and we cannot 

generalise beyond these. It would be beneficial to understand whether similar patterns become visible when 

studying cases from other countries and other sustainability transition topics. We see a general need for 
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research to complement the popular innovation ecosystem studies focused on the interplay between companies, 

political institutions and consumers (Oh et al., 2016), with perspectives on alternative innovation systems 

designed to achieve fit between grassroots initiatives and regime actors (Seyfang and Smith, 2007; Penna and 

Geels, 2012;  Seyfang et al., 2014; Oteman, 2017). 

Secondly, the research presented focused on exploring the conceptual framework at a relatively abstract level. 

We suggest going deeper with the “reality check” (Kivimaa et al., 2019a: 12), and studying questions such as 

how and why universities and NGOs and grassroots initiatives start interactions, or about scaling logic(s). We 

invite future research on the pathways of such micro processes in sustainability transition innovation systems 

in the acceleration phase. 
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TABLE 1 Intermediation activities attributed in extant literature to regime-based and niche transition intermediaries 

Context /level 
of action 

Activity category Activity Authors 

Niche level 
(within niche) 
 
 
 
Support of the 
formation of a 
global niche 
 

Network building Link experimental and innovative local 
projects  

Hargreaves et al., 2013; Seyfang and Longhurst, 2016; Hyysalo et al., 2013; Seyfang et 
al., 2014; Judson et al., 2015; Fontes et al., 2016, Holden et al., 2016; Smith et al., 
2016; Martiskainen, 2017; Matschoss and Heiskanen, 2017;  

Link experimental and innovative local 
and global projects  

Hargreaves et al, 2013; Fontes et al., 2016; Medd and Marvin, 2008, Smith et al., 2016; 
Kivimaa et al., 2019a;  

Provide arenas for debate (i.e. seminars, 
conferences, and dedicated journals) 

Fontes et al.,2016; Hyysalo et al., 2013; Seyfang et al., 2014; Matschoss and 
Heiskanen, 2017;  

Knowledge 
aggregation 

Aggregate knowledge and learnings 
from and about individual projects  

Kivimaa et al., 2019a; Matschoss and Heiskanen, 2017; Hargreaves et al, 2013; 
Seyfang and Longhurst, 2016; Seyfang et al., 2014; Fontes et al., 2016; Hyysalo et al., 
2013; Judson et al., 2015; Martiskainen, 2017 

Document and share own expertise and 
experience  

Bush et al., 2017; Kivimaa, 2014; Martiskainen, 2017; Smith et al., 2016  

Evaluate initiatives, solutions and 
projects 

Seyfang and Longhurst, 2016; Judson et al., 2015; Kivimaa, 2014  

Communication Provide access to knowledge 
repositories  

Hargreaves et al, 2013, Hyysalo et al., 2013; Smith et al., 2016  

Disseminate and communicate 
information 

Kivimaa, 2014; Matschoss and Heiskanen, 2017; Seyfang and Smith, 2007; Smith et 
al., 2016  

Joint action Set standards Kivimaa et al., 2019a; Raven et al., 2011; Seyfang et al., 2014; Holden et al., 2016 
Translate learning into best practices Hargreaves et al, 2013; Seyfang and Longhurst 2016; Seyfang et al., 2014; Matschoss 

and Heiskanen, 2017; Medd and Marvin, 2008; Smith et al., 2016 
Framing Support strategic plan making of 

grassroots actors  
Knuth et al., 2007; Medd and Marving, 2008; Smith et al., 2016 

Help to articulate common values and 
visions 

Hargreaves et al, 2013, Bush et al., 2017; Kivimaa, 2014; Holden et al., 2016; Fontes et 
al., 2016 
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Resource and 
process 
management 

Identify, acquire and/or provide 
funding; manage finances 

Knuth et al., 2007; Kivimaa, 2014; Seyfang et al., 2014 

Identifying human capital skills and 
resources  

Kivimaa, 2014; Smith et al., 2016 

Innovation 
development 

Run experiments and projects in which 
innovations are developed 

Seyfang and Longhurst 2016, Wolf et al., 2014; Wolf and Troxler, 2016; Fontes et al., 
2016  

2. Niche-
regime 
interface level 
 
 
Support of 
achievement of 
niche - regime 
fit 

Network building Broker partnerships and alliances 
between community and regime actors 

Kivimaa et al., 2019a; Hargreaves et al, 2013; Raven et al., 2011; Diaz et al., 2013; 
Lukkarinen et al., 2018;  

Link niche with regime actors/ 
Establish connections 

Diaz et al., 2013; Hamann and April, 2013; Matschoss and Heiskanen, 2017; Gliedt et 
al., 2018 

Facilitate contacts with technical, 
financial and legal consultancy 

Bush et al., 2017; Kivimaa, 2014; Seyfang et al., 2014; Lukkarinen et al., 2018  

Knowledge 
aggregation 

Document and share knowledge from 
interactions of niche and regime actors 
(from fora, debate arenas, meetings) 

Lukkarinen et al., 2018; Heiskanen et al., 2015; Hamann and April, 2013 

Make consolidated knowledge 
available (documented reports, 
handbooks, toolkits and ‘how-to’ 
guides) 

Seyfang et al., 2014; Hargreaves et al, 2013 

Create evidence base on viability of 
niche claims 

Bush et al., 2017; Diaz et al., 2013; Lukkarinen et al., 2018   

Communication Disseminate information and 
publications to raise public awareness 
on initiatives 

Seyfang, 2007; Knuth et al.; 2007; Seyfang and Longhurst, 2016; Bush et al., 2017; 
Lukkarinen et al., 2018; Gliedt et al., 2018 

Joint action Coordinate networks in a strategic 
manner 

Bush et al., 2017; Diaz et al., 2013; Matschoss and Heiskanen, 2017; Lukkarinen et al., 
2018  

Set standards and rules, define success 
stories 

Seyfang et al., 2014; Kivimaa et al., 2019b 

Provide advice  Bush et al., 2017; Kivimaa, 2014;  
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Policy advocacy Mobilise political programmes to 
support niche 

Smith et al., 2016; Kivimaa et al., 2019a; Lukkarinen et al., 2018; Gliedt et al., 2018 

Lobbying (for topics, in consultations, 
for the removal of administrative 
barriers) 

Hargreaves et al, 2013; Seyfang et al., 2014; Matschoss and Heiskanen, 2017; 
Lukkarinen et al., 2018  

Resource and 
process 
management 

Create institutional spaces (transition 
arenas, urban living labs)  

Troxler and Wolf, 2010; Kivimaa et al., 2019b 

Fund or acquire funding for local 
experiments and projects 

Heiskanen et al., 2015; Gallagher et al., 2018; Seyfang et al., 2014; Kivimaa et al., 2019b; 
Lukkarinen et al., 2018  

Managing projects (process, financial 
and human resources, conflict 
resolution) 

Kivimaa, 2014; Seyfang et al., 2014; Wolf and Troxler, 2016; Gallagher et al., 2018; 
Heiskanen et al., 2015; Lukkarinen et al., 2018  

 

 

TABLE 2 Interviewee sample 

Pilot Identified actor Actor Category Interview phase Interviewee number Interviewee position/ occupation 

Dutch Pilot 

NGO Transition intermediary 1 1 NGO and Dutch pilot coordinator 

Policy maker Regime actor 2 4 European Commission member 

Plastic Industry Regime actor 2 5 Plastic recycling company COO 

Researcher Regime actor 2 
6 

 
Professor and plastic revaluation maker initiatives 
mentor Maker, hacker, plastic expert Grassroots actor 2 
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Local Community/ Citizen Grassroots actor 2  
7 

 
Entrepreneur and Plastic Recycling Foundation 
member Innovator/ entrepreneur Grassroots actor 2 

Greek Pilot 

NGO Transition intermediary 1 2 NGO and Greek pilot coordinator 

Media Regime actor 2 8 Media Professional  

Policy maker Regime actor 2 9 Policy advisor and environmental expert 

Researcher Regime actor 2 10  University researcher 

Makers, hacker, plastic expert Grassroots actor 2  
11 Beach clean-ups and recycling movement member  

Local Community/ Citizen Grassroots actor 2 

Innovator/ entrepreneur Grassroots actor 2 12 Environmental Education initiative member 

Swiss  
Pilot 

University Transition intermediary 1 3 University researcher and Swiss pilot coordinator 

Policy makers Regime actor 2 13 National circular economy association chairman 

Plastic Industry Regime actor 2 14 Plastic recycling company manager 

Researcher Regime actor 2 15 Plastic revaluation researcher 

Maker, hacker, plastic expert Grassroots actor 2 16 Hacker and biotech expert 

Local Community/ Citizen Grassroots actor 2 17 Citizen sustainability network organisation founder 

Innovator/ entrepreneur Grassroots actor 2 18                           Circular economy start-up founder 
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TABLE 3 Code labels and illustrative evidence (1=Netherlands, 2=Greece, 3=Swiss Pilot) 

Aggregate 
dimension 

Second-order 
themes 

First order concepts Example quotes first order concepts 

Niche level Network 
building 

Link experimental and innovative 
local projects 

     n.a. 

Link experimental and innovative 
local and global projects 

"We uploaded all the ideas and asked the public to engage more other people" (1) "with the FabLab 
of course it's the whole FabLab community." (2) "Then we also had in Geneva this [event name] 
which was again like homo sapiens, more biohacker/ art." (3)  

Provide arenas for debate (i.e. 
seminars, conferences, dedicated 
journals) 

"We invited (...) to join us on a plastic diet. It was a challenge to stop buying anything which contains 
plastic for a whole month." (1) " In the workshops (...) mostly it was oriented to people who were 
keen to reuse plastic or people who already work with plastic." (2) "An event about really developing 
understandings of the future of plastic technology." (3) 

Knowledge 
Aggregation 

Aggregate knowledge and learnings 
from and about individual projects 

"We uploaded all the ideas and asked the public to (…) vote on the ideas." (1) "And we have 
managed to explore (…) seven different ideas." (2) "We (…) make the short plastic stories and the 
report the Re-Button challenge in all the languages, so our pilots will also be able to spread that." (3) 

Document and share own experience "We learned a lot from that. And we disseminated all the results through social media and stuff like 
that." (1) "And you realise that because we have a common goal (…) we need to see how other 
people work on these critical issues." (2)  "We all had different kinds of experiences and we actually 
collaborated to pull those together" (3) 

Evaluate initiatives, solutions and 
projects 

"What we did was we selected the best ideas that were generated in a challenge." (1) "for example, 
we also evaluated and analysed what we are doing in the projects." (2) "We filtered ideas out of that 
and condensed it into ten ideas (…) and, yeah, 3, 4 of them were very realistic and close up." (3)  

Communication Provide access to knowledge 
repositories 

n.a. 

Disseminate and communicate 
information 

n.a. 

Joint action Set standards n.a. 
Translate learning into best practices n.a. 

Framing Support strategic plan making of 
grassroots actors 

n.a. 
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Help to articulate common values and 
visions 

n.a. 

Resource and 
process 
management 

Identify, acquire, and/or provide 
funding; manage finances 

"Then we made one bigger workshop (…) where we had specialists in microscoping soil samples and 
they brought microscopes and we were able to see the plastic in the soil." (3) 

Identify human capital skills and 
resources 

"This project (…) came out of workshops in June this spring. (…) They were able to make this 
project because they got support from the FabLab." (3) 

Innovation 
development 

Run experiments and projects in 
which innovations are developed 

"In the design challenge, which was a few months, where teams worked on the waste streams" (1) 
"And we have managed to explore seven different ideas. People who were participating in the 
workshops described them (…) as a complete project." (2) "There are two different kinds of plastic in 
a pet bubble. (…)  [Name] made the mould and we made presentations of this in various places." (3) 

Niche-
regime 
interface 
level 

Network 
building 

Broker partnerships and alliances 
between community and regime 
actors 

"They made building bricks and benches and installations which could be used in their offices. And 
these are very viable tangible projects which they also then presented to the entire management team 
of the BBC.” (1) "We know local mayors, public actors, we have schools, but also universities, 
teachers, plastic makers. (2) “And then we had a second winter school where we did the same thing 
but were more specific on the question of takeaway cutlery." (3) 

Link niche with regime actors/ 
Establish connections 

"We invited like 300 people from all different areas to join us on a plastic diet.” (1) "In that one in 
Athens we invited participants from the different four categories to participate and to interact." (2) 
"I've told a lot of people and they know about the shift conference even though they're local (…) It's 
sort of a snowball effect." (3) 

Facilitate contacts with technical, 
financial, and legal consultancy 
Renamed: Build-in contacts to topic 
matter experts 
 

"We had like science cafes and boot camps wrapped up in this design challenge with experts." (1) 
"We worked as coaches. (…). And we took every step together. We kept them engaged, and we 
empowered them to continue working on the issues we asked of them." (2) "And there we had 
professionals who discussed the theme, but it was also more like a science talk which means that it's 
not just talking in their panel and everyone is passive." (3) 

Knowledge 
Aggregation 

Document and share knowledge from 
interactions of niche and regime 
actors (from fora, debate arenas, 
meetings) 

"We have Facebook, we have, pages where all these findings are collected." (1) "Two workshops, 
one in Athens and one in Thessaloniki. And we managed to explore (…) seven different ideas." (2) 
"There, we also asked people to write some feedback about what they wanted to change, and that's 
been really popular." (3)  
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Renamed: Share knowledge in and 
from learning arena interactions of 
niche- and regime actors 

Make consolidated knowledge 
available (documented reports, 
handbooks, toolkits, and how-to-
guides) 
Renamed: Make consolidated 
knowledge available (how-to-guides, 
product ideas and descriptions, case 
studies) 

"It took from November to January to create these products and business cases - and which are now 
on the website and stuff." (1) "Those are study cases for us, to show to our people here, what they are 
doing (...) in order to be more welcoming of new ideas and to new laws." (2) "You can see our blog, 
(…) the basic information is also online." (3)  

Create evidence based on viability of 
niche claims 

"We collect the plastic waste from their restaurants (…), but it's really hard. You cannot use plastic, 
which is used for food, again for food.” (1) " We are trying to convince people what they need to 
recycle and introduce the innovation in small steps." (2) "So basically the idea there is to show 
people how you can make a button or how you make a simple mould (…) it's a really easy process." 
(3) 

Communication Disseminate information and 
publications to raise public awareness 
on initiatives 
Renamed: Design and disseminate 
easy to understand, playful and 
relevance highlighting information to 
raise public awareness 

"we have a more professional profound way of communicating - mainly through [NGO name] - 
because that's a platform and innovation hub for a circular economy" (1)  "(...) not only to explain 
what is the goal of the project but also to make them, to tell them to try it and to give us feedback." 
(2) "There is an element of a promise from this project, a promise that things would change (…) then 
people also don't forget you immediately." (3) 

Joint action Coordinate networks in a strategic 
manner 

"In September, we're going to do the plastic diet again." (1)  "The biggest part of the dissemination 
activities were activities that were targeted at each group differently." (2) "So [name] made the basic 
mould and we made presentations of this in various places. Then he gave a workshop where teachers 
could come (…) It's a way of scaling this process." (3) 
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Set standards and rules, define 
success stories 

"We had a voting campaign. We selected the best ideas that were generated in a challenge." (1) "We 
had this calculation model for every project idea or product that is going to be uploaded to the 
platform." (2) "The teacher re-button workshops. (...) where teachers could come and make the 
mould and then have a set for their classes so they could go back and do that." (3)  

Provide advice "We looked at legislation and other opportunities to see if the product could be viable." (1) "The 
NGOs do public consultation and they ask people to sign, for example for petitions for a vote" (2) 
"we got in contact with the first circular fair in Switzerland which is called Shift Switzerland (...) 
They were very keen to have us there to show other people that this is a direction that people are 
thinking in." (3) 

New: Help to identify common 
ground 

"To make design criteria for the design teams, that are close to the core process of the model."(1) 
"We also use our networks to receive inputs and how we can build a consensual opinion about how to 
address the issue of plastic and plastic revalue." (2) "After a small introduction the guest speakers 
went into the audience and discussed with them their main issues." (3) 

New: Call for action, make 
stakeholders part of a change process 

"We organised a design challenge with specific slots and milestones where we asked for interaction." 
(1) "So, what do we do is mostly call-to-action. Action on site, on the field. And this is the best way 
we found to engage them." (2) "We also had, this putting the seed of the possibility of change into the 
minds of all these stakeholders. I think that is the main thing that keeps it going." (3) 

Policy advocacy Mobilize political programs to 
support niche 

"Understanding the goals of the municipality and the goals of the government really helps because 
they are able to get other corporations to join the mission, also financially because the problem of 
plastic doesn't really have a problem-owner." (1)  "We use a big list of stakeholders including policy 
makers, and including the community, to advocate for the application of these new directives on 
single use plastic."(2) "Because for the pilot it's important to have a really good network. We haven't 
talked to anyone who is not relevant to the success of the project." (3) 

  Lobbying (for topics, for the removal 
of administrative barriers) 

"What's also important for us is the long-term planning; we connect a lot with local municipalities." 
(1) "If the government decides to implement the directive, the Environmental Ministry will consult 
NGOs.” (2) "We've been in contact with different stakeholders from the Federal Government and the 
Canton, this is also important." (3) 

Resource and 
process 
management 

Create institutional spaces (transition 
arenas, urban living labs) 

"And therefore, we came up with the idea to create a festival (…). So there will be fun activities." (1) 
"We have volunteers every year in the clean-up, 20,000 people." (2) "We started out in the FabLab 
with the workshops around the re-button." (3) 
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Fund or acquire funding for local 
experiments and projects 

"and we had an event called “The future Flight Movie Night”, where we showed a movie and we had 
a discussion with experts in the field” (1) "in Athens we invited (…) to participate and to interact." (2) 
"And then finally we created four events called plastic talks.” (3) 

Managing projects (process, financial 
and human resources, conflict 
resolution) 
 

"We have people on the payroll who organize these events (…) people giving out information, stuff 
like that for setting up the design challenge." (1) "And the way we designed the event was for them to 
be able to interact and have an open discussion about the topic." (2) "First that was making the re-
button. And then there were the ‘teach the teacher’ re-button workshops." (3) 

New: 
Transition 
intermediary 
level 

New: 
Understand the 
innovation 
system and its 
players 

New: Learn "on the way" (2) "There was a whole month and we learned a lot from that." (1) "But what we are doing now is 
actually learning as we go." (2) "We teach them but we also learn a lot about the issues (…) We 
make these workshops for other people to learn about this segment." (3)  

New: Translate learning into 
intermediary best practices 

"Inviting them at the right time when they could add value. We asked them for their feedback."(1) 
"And we had this calculation model for every project idea or product (…). And it has to do with the 
sustainability of every product at the platform." (2) "The most important things were the interaction 
between the pilots (...) that is what creates a sustainable value." (3)  

New: 
Challenges 

New: Manage whole value chain/ 
make whole value chain participate 

“The whole chain needs to understand why there is plastic, how much plastic there is, and what you 
can do as an alternative.” (1) "It's something that is transversal; you cannot say one group is more 
important than other. (2) "And those are from the plastic school, the industry party, and the federal 
government and the cantons (for the local culture and local community). They were also quite 
important." (3) 

New: Challenge: Translate plastic 
revaluation into a relevant issue for 
regime actors 

"The Port of Rotterdam is a real estate and its business model is different, so if you ask people to 
make a business case out of plastic waste, most of the time it doesn't have to do with their core 
business." (1) "in Greece it's not so easy to make people understand how big the problem is (…) It’s a 
very hard mentality” (2) “Swiss governmental institutions, they do research, they do projects, they 
have opinions, but they can't be part of the change process in the same way as we can (…).” (3) 

 

 

 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



40 
 

 

TABLE 4 Comparison of actor group perspectives 

Context /Level of 
Action 

Activity category Activity 
Activity reported by 
Intermediaries Niche actors Regime actors 

Niche level (within 
niche) 

  

  

Supports the formation 
of global niche 

Network building 

Link experimental and innovative local projects No Partly n.a. 
Link experimental and innovative local and global 
niche projects 

Yes Yes n.a. 

Provide arenas for debate (i.e. seminars, 
conferences, and dedicated journals) 

Yes Yes n.a. 

Knowledge aggregation 

Aggregate knowledge and learnings from and about 
individual projects 

Yes Yes n.a. 

Document and share own expertise and experience Yes Yes n.a. 
Evaluation of initiatives, solutions, and projects Yes Yes n.a. 

Communication 
Provide access to knowledge repositories No No n.a. 
Disseminate and communicate information No Partly n.a. 

Joint action 
Set standards No No n.a. 
Translate learning into best practices No Yes n.a. 

Framing 

Support strategic plan making of grassroots actors No No n.a. 

Help to articulate common values and visions No Yes n.a. 

Resource and process 
management 

Identify, acquire and/or provide funding; manage 
finances Yes Yes n.a. 

Identify human capital skills and resources Yes Yes n.a. 
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Innovation development Run experiments and projects in which innovations 
are developed 

Yes Yes n.a. 

2. Niche-regime interface 
level 

  

Supports to enable niche 
- regime fit 

Network building 

Broker partnerships and alliances between 
community and regime actors Yes Partly Partly 

Link niche with regime actors/ Establish connections Yes Yes Yes 
Facilitate contacts with technical, financial and legal 
consultancy Yes Partly Yes 

Knowledge aggregation 

Document and share knowledge from interactions of 
niche and regime actors (forums, debate arenas, 
meetings) 

Yes Partly Yes 

Make consolidated knowledge available 
(documented reports, handbooks, toolkits and ‘how-
to’ guides) 

Yes Partly Yes 

Create evidence based on viability of claims Yes Partly Yes 

Communication Information dissemination and publication to raise 
public awareness on initiatives 

Yes Yes Yes 

Joint action 
Strategic coordination of networks Yes Yes Yes 
Set standards and rules, define success stories Yes Yes Partly 
Provide advice Yes Yes Yes 

Policy advocacy 
Mobilise political programs to support niche Yes Yes Partly 

Lobbying (for topics, in consultations, for the 
removal of administrative barriers) 

Yes Partly Partly 

Resource and process 
management 

Create institutional spaces (transition arenas, urban 
living labs) 

Yes Yes Yes 

Fund or acquire funding for local experiments and 
projects 

Yes Yes Yes 
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Managing projects (process, financial and human 
resources, conflict resolution) 

Yes Yes Yes 
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FIGURE 1 Conceptual framework  
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FIGURE 2  Research design 
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FIGURE 3  Greek Innovation Journey 
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FIGURE 4 Swiss Innovation Journey 
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FIGURE 5 Dutch Innovation Journey 
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FIGURE 6  Data structure 
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FIGURE 7  Adapted conceptual framework from transition intermediary perspective 
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FIGURE 8  Final conceptual framework based on perspectives of niche, regime, and intermediary actors 
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