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Abstract.  Transitions are structural societal changes resulting from interacting cultural, economic, technological, 
behavioral, ecological or institutional developments. Transition management TM is as an evolutionary way of 
steering and creating the conditions for societal renewal to occur. The TM model proposes a cycle of activity clusters 
from (1) problem structuring, organizing transition arenas and developing sustainability visions; to (2) creating 
arenas, developing transition images and transition agendas; to (3) mobilizing a transition network and executing 
projects and experiments and (4) evaluating, monitoring and learning. These activities are initially carried out “in the 
shadow” of the mainstream, that is, they occur in a safe environment for optimal experimentation and learning. An 
arena is an open network that contains representatives of government, firms, societal organizations, knowledge 
institutes and intermediaries. TM addresses social complexity, which is a result of diverse interests and worldviews 
among stakeholders and which warrants a multi-stakeholder approach. Although TM is becoming an important tool 
in policy making in several European countries, the method is still in development. This paper introduces elements of 
Theory U and Integral Theory into the TM methodology and reports some action research results and experiences of 
implementing these new insights into the Flemish transition arena of sustainable materials usage which was 
established as the second transition experiment in Belgium in 2006.  

1. INTRODUCTION 
Most problems in societies are dealt with either by 
command-and-control policies—mainly when problems 
are of a technical nature—or by market mechanisms. A 
typical example is environmental policy. Textbooks in 
environmental economics typically prescribe two types 
of policies: command-and-control instruments (such as 
norms) or market-based instruments (such as taxes and 
tradeable permits). However, such instruments are not 
able to address more complex problems.  

Governments tend to respond by making their policy-
making process more inclusive, using participatory 
approaches. Still, really “wicked” problems cannot be 
dealt with in these ways [6],[7]: seeking consensus or 
avoiding conflict usually ends up in compromise 
solutions resulting in incremental change. However, the 
wicked problems of our (post-modern) time need more 
radical changes and thus also different (post-modern) 
change models, as our dominant practices are deeply 
embedded into the structures of our society [7]. 

Over the recent years, such new, post-modern change 
models have emerged, including Theory U in America 
[5],[10],[13] and Transition Management in Europe 
[6],[7]. Throughout the world, actors are experimenting 
with these models through action research, such that the 
models are continuously being refined and developed. 

The purpose of this paper is to report on preliminary 
results of an exploratory study investigating (1) to what 
extent the transition management methodology contains 
key elements of Theory U and Integral Theory, and (2) 
how insights from the latter theories can be integrated 
into transition management. For this, I investigated 
these theories in two ways: first, by reviewing the 

literature on these theories; and second, through action 
research in an existing transition management project. 
This project is the Flemish transition arena of 
sustainable materials usage which was established as 
the second transition experiment in Belgium in 2006. 
This arena aims to mainstream sustainable materials 
usage concepts such as closed-loop economy, cradle to 
cradle, service-based materials use, etc. 

2. GOVERNING TRANSITIONS 

2.1 Transitions 
A transition is a process in which the existing system of 
structures, institutions, culture and practices are broken 
down and replaced by new ones. This shift is a non-
linear process in which a system moves from one 
dynamic equilibrium to another one. Transitions  thus 
concern large-scale processes that cover at least one 
generation with interactions between different scale 
levels [7]. 

2.2 Transition management 
Transition management has been co-produced by Dutch 
researchers with a number of government, civil society 
and business actors in an exploratory way as a model to 
govern transitions. Transition management is an 
evolutionary way of steering and of creating the 
conditions for societal renewal to occur. Transition 
management involves the creation of experiments from 
which actors learn. The right initiatives can then be up-
scaled at the right moment.  The approach is rooted in 
complexity science and embraces such core concepts as 
co-evolution, self-organization and emergence [7]. 

In practice, the transition management model proposes 
the following cycle of activity clusters [6],[7]: 

  



• Problem structuring, organizing a transition 
arena and developing sustainability visions, 

• Creating arenas, developing transition images, 
transition pathways and transition agendas, 

• Mobilizing the transition network (finding 
resources) and executing projects and 
experiments, 

• Evaluating, monitoring and learning. 

These activities are initially carried out “in the shadow” 
of the mainstream or regime, that is, they occur in a safe 
environment for optimal experimentation and learning. 
The idea is that the regime protects itself from radical 
change through incremental adaptation and innovation, 
similar to the process of autopoiesis. Transition 
management thus initiates a societal transition  

“by stimulating instability and change through 
promoting changes in structure, culture and 
practices simultaneously.” [7, p. 89] 

An arena consists of a limited number of pioneers who 
are selected based on their competences, background 
and interests, and who are committed towards the 
transition goal and approach. An arena is an open, 
multi-actor network that contains representatives of 
government, firms, societal organizations, knowledge 
institutes and intermediaries. Transition management 
thus addresses social complexity, which is a result of 
diverse interests and worldviews among stakeholders 
and which warrants a multi-actor approach.  

2.3 Discussion 
The Transition Management Arena shows a great deal 
of correspondence with for example the Innovation Lab 
based on the U-process1, as they are both based on the 
same premises of how change takes place, that is, in an 
evolutionary way and by prototyping and learning from 
innovation experiments. They are both cyclical, that is, 
multiple rounds are necessary to effectuate change. 
Another similarity is that the arena or lab is driven by 
passionate pioneers, but that at the same all relevant 
actors necessary to achieve the goal of the arena or lab 
need to be engaged. A key condition for the arena/lab to 
be successful is that actors are able to develop a 
systemic understanding of the problem field, that they 
become aware of their own mental models or 
worldviews and that they are able to let go of them, 
such that they are open to new and innovative solutions. 
In all these respects both models are true post-modern 
change models. 

A first point of difference between the two change 
models involves the depth of relations being formed 
and the depth of reflection sought during the process. In 
transition management, interpersonal relations are not at 

                                                           
1 See for example the Sustainable Food Laboratory, 

www.sustainablefoodlab.org, as an example of an innovation 
lab following the U-process. See also the appendix of the 
newest edition of Senge’s The Fifth Discipline [12]. 

the forefront of the methodology. Although transition 
scholars refer to the importance of commitment and 
trust, the transition management methodology does not 
incorporate specific tools of achieving commitment and 
trust, such as deep dive learning journeys and dialogue 
practiced in the U-process.  

A second key difference is that Theory U is meant to 
deal with emergent complexity in addition to social 
complexity. Dealing with emergent complexity involves 
making connection with emerging new realities. In 
transition management this is done by classical 
visioning, while in Theory U presencing involves 
connecting to a deeper source of knowing by retreat and 
reflection. Prototypes are thus generated from that 
source, rather than from an objective systems analysis 
as in transition management. 

Dealing with emerging complexity requires what 
Scharmer [10] calls “learning from the future”. This 
new way of learning is necessary to tackle emergent 
complexity as virtually all learning theories focus on 
learning from the past. Senge claims this kind of 
learning to be vital for innovation: 

“Learning from the future involves intuition. It 
involves embracing high levels of ambiguity, 
uncertainty, and willingness to fail. It involves 
opening ourselves to the unthinkable to do the 
impossible. But the fears and risks are balanced by 
feeling ourselves part of something important that is 
emerging that will truly make a difference.” [12, p. 
xvi] 

Both differences are part of what Ken Wilber calls the 
subjective or interior dimensions of our systems. 
Wilber’s Integral Theory promotes the integration of 
the interior and exterior dimensions of systems, as well 
as their individual and collective dimensions [14]. This 
is summarized in his AQAL model as laid out in Table 
1. 

Table 1:  Wilber’s AQAL model [14] 
 Interior Exterior 

Individual I 
Intentional 

It 
Behavioral 

Collective We 
Cultural 

Its 
Structural 

The transition management model covers the exterior 
quadrants—the behavioral (practices) and the structural 
(structures, institutions) dimension. It acknowledges the 
importance of the cultural dimension (culture, 
worldviews), but does not explicitly take it into 
account. The individual-interior dimension seems to be 
implicit in the selection of participants of the arena, but 
does not receive any explicit attention.  Learning from 
the future, or presencing, involves exactly the 
integration of all quadrants and all levels [10]. 

So, can transition management shift from a self-
reflective system, involving the relational self, to a 
generative system, involving the authentic self? 

  



3. CASE STUDY: SUSTAINABLE MATERIALS 
USAGE IN BELGIUM 

3.1 Context 
In 2004, the Flemish regional authority2 launched a 
sustainable development program to initiate an 
innovative environmental policy—‘Flanders in 
Transition’—to experiment with the transition 
management methodology. Within that framework the 
public waste management agency (OVAM) convened a 
transition arena on sustainable materials usage [2].  

In a first phase (June 2006-January 2007) a group or 
arena of 15 pioneers from government, business and 
civil society engaged in a problem analysis, developed a 
vision for sustainable materials usage and identified 
five sub-themes: customized materials, closed loop 
systems, green chemistry, service-based economy and 
conscious citizens. 

The arena was enlarged to a network of about 50 actors 
working in five transition teams following the five sub-
themes in a second phase running from May 2007 to 
May 2008. I was one of the new participants and took 
the responsibility of chairing the transition team on 
conscious citizens. 

The transition team on conscious citizens is a special 
team to begin with, as by definition it focuses on the 
interior dimensions of sustainable materials usage, 
while the other four teams all deal with exterior aspects 
related to behavior and structures. The team’s aim is to 
awaken citizens as consumers and producers, such that 
they become more conscious of the unsustainability of 
our society.  

Conform the transition management methodology, the 
activities of the team were structured in three phases: 
(1) building a vision of conscious citizens, (2) 
developing transition pathways with intermediate goals 
by backcasting from that vision, and (3) defining a first 
generation of innovation projects or experiments that 
are placed alongside the transition pathways. 

3.2 Research approach 
By joining the transition arena and one of its transition 
teams, I was able to apply several research methods: (1) 
participant observation, (2) conversations with key 
participants and (3) action research through the 
introduction of small interventions into the transition 
team of conscious citizens. 

Two of these interventions were very explicit. A first 
intervention consisted in introducing Wilber’s AQAL 
model to the team as a way of structuring its thoughts 
and actions. The model gave me a lever to refer to the 
individual-inner dimensions. A second intervention 
consisted in introducing Beck and Cowan’s Spiral 
Dynamics model [1] as a way of naming and placing 

                                                           
2 Flanders is the northern part of Belgium and the largest of the three 

states constituting the federal state of Belgium (Flanders, 
Wallonia and Brussels). 

tensions that were arising within the team. It also 
provided a framework to reflect on the transition 
management methodology and the team’s own 
approach towards the methodology. 

3.3. Results 

Following my participant observations, interviews and 
reflections, two preliminary observations have emerged. 

Observation 1: The formulation of transition 
experiments was done by effectuation rather than by 
causation. 

The backcasting methodology of transition management 
requires participants to adopt the approach of what 
Sarasvathy [9] calls causation, that is, to take a 
particular effect as given (the vision) and focus on 
selecting means to create that effect. Rather, the team 
decided to let go of the imposed format of transition 
pathways in two ways. First, it decided to follow its 
own  logic and dynamics, relatively independently of 
the general transition network. Second, it identified 
existing projects on top of which they defined a new 
generation of experiments building on those projects. 
This is an approach of what Sarasvathy refers to as 
effectuation, that is, participants acknowledge the 
limitation of their means and focus on selecting 
between possible effects that can be created with those 
means. 

This is consistent with Sarasvathy who contends that 
innovative firms are successful precisely because of 
their use of effectuation rather than causation. He 
concludes that 

“…when destinations are unclear and there are no 
preexistent goals, causal road maps are less useful 
than effectual exchanges of information between all 
stakeholders involved in the journey.” [9, p. 262] 

This way of structuring seems to fit better with the 
evolutionary nature of the change model. I have 
observed a similar phenomenon in other such projects, 
including an Innovation Lab. An open question is 
whether effectuation can lead to the radical change and 
innovation needed to solve the kind of wicked problems 
these projects are dealing with. 

Observation 2: There is a great variation in 
participants’ willingness to take up responsibility and 
take an active part in the experiments. 

This lack of willingness is stronger in other teams, in 
which the inner dimensions were not addressed, as 
opposed to the conscious citizen team that developed a 
set of values that not only applied to the vision but also 
to the team itself. These values included, among others, 
respect, openness, caring and being involved. Attention 
to the interior dimensions was not a result of my 
intervention, as it was already present in the team from 
the start. Why this attention is present, depends on the 
interior conditions of the participants, and thus of the 
composition of the team.  

  



Again, I have observed this phenomenon in various 
projects, including an innovation lab. This raises the 
question of how to compose a transition arena or any 
other group of people in a post-modern change model. 
Could we say that change projects are less successful or 
need more time to deliver when actors have not reached 
the inter-independent order of adult development or 
when they operate from value systems not conducive to 
generative collaboration [8]? If so, it would mean that 
change projects either need to better accommodate for 
individual transformation or have to select participants 
based on their stage of personal development. However, 
the latter option may endanger the diversity that is 
needed to carry out the project. 

4. TOWARDS INTEGRAL TRANSITION 
MANAGEMENT 
Is an integral transition management approach feasible? 
I think it is. The preliminary results of my research 
points at two key elements that need to be adapted in 
the transition management approach: individual 
transformation and structure. 

 A change model that aims at collective transformation 
can only work when it gives space for individual 
transformation. Key to the U-process is the connection 
between the personal and systemic aspects of 
transformation, thus generating the will, the vision and 
the concrete embodiments of the innovations that need 
to be created. Of course, the step from theory to 
practice is challenging in all kinds of change models, 
including in the U-process. Therefore, I recommend 
spending sufficient resources to the coaching of 
participants. 

A change model rooted in complexity science with core 
concepts referring to co-evolution, self-organization 
and emergence needs structures adapted to this 
paradigm. For example, Theory U is based on the 
creation of minimal structures that are well suited for 
self-organization [4]. In that respect, the principles 
underlying the innovation lab resemble to those 
underlying what Dennings calls “hastly formed 
networks”: highly adaptive networks of actors lacking a 
clear authority [3]. Finding the right balance between 
chaos and order is a challenge for all post-modern 
change projects. 
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