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SUSTAINABILITY TRANSFORMATIONS

Societal transformations are needed across the globe in light of pressing environ-
mental issues. This need to transform is increasingly acknowledged in policy,
planning, academic debate, and media, whether it is to achieve decarbonisation,
resilience, national development plans, or sustainability objectives. This volume
provides the first comprehensive comparison of how sustainability transformations
are understood across societies. It contains historical analogies and concrete
examples from around the world to show how societal transformations could
achieve the Paris Agreement and the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals through governance, innovations, lifestyle changes, education, and new
narratives. It examines how societal actors in different geographical, political and
cultural contexts understand the agents and drivers of societal change towards
sustainability, using data from the academic literature, international news media,
laypeople’s focus groups across five continents, and international politics. This is
a valuable resource for academics and policymakers working in environmental
governance and sustainability.

björn-ola linnér is Professor of Environmental Change at Linköping
University, Sweden. He leads international research on transnational climate gov-
ernance and geopolitics of sustainability transformations. He is experienced as an
advisor in international climate governance and sustainable development research
policy. He is the author of The Return of Malthus and co-author of The Political
Economy of Climate Change Adaptation.

victoria wibeck is Professor of Environmental Change at Linköping
University, Sweden. Her research focuses on communication studies. She is
a recognised authority on sense-making of complex sustainability challenges,
social representations of climate change, and communicative aspects of environ-
mental management by objectives. She has internationally unique expertise in
methodology for cross-country focus group research.
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Preface

How do we change the world? Social sciences and humanities have always
struggled to understand how the relationship between ideas, human agency, mate-
rial conditions, and social institutions drives change. In response to the current
global sustainability challenges of climate change, poverty, biodiversity loss,
growing energy demand, and rapid urbanisation, a particular form of social change
is increasingly being accentuated: non-linear systemic changes, also described as
societal transformations. This book is concerned with such transformative
changes: how can we understand what drives them, to what extent can they be
governed, and how do actors’ understandings of the goals and pathways of
transformations differ within and across societies?
Three types of transformation processes jointly affect the world’s societies,

shaping everything from people’s daily lives to the world politics of our time. In
response to the fundamental transformations of the global environment, we see a
growing desire to govern societal transformations towards sustainability. The
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals are being pursued under the
rubric of ‘transforming our world’. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) special report on the prospects of limiting global warming to 1.5°
C concluded that doing so will require ‘transformative systemic change, integrated
with sustainable development’ (Masson-Delmotte et al., 2018:16). Governments,
international organisations, business, and civil society around the world are slowly
beginning to respond to calls for non-linear systemic changes in how we live, do
business, and organise our societies. We are also experiencing socio-technical

transformations – sometimes referred to as ‘the fourth industrial revolution’ or
‘second modernity’– in how we interact digitally, physically, and biologically
through, for instance, the Internet of things, artificial intelligence, machine learn-
ing, nanotechnology, gene editing, and mobile devices with astonishing processing
power that make data fundamentally easier to access and manipulate.

xi
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Amid these emergent and deliberate alterations, as people around the world
articulate their visions or struggle to understand what sustainable societies will
mean for them, we are witnessing the development of new concepts, metaphors,
and visions. The concept of transformation is perhaps the most emblematic of
these, signalling the complete restructuring of systems. It implies a reconstitution
that goes beyond not only incremental change, but also transitioning from one state
to another. One illustration of transformation encapsulating a qualitatively different
type of change is the caterpillar-to-butterfly image appearing on the back cover of
this book. It signals metamorphosis – a complete change in form – thereby
illustrating what the concept of transformation, in the broadest sense, refers to:
non-linear change that leads to a new form of a system.
This book’s front cover image symbolises the numerous germinating initiatives,

experiments, movements, and policies addressing transformation in different ways.
In working on this book, we have been astonished by the creativity, curiosity, and
determination manifest in such initiatives all over the world. The seeds of trans-
formation are found in many places, and the movement for sustainability transfor-
mations is surely growing. Where all these seeds of transformation will take root,
how they will grow and at what pace, and what shape they will take as they evolve
are questions that make these times both fascinating and inspiring. Our intention is
that this book will convey the determination to fundamentally address unsustain-
ability around the world, while communicating some of the hopeful insights that
spring from exploring transformation initiatives across societies. In addition, the
book will explore the many ideas as to what transformation will require in terms of
growing conditions. What drivers and agents of transformative change are high-
lighted in different contexts, and how are the relationships between emergent and
deliberate transformations perceived and acted upon?
With this book, we are not introducing a master plan for sustainable development

management. As we learn from complex systems theory, attempts to control large-
scale socioecological systems will hardly unfold as intended, since we can never
fully predict the irregularities and non-linear interactions. Nor are we suggesting
that conceptual consensus across societies is either possible or desirable. Rather,
one conclusion of our work is that sharing, discussing, and deliberating on the
many stories of and perspectives on transformation are essential to profound
societal transformation that goes beyond current customary practices. These are
certainly not sufficient conditions, although in our view they are necessary trans-
formative conditions. As we will show throughout this book, the scholarly litera-
ture on societal transformations as well as our empirical data express a rich range of
views and ideas as to how societies are transformed. Our intention is to invite the
reader into a world of stories, experiences, research, and governance ideas about
how to make this world a more sustainable place.

xii Preface
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The book is organised in three parts: ‘Making Sense of Transformations’,
‘Varieties of Transformations to Sustainability’, and ‘Manoeuvring in a Multi-
transformationalWorld’. In the first part – ‘Making Sense of Transformations’ –we
provide a framework for our analysis.
Chapter 1 – ‘How Do We Change the World?’ – presents the rationale, aim, and

scope of the book, introduces key concepts, and outlines the state of research on
and for transformations towards sustainability. The chapter highlights different
calls for sustainability transformations in the United Nations 2030 Agenda, coun-
tries’ contributions to the Paris Agreement, and subsequent negotiations within the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. The chapter further
discusses the difference between the concepts of transformation and transition. The
chapter argues that greater conceptual clarity on sustainability transformations
would facilitate decision-making and planning via democratisation, greater orga-
nisational effectiveness, and richer international attentiveness
Chapter 2 – ‘Sense-Making Analysis’ – discusses the study’s theoretical and

methodological foundations from the perspective of dialogical communication
theory and the literature on sense-making resources. The chapter depicts the roles
of narratives, framing, categorisation, and metaphors in sense-making. The book’s
different empirical materials are described: peer-reviewed research literature,
policy documents, international media texts, and focus group interviews.
Chapter 3 – ‘How Societies Change’ – presents some key examples of how

historians, anthropologists, economists, and other academics have tried to come to
grips with the agents and drivers of previous societal transformations, and of
contemporary rapid changes in technology, society, and culture. We cite examples
of how the great Western transformation between 1500 and 1900 has been framed
in different ways. Furthermore, we present two illustrative analogies of transfor-
mations: the abolition of slavery, and the replacement of horse transport with
automobile transport in cities. This constitutes the basis for a typology of societal
transformations based on the system level and pace of transformation.
In the second part of the book – ‘Varieties of Transformation to Sustainability’ –

we present the results of our empirical analysis.
Chapter 4 – ‘Global Arenas of Transformation’ – analyses how the transforma-

tion concept has been used to describe or advocate change towards sustainable
development in international contexts. First, we turn to the development of the
research field, and continue with an overview of how sustainability transformations
have been approached in the news media in different parts of the world. Finally, we
turn to how sustainability transformations have been conceptualised in interna-
tional politics. In particular, we consider the many visions of transformation out-
lined in the evolution of the 2030 Agenda and numerous countries’ contributions to
the Paris Agreement.

Preface xiii
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Chapter 5 – ‘Localising Transformations’ – discusses sense-making regarding
societal transformations in selected local arenas: Praia in Cabo Verde, Guangzhou
in China, the city of Nadi and a village in the Yasawa Islands in Fiji, Boulder in the
USA, and the Östergötland region in Sweden. Chapter 5 presents the case study
contexts, including their social, cultural, economic, and geopolitical circumstances
of societal transformation and how transformation has been addressed in policy
documents. We also present the stories of transformation emerging from twenty
focus groups with citizens of these five countries, including, for example, the goals
of transformation, drivers of social change, the role of top-down versus bottom-up
initiatives, and the role of values.
Chapter 6 – ‘Transformation Narratives’ – discusses narratives of transformation

that recur throughout our data sets. We discuss five major ways of conceptualising
transformation processes: as a journey, a building process, a war, co-creation, and
recuperation. The chapter argues that it is important to unravel core narratives, as
they signal different overarching structures in sense-making, connoting different
insights into how to address societal challenges.
Finally, in the third part – ‘Manoeuvring in aMulti-transformational World’ –we

discuss the literature on transformation governance and the implications of our
findings for elaborating on the agents and drivers of social change.
Chapter 7 – ‘Governing Transformations’ – outlines ideas and approaches for

governing various kinds of transformation, ranging from the transformational
leverage of technology, market incentives, strengthening state actions, civil society
initiatives, enhanced public education, spurring shifts of mindsets, to restructuring
the economic world order. We present key concepts in the governance of transfor-
mation and discuss the various governance implications of aspirations for sudden,
rapid, and profound changes versus proposals for incremental or niche
developments.
Chapter 8 – ‘Our Transforming World’ – discusses the general conclusions from

the book’s exploration of stories of societal transformation around the world. In
particular, it focuses on the governability of transformations, system boundaries,
the pace of transformations, and the drivers of change, such as technology, political
economy, learning, narratives, and perspective change. Finally, the chapter identi-
fies the interconnectedness of personal, political, and practical transformations.

xiv Preface
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