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Niches are 
at the 
heart of 
transform 
our world 



Niches are new ways of driving change

Alternative configurations of technology, institutions, practices and 
discourses

Protective spaces for innovations outside and within the organisations

Novelties emerging in society and in organisations

Not just in society, but also alternative practices within the organisations

Embracing new ways of thinking and doing

Can you recognize niche practices within and outside your organisations?

Maintenance and 
distribution network

Industry
structure

Road infrastructure 
and traffic system

Regulations
and policies

Markets
and user
practices

Culture and 
symbolic 
meaning

Vehicle Fuel infrastructure

Feeding into a transformative theory of change

Societal Niche 
configuration for 

a car based 
mobility 



Why nurture a niche?
• In order to achieve sustainable development

goals

• To materialise the envisioned futures of TIP

Geels, F., & Deuten, J. J. (2006). Local and global dynamics in technological development: a socio-cognitive perspective on 
knowledge flows and lessons from reinforced concrete. Science and Public Policy, 33(4), 265-275.

• To be able to identify innovations happening
locally and globally in the society that you may be
able to support and contribute to

• To support alternative practises happening within
your own organisations that are essential for TIP



Courtesy: Ghosh, B., Kivimaa, P., Ramirez, M., Schot, J., & Torrens, J. (2021). Transformative outcomes: assessing and reorienting experimentation with 
transformative innovation policy. Science and Public Policy, 48(5), 739-756.
De Vicente López, Javier and Matti, Cristian (2016) . Visual toolbox for system innovation. A resource book for practitioners to map, analyse and facilitate 
sustainability transitions. Transitions Hub series. Climate-KIC, Brussels 2016.

How to nurture a niche?



Niche protection

Key considerations:
1. Who is involved in shaping protection?
2. Is protection contested in South African context?
3. Is there an example of protection shifting from active to passive? 

Niches may exist inside the regimes – the mainstream, dominant way of doing things 

Niches need to be protected so that innovations can grow and stabilise to transform the regimes

Source: Smith, A., & Raven, R. (2012). What is protective space? Reconsidering niches in transitions to sustainability. Research policy, 41(6), 1025-1036.
Mirzania, P., Balta-Ozkan, N., & Marais, L. (2020). One technology, two pathways? Strategic Niche Management and the diverging diffusion of concentrated solar power in South Africa 
and the United States. Energy Research & Social Science, 69, 101729. 

Protection mechanisms help nurture alternative practises into forms that become competitive, mainstream

Active protection through institutional, regulatory standards, funding programmes
Passive protection through legitimacy, building into the culture of an organisation



Learning for and in niches
Learning is at the heart of transformative change 

A learning process conducive to a transition includes developing new 
knowledge, routines, and relations (Van Mierlo and Beers, 2018:13) Second 
order (Deep) Learning “occurs collectively and enables changes in cognitive 
frames and assumptions ”

How is individual learning conducive, or a barrier, to organisational and system learning?
Does capability building at the organisational level follows from learning?
Have you felt the importance of tacit knowledge in organisational learning?

Learning as a social and culturally situated process
Social  and professional relations and conflict as an opportunity for learning
Possibilities for synchronous and asynchronous learning between distant 
actors

Beukers, E., & Bertolini, L. (2021). Learning for
transitions: An experiential learning strategy
for urban experiments. Environmental
Innovation and Societal Transitions, 40, 395-
407.



Visions and expectations drive niches
- Provide direction to learning processes, attract attention, and

legitimate (continuing) protection and nurturing.

- Visions need to be robust (shared by more actors); a balance

between generic and specific, and have high quality (the content of

expectations is substantiated by ongoing projects);

- Policy actors’ may plan the role as the ‘selector’, confronted with

multiple promises of innovation communities and having to choose

to act upon those deemed most convincing

- They can influence the dynamics of expectations through decisions for

support measures and public funding programmes that increase the

credibility of certain expectations

- May take a reflexive approach to follow hype and disappointment cycles.

- Policy actors’ may also hold visions to transform their own

organisations and practices to better support the innovations and

coordinate between niche –regime – landscape levels; and

moderate dynamic network of expectations.

Schot, J., & Geels, F. W. (2008). Strategic niche management and sustainable innovation journeys: theory, findings, research agenda, and policy. Technology analysis & 

strategic management, 20(5), 537-554.

Budde, B., & Konrad, K. (2019). Tentative governing of fuel cell innovation in a dynamic network of expectations. Research policy, 48(5), 1098-1112.



Navigating expectations and envisioning 

“radical innovations may also emerge from highly specific visions, which give rise to more guided search 
paths with less open-ended experimentation. ” However there are risks to such early efforts of setting 
directionality and standardising efforts in Global South context. 

Pereira, L. M., Hichert, T., Hamann, M., Preiser, R., & Biggs, R. (2018). Using futures methods to create transformative spaces. Ecology and 
Society, 23(1).
Turnheim, B., & Geels, F. W. (2019). Incumbent actors, guided search paths, and landmark projects in infra-system transitions: Re-thinking Strategic 
Niche Management with a case study of French tramway diffusion (1971–2016). Research Policy, 48(6), 1412-1428.

Imagining the unknowable future (as opposed to planning for the future, preparing for the future), 
enabling us to reassess actions and choices in the present critically

“In Africa, where futures are often predicated upon western ideals of development, making explicit the
relevance of local cultures and the importance of the past for navigating the future is critical. An oral
storytelling tradition persists on the continent, and for the southern African SOGA process, it was thus
imperative that the aspect of narrative and myth was included in our visioning exercise.”



Niche actor-networks
Broad networks: Collaboration between multiple
organisations, working with each other’s complementary
strengths and interest in a shared platform

Deep networks: Building a level of trust, mutual
understanding and willingness to share resources,
abilities, navigating power dynamics

For the greater good.

Transformative innovation is a collaborative process.
Source: Avelino, F., & Wittmayer, J. M. (2016). Shifting power relations in 
sustainability transitions: a multi-actor perspective. Journal of Environmental 
Policy & Planning, 18(5), 628-649.



Niche empowerment

I—effect is consistent with pure fit and confirm
strategy; II—effect occurs only when stretch and
transform is being enacted; III—highlights the
optional choice of entrepreneurs for stretch and
transform (as opposed to fit and conform).

Fitting type of empowerment  - being more productive and 
competitive, staying within the rules of the organisation
• Capacities within and across organisations to strengthen the suitability of the niche 

and addressing existing blockages

Fitting

Stretching type of empowerment – “reframe the rules of the game, 
and reform institutions that influence prevailing performance criteria.”
• Capacities within and across organisations to improve upon the matured niche and 

address anticipated blockages?

Stretching

Source: Huijben, J. C. C. M., Verbong, G. P. J., &
Podoynitsyna, K. S. (2016). Mainstreaming solar: Stretching
the regulatory regime through business model
innovation. Environmental Innovation and Societal
Transitions, 20, 1-15.



Niches: Three scenarios (1)
Scenario 1. Niches doesn’t exist

Eg. E-governance capacity in South Africa – the untapped potential
Protective space to implement the Presidential commission for 
fourth industrial revolution

Other examples?

Answer: Build niches, based on existing visions, lessons and inspirations from niches 
emerging from elsewhere 



Niches: Three scenarios (2)
Scenario 1. Exists, but emerging
Answer: Nurturing and empowering emerging niches 

Eg. Renewable Energy Independent Power Producer Programme (REIPPP), a public procurement 
facilitator aimed at enabling independent power producers (IPPs) to participate in competitive 
bids to design, develop and operate large-scale renewable energy plants

Other examples?

Source: Mirzania, P., Balta-Ozkan, N., & Marais, L. (2020). One technology, two pathways? Strategic Niche Management and the diverging 
diffusion of concentrated solar power in South Africa and the United States. Energy Research & Social Science, 69, 101729. 



Niches: Three scenarios (3)
Scenario 3. Emerged and maturing

A niche that is matured in one context, might be emerging in another context
Other examples?

Answer: Unblock diffusion and mainstreaming of the niche

“The cost of energy generated by CSP plants in South Africa is five times higher than that generated
from coal.. lack of interest by local companies, high transportation costs for importing the materials
required by CSP projects, and the inability of local labour to match the productivity of labour provided
by international companies. .. Lack of funds, which hinders local research and development, so there is
little potential for CSP project designers to communicate their vision” and the skills gap.



Choosing a niche is not easy
1. Whether to support controversial technologies eg. Fracking, 
flying cars

2. Whether and how to support retention of existing 
sustainable practices 
Eg. Walking, repairing

3. How to prevent new renewable innovations becoming 
exclusionary niches, (by not paying attention to issues of 
energy justice for instance)?

Source: Markard, J., Van Lente, H., Wells, P., & Yap, X. S. (2021). Neglected 
developments undermining sustainability transitions. Environmental 
Innovation and Societal Transitions, 41, 39-41.



Addressing repercussions of choosing niches

Source: Deep Transitions Futures research project, Ongoing. 

In building niches, one must identify sources and
forms injustices from the outset and work towards
“appropriate procedural justice mechanisms that
cement the socially integrated, socially just
development of the technology, with benefits for
social acceptance and as an outcome, successful
technology roll out. Appropriate framing can develop
the political motivations to do so.”

Source: Jenkins, K., Sovacool, B. K., & McCauley, D. (2018). Humanizing
sociotechnical transitions through energy justice: An ethical framework for
global transformative change. Energy Policy, 117, 66-74.

Public investment in non-exclusionary 
niches mean:

ü Marginalised stakeholders identified and their 
voices recognised

ü Rebound effects in material flows in 
interconnected systems anticipated and mitigated

ü A new interconnected system is created through 
an inclusive process

ü Anticipating unjust rules and incentivising rules 
that mitigate injustices



Sustainable niches and navigating uncertainties
What is sustainable is a highly contested topic

It is important to be aware of repercussions of niches

Uncertainties around sustainable, long term impact require organisations to learn to be strategic

Source: Raven, R., Ghosh, B., Wieczorek, A., Stirling, A., Ghosh,
D., Jolly, S., ... & Sengers, F. (2017). Unpacking sustainabilities in
diverse transition contexts: solar photovoltaic and urban
mobility experiments in India and Thailand. Sustainability
Science, 12(4), 579-596.



The global and local niches interact as an iterative process

Geels, F., & Deuten, J. J. (2006). Local and global dynamics in technological development: a socio-cognitive perspective on knowledge flows and 
lessons from reinforced concrete. Science and Public Policy, 33(4), 265-275.



Transformative niches
• Choosing niches that delivers on 

transformative visions

• Choosing niches are the interface of 
systems

• Making the process participatory and 
inclusive

• Make learning and adapting part of the 
process



Transforming practises 
and discourses
Social practices and discourses are 
changed through user roles, regulations 
and routines

Sharmeen, F., Ghosh, B. and Mateo-Babiano, I. (2021) ‘Policy, users and discourses: Examples 
from bikeshare programs in (Kolkata) India and (Manila) Philippines’, Journal of Transport 
Geography, 90, p. 102898.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0966692320309753


Avoiding fragmental 
transformation of 
society through 
transformative niches
A single regime might be transforming through one 
initiative and phasing out through another initiative

Transformation efforts should be targeted to 
improve wellbeing of marginalized communities 



To sum up:

Societal Niche 
configuration for 

a car based 
mobility 

Maintenance and 
distribution network

Industry
structure

Road infrastructure 
and traffic system

Regulations
and policies

Markets
and user
practices

Culture and 
symbolic 
meaning

Vehicle Fuel infrastructure

- A niche exists in society, but also 
within organisations

- A niche is NOT just a technology, it 
has social and technological 
components

- Alignment and stability makes a  
niche configuration a regime 
configuration.
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Actors

Visions

Learning

Protection and empowerment

Diffusion

Choice of a niche

Emerging vs matured niche

Local-global niche



Courtesy: De Vicente López, Javier and Matti, Cristian (2016) . Visual toolbox for system innovation. A resource book for practitioners to map, analyse and 
facilitate sustainability transitions. Transitions Hub series. Climate-KIC, Brussels 2016.

MIRO: https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVOwpA6h8=/?share_link_id=249395083573




