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Transformative Outcomes as a 
way to organise transformative 
portfolios
Transformative Outcomes are a key ingredient of the Theory of Change 
(ToC) approach used in the MOTION project. They reflect and make tangible 
the underlying “theory”, the multi-level perspective, guiding the user to 
think through the process of system transformation as being enabled 
by their intervention. The Transformative Outcomes help to answer the 
question: how can my project, programme or intervention contribute to 
transformative change in a given system? In the case of SATURN, the main goal is to contribute to 

transforming  the relationship between urban and rural 
landscapes by applying  sustainable land use management 
practises in areas where the urban and the rural interface. 
This results in the provision of clearer air, waterways, food and 
landscapes needed for health, wellbeing and environmental 
sustainability. SATURN’s initiative is one of many efforts 
required to achieve this transformation, but for a project with 
such a vision, it is important to continuously question and 
reflect about specific contributions made to transforming  a 
city or region and which synergies can be created with other 
initiatives. For this, we use the Transformative Outcomes.

SATURN project
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Old Regime

Niches
Landscape

Emerging
Regime

The Transformative Outcomes can be understood as “leverage points” in a 
process of transformation. They are triggers that need to be unlocked or 
enabled to elicit a larger process that, in the long run, transforms a system.

Usually, one project or  project portfolio is not enough to accelerate system transformation, 
especially if the portfolio is not scaled beyond a single location. System transformations 
are processes that can take decades. Nevertheless, a project portfolio can plant a crucial 
seed in moving towards a transformation, especially when aligned with other interventions, 
such as programmes or other portfolios. The Transformative Outcomes help to generate 
an understanding of a project, programme or portfolio as acting in synergy with other 
interventions to promote transformative system change.

But what are the Transformative Outcomes based on, and how do we detect and use these 
leverage points that contribute to transformations in socio-technical systems? To answer 
these questions we need to go back to the key theory underlying the MOTION approach, 
the multi-level perspective (MLP). In the MLP, change emerges in niches which challenge the 
dominant practice, called the regime.  As the niche develops and grows, the regime eventually 
opens up for the alternative practice that the niche provides and starts to transform. How the 
transformation process unfolds also depends on the “landscape”, the broader context (e.g. 
cultural, political or socio-economic background) in which the niche and the regime co-exist.

Hence, in the MLP, there are three “forces” at play: the niche which develops and grows new 
alternatives to dominant practises; the regime which is largely stable, resistant to change and 
needs to be opened up and unlocked for new alternatives; and the landscape which shapes 
the conditions of the niche and the regime and creates opportunities as well as challenges. 
These forces eventually need to align  as they are all necessary conditions for change. 
Throughout this chapter, we will use the notions of niche, regime and landscape to understand 
the Transformative Outcomes.

Transformative Outcomes: how do they fit 
in?
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Niches and the 
SATURN project

The SATURN project works with many “niches”. 
Let’s look at one of them in more detail to 
illustrate the concept: Urban farming (i.e. 
the practice of growing produce in cities) is 
currently practised by some groups but it is not 
widespread, it is a niche. The dominant way of 
farming in most of Europe is industrial farming. 
While extremely efficient, this dominant practice 
is also highly carbon intensive and leads to a 
number of negative environmental and social 
side-effects. This dominant way of doing things, 
the regime, is composed of producers, food 
retailers and distribution networks that favour 
industrialised agriculture. The landscape is the 
broader context in which the niche and the 
regime co-exist. It facilitates certain actions 
and complicates others, for example, strong 
urbanisation without considering green spaces 
makes the development of farming areas within 
the city more difficult, or the globalisation of food 
value chains that undermine local production 
and hence, urban farming. In a transformation 
process, the regime is transformed by adopting 
new features proposed by the niche, gradually 
leading to a new set of dominant practises which 
eventually become the new norm.
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The Transformative Outcomes framework refers to a number of key 
processes that lead to changes in the guiding principles we use to think 
about and solve certain societal problems. These include changes in 
what we know (through learning), societal actors (through networking), 
the institutions, norms and social practises involved as well as the vision, 
values and culture around a certain societal challenge. The Transformative 
Outcomes framework describes three macro processes that lead to 
transformation.

• The first macro process is called building and nurturing niches. It includes proceedings that 
contribute to the construction and growth of a new initiative, (social) practice or technology. 
A niche starts as an idea that suggests a new way of doing or organising things. To 
evolve into a niche this idea needs to become concrete,contextualised and connected 
to a vision or expectation about what needs to happen in the future. It needs to develop 
a market,certain norms and guiding principles, connect with institutions and specific 
users, and get picked up by one or more groups of people who learn about how to best 
implement this idea in a given context.  

• The second macro process is called expanding and mainstreaming niches. The simple 
construction of a niche does not trigger a transformation. It needs to grow and be shared 
by diverse groups of actors in order to change the regime and become part of the 
“mainstream”.  

• The third macro process is called opening up and unlocking regimes. In order to truly 
transform the regime, it needs to change itself. Regimes are in fact able to change, even 
though they tend to be rather stable. But in the same way as niches evolve, actors within 
the regime can learn about new ideas and adopt new values or visions, unlearn old 
habits and create new understandings of the world around them. This can smoothen the 
transformation to new sustainable practises.

3 macro processes that lead to 
transformation

Building and 
nurturing niches

Expanding and 
mainstreaming nichesOpening up and 

unlocking regimes
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Macro-processes in 
urban farming 

To gain a better understanding of the three macro processes, 
let’s take another look at SATURN’s urban farming example: 
Building and nurturing the niche of urban farming includes 
actions that enable the development of this alternative 
social practice in contexts where it would normally not 
flourish. For example, creating a regulatory framework that 
allows neighbours to use public space for urban farming 
in a collaborative way, providing funding, training and 
infrastructures for these initiatives, or connecting them to 
markets where people can sell their produce. If the niche is 
successful, more urban farming initiatives will establish.

The next step in  expanding and mainstreaming the niche, 
is to create connections between the new urban farming 
initiatives and to allow them to grow (gain more community 
members, more users and grow more food) and replicate in 
different neighbourhoods and towns. For this it is important to 
create and strengthen networks across different geographical 
spaces, codify learnings and key knowledge related to 
sustainable practises in books, guides, manuals, videos or 
other and share this knowledge via workshops, media, etc. 
It is also key to be able to adapt urban farming practises to 
different contexts such as different climates, types of soil or 
event settings. For example, imagine how different an urban 

farm in a park is from one developed in an old warehouse that 
uses hydroponics. Both might yield learnings and insights that 
can be useful to one another and other communities working 
on urban farming. Facilitating this knowledge exchange is 
essential. 

Lastly, we want urban farming to become the preferred way for 
producing certain foods in the city, or at least, as common as 
other ways of producing food such as industrial agriculture. For 
this, it is necessary to showcase urban farming as an equally 
viable way of farming among the relevant audiences, such as 
policy makers, food retailers or other food producers. Ideally, 
their understanding of how societal needs (in this case, food 
supply) can be delivered is transformed, potentially leading to 
the changes in curricula of  agricultural universities or how and 
where school canteens source their food. Scientific advice can 
be used to provide decision makers with new ways of thinking 
about the problem, and creating space for new solutions. 
Furthermore, urban farming associations can be formalised and 
start negotiating with incumbent actors to become part of the 
mainstream narrative about sustainable food supply.
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The Transformative Outcomes specify what happens in each of the three 
macro processes that enable transformative change. What is required to 
build or mainstream niches and to destabilise regimes? Each macro process 
is composed of four Transformative Outcomes that we will cover one by 
one.

Transformative Outcomes for building 
and nurturing niches
Let’s start with the four Transformative Outcomes related to the first macro 
process, building and nurturing niches. What are the key outcomes that 
need to take place to transform a new idea, technology or practice into 
a niche? First of all, it is necessary to create a safe space for a novel 
niche to grow (“shielding”). In this space, actors such as innovators, 
users, entrepreneurs and others can meet and create lasting bonds 
(“networking”), learn from each other and learn by doing (“learning”). 
Thereby, shared narratives as well as visions and goals are created 
that define the niche’s potential path of development (“navigating 
expectations”). 

Next, we will look at some examples of the Transformative Outcomes of shielding, learning, 
networking and navigating expectations.

2/ Learning

3/ Networking

4/ Navigating
Expectations

1/ Shielding
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Shielding: Activities that create support for a new idea or innovation to 
emerge, such as providing resources, infrastructures, knowledge and 
capacities, and/or creating a space for ideas to be explored, such as a 
living lab.

Learning: Activities that provide regular opportunities for discussing 
experiences, obstacles and needs related to a new practice as well as 
challenging related values and assumptions that people might have.

1/ Shielding

2/ Learning

Examples of shielding are:
• Creating institutional support for alternative practices led by youth groups, grassroot 

organisations, farming entrepreneurs, etc, 
• Create visibility for these alternative practices
• Enable alternative finance and business models to fund new practices
• Provide easy access to basic infrastructures and tools that can support entrepreneurs and 

innovators

Examples of learning can be:
• Gathering new data and evidence about a certain technology/ practice and its impact
• Build demonstrators that show that these new ideas are feasible
• Synthesize and disseminate information and key learnings through various channels and to 

different group
• Develop  capacity building programs targeted at the needs of particular groups .
• Enhance reflexivity of actors involved in a niche, by discussing views, values, assumptions 

and impacts in society
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Networking: Protecting and progressing new practises by gaining the 
interest of more people and creating connections between them.

Navigating expectations: Activities that inspire others to create shared 
narratives, visions and goals through the active involvement of  a variety of 
stakeholders.

3/ Networking

4/ Navigating
Expectations

Examples of networking are:
• Support the creation of new networks around the niche
• Provide opportunities for these networks to establish and to organise themselves. 
• Help these network grow and deepen their ties 
• Create new models for collaboration between private and public sector actors
• Create connections between academics and actors from the public services sectors for 

knowledge sharing and exchange

Examples of navigation expectations:
• Development of shared visions which serve as a basis for articulating the needs and wishes 

among different stakeholder groups
• Combine visions with shared narratives connecting different localities and actor groups
• Connect the future vision with past and present histories of a place and/or group
• Use methods such as visioning, foresight, scenario development to explore and ellaborate 

on shared future visions
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8/ Institutionalisation

6/ Replicating
7/ Circulation

5/ Upscaling

Old Regime

Emerging
Regime

Transformative Outcomes for expanding 
and mainstreaming niches
Let’s now move to the second macro process which focuses on expanding 
and mainstreaming niches. An innovative practice, even if well developed 
and with a small market, is not enough to change a system. The 
accompanying Transformative Outcomes relate to the diffusion and scaling 
up of our idea or innovation, which moves it from the small scale (niche) 
into the mainstream (regime). This process  includes activities aimed at 
upscaling, or increasing the number of users, networks and  market share 
of an innovation; replicating, which are activities that seek to replicate 
an innovation in a different context, be it a different city or organisation; 
circulation, which describes activities that strengthen the exchange of 
learnings between different areas of implementation of an innovation and 
institutionalisation, which contains activities that formalise regulations, 
norms, programmes and other interventions that facilitate the niche to grow 
and flourish, such as building finance and infrastructures.

Next, we will illustrate the four Transformative Outcomes of upscaling, replication, circulation 
and institutionalisation with examples.



Section 
One

Contents Section 
Two

Section 
Three

Section 
Four

Intro

35
SECTION 02
Transformative Outcomes as a way to organise transformative portfolios 

Upscaling: This refers to the process of conducting deliberate action to get 
more users involved into new and more sustainable practises.

Replicating: Relates to transferring the entire new and more sustainable 
practice to another location.

5/ Upscaling

6/ Replicating

Examples of upscaling
• Create tools that can facilitate the access to certain services, technologies or other 

innovations (such as digital platforms) 
• Development of new business models that reach new users in different market, and/or 

shorten supply chains, making the innovation accessible to a broader audience

Examples of replication:
• Identifying best practices and creating guidelines so that the innovation can be 

implemented in a different context, such as a different location
• Developing transferable tools and models that can guide the implementation of sustainable 

new practices
• Translate and adapt tools and methods to new geographical contexts where the innovation 

can develop
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Circulation: Refers to the exchange of knowledge, ideas and resources 
between multiple related alternative practises.

Institutionalisation: Relates to transferring the entire new and more 
sustainable practice to another location.

7/ Circulation

8/ Institutionalisation

Examples of circulating:
• Enabling regular formats of exchange between different locations where a sustainable 

innovation is being implemented
• Active knowledge dissemination of learnings and outcomes of a sustainable innovation, via 

media channels, workshops, academic outlets, etc.

Examples of institutionalisation:
• Promote the formalisation of ideas and new practices by incumbent actors (local policy 

bodies, industry associations, etc.)
• Provide evidence and guidance in the development of new regulations and norms that 

support an innovation
• Create long-term linkages between different locations where the innovation is being 

developed, building a global community of practice that can advocate for it
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The third macro process does not address the niche itself, but instead, 
aims to destabilise and transform the regime. Destabilising does not 
mean creating instability or chaos, but to “open up” the incumbent way of 
doing things and organise society to solve a given problem so it becomes 
possible to explore and incorporate alternative and sustainable innovations. 
It includes de-stabilising and de-aligning dominant practises, which refers 
to “breaking” the linkages between different parts of the system that 
keep it together. This is supported through a process of unlearning and 
deep learning by incumbent actors, that is, creating the  opportunity and 
willingness to question the way they “normally” do things, learning about 
new ways of seeing a problem and thinking about solutions. Fostering 
interactions between niche and regime actors creates these opportunities 
for learning and new linkages between practises, technologies and 
knowledge that can support the spread of a sustainable solution. Last, it is 
key to change the perceptions of the opportunities and constraints that 
emerge from ongoing, external and longer-term developments such as 
climate change and cultural, social and geopolitical trends that shape the 
world.

Next, we provide examples of the four Transformative Outcomes destabilisation, deep learning, 
niche-regime interactions and changing perceptions.

10/ Deep 
Learning

9/ Destabilisation

12/ Changing
Perceptions

11/ 
Niche-regime
Interactions
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Dealigning and Destabilising: Relates to the process of disrupting and 
weakening dominant practises. This can be done by changing one of the 
dominant dimensions through for instance introducing new policies.

Unlearning and Deep Learning: The process in which dominant actors 
question their assumptions and the ability of dominant practises to 
sufficiently respond to threats and opportunities, such as climate change 
and digitalisation, ultimately changing their views on the potential of new 
and more sustainable practises.

9/ Destabilisation

10/ Deep 
Learning

Examples of destabilising:
• Creation of new and informal (de-facto) governance arrangements between different 

people with shared goals in a particular region  
• Strengthening collaborations that cross established jurisdictional boundaries
• Introducing a new policy that discontinues a existing technology or practice (ex. Banning 

fossil fuel cars)

Examples of deep learning
• High level visioning activities that promote new narratives among a wide range of 

stakeholders
• Collaborations and demonstrators that include incumbent actors, so they can see and 

experience how alternative innovations work
• Creating political and public awareness about alternative solutions to current problems
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Niche-regime interactions: Is the process of strengthening the relationship 
between niche innovations and the incumbent regime, either by making the 
innovation more suitable to co-exist with the dominant practice - fit and 
conform - or by changing the dominant way of doing things so it allows for 
new innovations to emerge - stretch and transform. This last approach is 
more likely to lead to systems transformation in the long run.

Changing perceptions of landscape pressures: Relates to the need for 
dominant actors to reach the point of view that immediate action is 
warranted and emerging more sustainable narratives need to be promoted.

11/ 
Niche-regime
Interactions

12/ Changing
Perceptions

Examples of niche-regime interaction
• Promoting open fora where actors involved in various niches can present their ideas to

incumbent actors, in a open and constructive dialogue
• Supporting intermediary actors that connect between different niches and position them

within the dominant regime, such as incubators, venture capitalists and other forms of
finance, etc.

Examples of changing perceptions
• Creating new narratives about the opportunities and challenges that crisis event create, and

opening it through the broader public via stakeholder workshops and public engagement
events

• Support cities and regions to develop strategies that generate resilient in the face of
pressing global challenges, such as water scarcity or climate change

• Connect alternative ideas and understanding of a problem of activist groups, scientist, and
other members of society, with policy makers and industry associations
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Previously, we introduced and explored the Transformative Outcomes as a 
way to turn the MLP theory into a Theory of Change approach. This section 
illustrates the contexts in which this approach would be useful. 

In the early stages of an intervention 
to design a transformative innovation 
project or programme
When designing a project or programme, the Theory of Change 
withTransformative Outcomes approach can be used to devise the overall 
strategy or roadmap in order to improve a project or programmes 
contribution to system transformation. Starting from the desired impact or 
end goal, the Transformative Outcomes can be used to specify how this 
impact can be achieved and translate it into specific inputs, activities and 
outputs.

Inputs Activities Impact

Outputs

Outcomes

TO

Assumptions

Working with a Transformative 
Theory of Change and 
Transformative Outcomes
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For example, let’s imagine you are working on improving 
the way in which local governments incorporate 
shared mobility solutions, with the ultimate purpose 
of generating a sustainable, holistic transport system 
for cities and regions. This is your desired impact and 
it reflects a specific diagnosis of the system: shared 
mobility solutions can potentially generate a sustainable 
and just transport system if they are implemented in the 
right way by local authorities.

It is important to make explicit what the assumptions behind your 
envisioned impact are. In our example some basic assumptions would 
be that local authorities want to implement sustainable transport 
solutions and that they currently lack the right tools and capacities 
for doing so. Given this assessment, we can start considering  which 
Transformative Outcomes can contribute to achieving the desired 
impact. We certainly need capacity building and learning, we need 
to be able to convey these learnings by circulating and upscaling, 
and we need to change the way in which the niche (shared mobility 
solutions) relates to local authorities by empowering niche-regime 
interactions.

For the purpose of this example let’s stick to these four outcomes, 
although you might want to explore all Transformative Outcomes and 
prioritise based on your resources, the strengths of your project/
programme or potentially ‘low hanging fruits’.

Example case

TO

Local governments 
incorporate shared 
mobility solutions 

that create a 
sustainable and 
holistic transport 

system

Outcomes

Local authorities and 
shared mobility 

providers learn from 
each other, identifying 
opportunities, creating 

capacities and a 
shared language 

regarding sustainable 
shared mobility

Outputs

Report that 
identifies 

knowledge gaps 
on shared mobility, 
as discussed by 
participants in an 
exchange fora

Activities

Knowledge 
exchange fora for 
local authorities 

and shared 
mobility providers

Inputs

Relevant 
networks of 
stakeholders, 
expertise on 

shared mobility

Impact

Assumptions

Local authorities are 
interested in shared 

mobility as a solution for 
local mobility
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The Transformative Theory of Change approach can also be used within 
projects or programmes that are already ongoing. In this case, the approach 
can be used to reflect and revise the strategy of a project in line with 
systemic transformation goals. Here, it is important to take the project’s 
existing Theory of Change (ToC) as a starting point. If a ToC is not in place 
yet,  it can be articulated by mapping the current activities of your project 
and corresponding outputs as well as the outcomes these lead to with 
the ToC canvas. Consider the impact or goal of the project and how well it 
matches these outcomes. Bring in the Transformative Outcomes and map 
them against the existing outcomes, answering the question, what else 
can you do to achieve your desired impact? From there, revise the rest of 
the ToC once again, starting from the inputs - activities - outcomes: Are 
these sufficient? Are there any additional resources that can be mobilised 
by your project to achieve your desired outcomes? Can the activities be 
improved or complemented? Answering these questions strives to maximise 
the transformative potential, the impact of your initiative to contribute to 
systemic change.  

For ongoing interventions to re-assess 
the transformative potential of a project 
or programme

Assumptions

Activities

ImpactOutputs

Outcomes

Inputs

STARTSTEP 2

STEP 3
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Example case

Let’s turn to the example of urban farming once again and 
assume that your project is already well on its way. 

The vision and desired impact of the project is clear. It wants to fundamentally 
improve urban farming practises in Europe and a suite of activities are 
already happening. Mapping these activities shows that they range from the 
development of digital solutions that allow customers to buy local organic 
produce directly from urban farmers to the development of an incubator 
for urban farming entrepreneurs. The inputs are based on what your project 
partners bring to the table (e.g. skills and expertise, established relationships 
and knowledge about the local context) and when you assess the current 
project progress, you find that some outputs are already starting to shape (e.g. 
platform prototypes, first training sessions with urban farming entrepreneurs). 
Now that you have taken stock of your project’s inputs, existing activities 
and outputs being generated, you can start assessing and defining which 
Transformative Outcomes the project aims to achieve, based on the current 
status and as an intermediary step towards its longer term impact vision. In our 
example, the activity of developing digital solutions relates to the growth and 
increased use of urban grown and local food (upscaling). The urban farming 
incubator’s activities relate to aspects of skill development and capacity 
building (learning) as well as offering support structures to people who are new 
to urban farming (shielding). You can now ask yourself whether these outcomes 
are sufficient to achieve the impact vision of the project or if there are others 
that should also be addressed, such as those important ones that relate to the 
disruption of unsustainable farming practises (for instance, destabilisation or 
changing perceptions of landscape pressures). It is important to keep in mind 
that a project will make a contribution to this final vision, but fully achieving 
system transformation involves multiple efforts and a longer timeframe.

In summary, this pathway helps you to develop and make explicit the steps 
your project takes towards generating impact, even when the project is already 
on its way. It will help you assess the priorities of your project and identify 
important gaps that you can address for improving a project’s transformative 
potential.

TO

Improved farming 
practices in 

Europe

Outcomes

Increased access 
and capacities of 
farmers to use 

digital tools that 
can improve and 

increase their 
connections with 

consumers

Outputs

First training 
sessions for 

farmers completed

Outputs

Platform
prototype

Activities

Co-create digital 
solutions that 

connect directly 
farmers to consumers

Activities

Create an 
incubator for 

farmers 
entrepreneur

Inputs

Skills and 
expertise

Inputs

Local knowledge

Inputs

Established 
relationships

Impact

Assumptions
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A Theory of Change (ToC) is not only useful for specific projects or 
interventions. It can also be used to develop strategies for programmes or 
entire organisations. Organisations and programmes often involve multiple 
interventions with longer timeframes than those of projects. The ToC with 
Transformative Outcomes approach can help to construct and align the 
strategy of an organisation with transformative and systemic change related 
impact goals.

In contrast to the previous urban farming example, this ToC would be more high-level and 
focus on the key elements that build the foundation of the programme or organisation, rather 
than diving into the details of specific interventions. In this case, we can start by envisioning 
the impact or long-term goal that an organisation wants to achieve. From there we review the 
existing inputs (capacities, knowledge, infrastructures etc.), activities (which in this case include 
the different types of projects and programmes, plus outreach and networking activities) and 
develop an overview of the key outputs resulting from these activities and outcomes. Having 
listed the outcomes, we can ask ourselves whether these are sufficient to achieve the desired 
transformational impact through consulting the 12 Transformative Outcomes. For example, does 
the organisation focus only on networking or capacity building, without much efforts oriented 
towards upscaling or circulating innovations? Are certain Transformative Outcomes more 
relatable  to the vision of the organisation or programme, while others are less suitable? What 
kind of alliances would be needed to expand the ability of the organisation to promote other 
Transformative Outcomes?

For programmes or organisations to 
revise their strategy and develop 
portfolios for transformational change
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Example case

For example, let’s imagine an innovation agency with the 
mission of promoting technology-based innovations in a 
specific region. 

This organisation wants to have a more positive impact on food 
sustainability in the region, since agriculture is an important economic 
activity and current pressures of climate change and ecological 
degradation are putting it at risk. The organisation wants to revise its 
project portfolio as well as the different programmes and activities 
that it conducts in order to reformulate the strategy to achieve this 
goal. In doing so, the agency realises that its focus is considerably on 
supporting early stage innovations related to Transformative Outcomes 
such as shielding, learning and networking. However, these innovations 
are not able to penetrate the agricultural sector in the region, which 
is conservative and lacks the capacities and resources to adopt new 
practises. The agency decides that it needs to put more effort into 
achieving the Transformative Outcomes of circulation and replication 
by creating new programmes that support the diffusion of innovations. 
Additionally, it explores partnerships with other relevant regional and 
national public organisations, such as the ministry of agriculture and the 
water commission, with the purpose of creating shared expectations at 
the regime level (“changing perceptions”) so these organisations can 
eventually create programmes, standards and norms that are more likely 
to adopt agricultural innovations (“niche-regime interactions”).

TO

Introduce 
agricultural 

innovations that can 
create a positive 

impact on 
agricultural 

sustainability

Outcomes

What additional 
transformative 

outcomes should 
we consider in 

order to implement 
our new goal?

Outputs

Project portfolio

Activities

Programmes

Activities

Networking
and outreach

Inputs

Resources

Inputs

Capacities

Inputs

Knowledge

Inputs

Infrastructure

Impact

Assumptions

Vision of your organisation
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Examples of Activities that contribute to each Transformative Outcome

1. Building and nurturing niches
Shielding

Learning

Networking

Navigating 
expectations 

• Provide RTI (research, technology and innovation) funding (direct support for radical niche innovations through R&D), public or collective purchasing

• Co-develop an understanding of systemic challenges, together with societal stakeholders, that can be used as a guide for calls.
• Align RTI calls to concrete problems and challenges in practice.
• Develop R&I calls that address all innovations necessary for system innovation (e.g. technology, organisational, business models, etc.)
• Sensibly combine the use of (funding) instruments for a specific topic (e.g. combination of instruments along the innovation value chain)

• Provide institutional support to increase visibility of actors and alternative practices
• Enhance existing or develop new instruments to build up niches
• Providing basic infrastructure to niche actors that supports experimentation (e.g. land, materials,)

• Gathering new data and evidence about a certain technology/ practice and its impact
• Combine knowledge from various scientific disciplines as well as knowledge from research and practice.
• Development of strategic knowledge/intelligence based on synthesizing  results from a project portfolio
• Foster connection between RTI communities and user/practitioners communities
• Build demonstrators that show that these new ideas are feasible and learn from real world application of practice.
• Synthesize and disseminate information and key learnings through various channels and to different group
• Develop (formalised) capacity building programs targeted at the needs of particular groups (e.g. Trainings, internships, etc.)
• Enhance reflexivity of actors involved in a niche, by discussing views, values, assumptions and impacts in society

• Support the creation of new networks and platform between academia, industry, public sector and policy
• Provide opportunities for these networks to establish and to organise themselves.
• Help these network grow and deepen their ties
• Collaborate across organisational boundaries for certain focus areas/topics.
• Create new models for collaboration between private and public sector actors
• Identify and involve “intermediaries” who help to translate between knowledge and application or between different communities

• Use methods such as visioning, foresight, scenario development to explore and elaborate on shared future visions as basis for articulating the needs and wishes
among different stakeholder groups & connecting these groups together.

• Developing a strategic research and innovation agenda (SRIA) in a participatory process.
• Embedding the strategic research agenda (SRIA) in sectoral policy strategies/market strategies (e.g. RTI circular economy in circular economy strategy).
• Develop joint declarations of intent that generate commitment, e.g. Memorandum of Understanding

This table provides some examples of activities that can be conducted by projects, programmes or organisations working on systems innovation to achieve specific transformative outcomes.
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2. Expanding and mainstreaming niches
Upscaling

Institutionalising

Replicating

Circulating

• Combine R&I policy instruments with instruments that attract 
funding/investments for upscaling

• Create tools that can facilitate the access to certain services, 
technologies or other innovations (e.g. digital platforms)

• Development of new business models that reach new users in 
different market, and/or shorten supply chains, making the 
innovation accessible to a broader audience.

• Combine with demand side policy interventions (e.g. (functional) 
public procurement) or supply chain policy interventions

• Develop guidelines for implementation or application of 
innovations

• Develop and run communication & marketing campaigns

• Providing evidence for high level decision making
• Promote the formalisation of ideas and new practices by 

incumbent actors (local policy bodies, industry associations, etc.)
• Provide   guidance in the development of new regulations and 

norms that support an innovation
• Anchoring of standards / norms in other regulation (e.g. changes 

to urban planning requirements / building codes)
• Link up to certification procedures
• Combine with supportive financial instruments (e.g. tax incentives, 

subsidies)
• Create long-term linkages between different locations where the 

innovation is being developed, building a global community of 
practice that can advocate for it.

• Foster transnational or transregional cooperation’s for innovative 
practices

• Identifying best practices and creating guidelines so that the 
innovative practice can be implemented in a different context, 
such as a different location.

• Developing transferable tools and models that can guide the 
implementation of sustainable new practices elsewhere.

• Translate and adapt tools and methods to new geographical 
contexts.

Refers to the exchange of knowledge, ideas and resources between 
multiple related alternative practices.

• Enabling regular formats of exchange between different locations 
where a sustainable innovation is being implemented.

• Active communication and dissemination of learnings and 
outcomes of innovative practices via media channels, workshops, 
academic outlets, etc.

3. Opening up and unlocking regimes
Dealigning 
and 
Destabilising 

Unlearning 
and Deep 
Learning

Niche-regime
-interactions

Changing 
perceptions 
of landscape 
pressures

• Set-up cross unit (horizontal) and/or cross level (vertical) 
collaboration in public administration (e.g. ministry)

• Regulatory experimentation combined with active policy learning 
(e.g. Reallabore, Regulatory Sandbox)

• Destabilising regulation (i.e. phase out policies, bans, removal of 
subsidies for entrenched practices)

• Creation of new and informal (de-facto) governance arrangements 
between different people with shared goals in a particular region.

• High level visioning activities that promote new narratives among 
decision makers and executives

• Collaborations and demonstrators that include incumbent actors, 
so they can see and experience how alternative innovations work

• Creating political and public awareness about alternative solutions 
to current problems

• Changes to university / professional education curricula
• Establishment of partnerships and collaborations between regime 

and niches;
• Structured & strategic interactions in experimental setting (e.g. 

Living Lab, Policy Lab)
• Use of intermediary function (e.g. brokering, translating to connect 

between niche/regime actors)
• Creating new narratives about the opportunities and challenges 

that crisis event create, and opening it through the broader public 
via stakeholder workshops and public engagement events

• Support collective sensemaking processes (e.g. Foresight activities; 
media campaigns)

• Strategic reframing of context developments (e.g. Corona as an 
opportunity for “green recovery”)
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Introduction to the Theory of 
Change canvas

The Transformative Theory of Change (ToC) is at the heart of the approach 
introduced in this handbook. The Transformative ToC canvas is designed 
to help you contextualise and develop a strategy for transformative 
system change. This strategy can be applied within your initiative (project, 
programme, organisation or other) and accompany it throughout its 
lifecycle, serving as a tool to reflect on its evolution and key learnings. We 
invite you to explore the Transformative ToC, to try it out and modify it so it 
suits the needs of your initiative and team best.

When to use this tool? 

• To develop and/or revise a transformative system change strategy for a project, programme
or organisation.

What are the key features of this tool? 

• This is a co-creation tool that can be used by teams and groups of stakeholders to
collectively develop, revise and reflect upon how an initiative can contribute to systems
transformation.

• It is a formative tool that enables learning by providing a framework to systematically
understand how the project’s goals and desired outcomes are achieved over time.

• It is a reflexive tool as it prompts the users to think about the underlying assumptions that
guide their strategy, inviting them to look at different alternatives and perspectives.

What is needed to use this tool? 

How many: This is a collaborative tool for groups of  2 to 15 people.
Difficulty: Medium-high. It is a time consuming tool that requires iterative exploration in various 
workshops. GO TO MIRO BOARD

How long: 90 minutes to start exploring the tool and as many additional workshops as needed.
What you need: A team or group of stakeholders working on a shared initiative, with a 
shared goal or vision within a well defined context (a project call, organisation, timeframe, 
etc.). You can use this tool in an online workshop with the Miro canvas provided or in an in-
person workshop. In both cases, we recommend that one or two of the team members act as 
facilitator, familiarising themselves with the material and setting up the workshop.
What is next: You can use this tool several times to reflect on the changes of your project. 
Additionally, you can combine it with the self-assessment tool for evaluation.

https://miro.com/app/board/o9J_ltOk9Pk=/?moveToWidget=3074457364955566148&cot=14
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This section presents two examples where the Transformative ToC tool 
has been applied for processes of co-design and implementation at the 
programme and organisational level, in a process of co-creation with project 
partners of EIT Climate-KIC’s Regional Innovation Scheme (RIS) programme. 
These processes have been co-designed based on the needs of these 
partners, showcasing the adaptability and flexibility of the Transformative 
Theory of Change approach to respond to the challenges of problem 
owners (challenge-led approach). The Transformative ToC canvas has been 
used in the context of knowledge services, addressing two use cases of 
the ToC: Joint programming, as the process of connecting different projects, 
programmes and other actions at various geographical levels (Circular 
Economy Beacons) and organisational change to transform a strategy and 
orientation (Transformation for Climate). These have been implemented 
through tailor-made capacity building activities aimed at building skills on 
concrete methods and approaches and applied to introduce new concepts 
such as systems innovation, the policy process and circular economy. The 
target audience was stakeholders from the EIT Climate-KIC RIS programme 
involved in two multi-location projects: Circular Economy Beacons and 
Transformation for Climate. Details of the projects are summarised in the 
Table on the right.

Applying the Theory of Change canvas in 
practice

Participating 
countries

Romania, Serbia, Greece, 
Bulgaria and Bosnia and 
Hersoegovina

Italy, Croatia and Cyprus

Challenge

Introduce Joint Programming as 
a structured process enabling 
multiple levels of governments 
and cross-regional networks 
to participate in joint research 
and Innovation programming 
activities

Fostering the transformation of 
energy agencies into energy 
and climate agencies to 
support the problem owners 
in the joint area of energy and 
climate

Adaptation of the 
ToC tool 

New elements introduced 
to draw pathways through 
innovation fields and objectives 
related to thematic areas and 
impact goals

Pathways developed by 
matching existing and new 
activities in the agency’s 
portfolio by defining pathways 
to more ambitious impact 
goals introduced by the new 
strategies

Inputs and 
additional tools 
and resources 
used in the 
process

• Co-created Value Network 
Maps

• Strategic Research and 
Innovation Agenda from 
H2020 CICERONE

• Co-created Value Network 
Maps

• Agencies strategies

Project Circular Economy Beacons Transformation for Climate

These capacity building activities were delivered a) at the programme (i.e RIS) and project 
level through mentoring and co-designing and b) in a flexible set of online activities. The 
learning profile of participants was intermediate in terms of their knowledge and expertise 
in innovation, circular economy and policy process. Figure 29 shows a sample of intermediate 
outputs of the ToC by project and country



Section 
One

Contents Section 
Two

Section 
Three

Section 
Four

Intro

50
SECTION 02
Introduction to the Theory of Change canvas

Adaptation for the ToC tool for joint 
programming Circular Economy Beacons

Example: Industrial systems
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Which insights have we gained from the 
implementation and adaptation of the 
Transformative ToC tool?

• The importance of knowledge management. The executive programmes
have been implemented through a staged process, where each stage
contributed to the overall goal of the process. At each moment, the
results, lessons learned and specific priorities drawn from the tailored
elements of each stage of the process were carefully harvested, building
a shared knowledge base for the participants

• Stimulating co-creation all over the process. Each stage has been
designed to generate stand-alone outputs and outcomes such as Value
Network Maps, Theory of Change and Financial resources maps, as well
as collective understandings of the systems relations with the aim of
activating processes supporting ongoing actions.

• Key mechanisms of the challenge-led collaboration. The key mechanisms
of the collaboration are the roles and relations of researchers and
policy practitioners, the structure of the process, its interactions and the
process outcomes and their reception. These mechanisms highlight that
the development of the challenge-led approach is, in its essence, based
on the management of co-learning processes between practitioners
and researchers. It does however not provide final recipes since the
replication of an earlier collaboration does not warrant any success during
the following collaboration.

Use of the ToC tool for organisational 
transformation for Climate 




