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Abstract
Understanding the dynamics of stability and change is key to accelerate sustainability transitions. This paper aims to advance 
and inspire sustainability transition research on this matter by collecting insights from interpretative environmental discourse 
literature. We develop a heuristic that identifies and describes core discursive elements and dynamics in a socio-technical 
system. In doing so, we show how the interplay of meta-, institutionalized, and alternative discourses, dominant, marginal, 
and radical narratives, as well as weak and strong discursive agency influence the socio-technical configuration. The heu-
ristic suggests three discursive lock-ins reinforcing the stabilization of socio-technical systems: unchallenged values and 
assumptions, incumbents’ discursive agency, and narrative co-optation. Furthermore, it explores three pathways of discursive 
change: disruptive, dynamic and cross-sectoral. Overall, this paper puts forward a discursive perspective on sustainability 
transitions. It offers additional analytical approaches and concepts for discursive transition studies, elaborated insights on 
the dynamics within and between the analytical dimensions of a socio-technical system, as well as a theoretical baseline for 
analyzing discursive lock-in mechanisms and pathways of discursive change.
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Introduction

The exchange between various social science disciplines is 
crucial to enhance the understanding and analysis of trans-
formations toward sustainability. This paper contributes to 
this exchange. It connects key concepts of sustainability 
transition studies and environmental discourse literature, 
offering a discursive perspective on sustainability transi-
tions. The scientific field of sustainability transitions ana-
lyzes structural and systemic changes toward sustainability; 
it explores such changes in production and consumption 
patterns as well as their related societal challenges. This 
academic community holds the underlying assumption and 
motivation that solutions to the environmental problems 
brought by unsustainable production and consumption “can-
not be addressed by incremental improvements and techno-
logical fixes, but require radical shifts to new kinds of socio-
technical systems” (Köhler et al. 2019, p. 2). Socio-technical 
systems (such as energy, water, or mobility) are commonly 
understood to represent the interactions and interlinkages 
between actors and their established practices, institutions, 
and material artifacts fulfilling a societal function (Fuenf-
schilling and Truffer 2016). To achieve a sustainable society, 
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various socio-technical systems require fundamental shifts. 
This means that “sustainability transitions are long-term, 
multi-dimensional, and fundamental transformation pro-
cesses through which established socio-technical systems 
shift more toward sustainable modes of production and 
consumption” (Markard et al. 2012, p. 956). Sustainability 
transitions research focuses primarily on processes of stabil-
ity and change to find ways that support the acceleration and 
governance of these transitions.

To address these complex questions, the field of sustain-
ability transitions has broadened its horizons in various 
directions (Köhler et al. 2019). The academic community 
is continuously growing and expanding the topics, geog-
raphies, and methods covered in the field. On a theoreti-
cal level, transition scholars are exploring new alleys of 
exchange with other social science theories and disciplines 
(e.g.,Geels 2010; Geels et al. 2016; Sovacool and Hess 
2017). The field of interpretative, constructivist, and post-
structuralist approaches has been identified as promising to 
further develop the understanding and analysis of processes 
of stability and change for sustainability (Geels 2010; Geels 
and Verhees 2011; Köhler et al. 2019; Sovacool and Hess 
2017). These approaches point to the relevance of values, 
assumptions, and discourses expressed through language in 
shaping transition processes. Consequently, using an inter-
pretative lens for the analysis of these discourses is crucial 
to understand how sustainable futures are created, as well as 
how these discourses undermine or support existing unsus-
tainable structures and practices (Feola and Jaworska 2019).

The adoption of interpretative research designs, such 
as discourse analysis, in transition research has increased 
significantly over the last decade (Isoaho and Karhunmaa 
2019). This has led to multiple new insights on sustainabil-
ity transition that were not possible without this ontological 
shift. First, using discourse analysis has led to a more politi-
cally sensitive understanding of transition processes: seen for 
example by the analyses of actors’ visions, narratives, and 
coalitions (Kern 2011), the power of incumbents (Bosman 
et al. 2014; Geels 2014), and the role of framing and inter-
pretation (Hermwille 2016; Kriechbaum et al. 2021). Sec-
ond, integrating discursive concepts into transition research 
has enhanced the understanding of the production of cultural 
legitimacy for alternative ideas (Geels and Verhees 2011; 
Rosenbloom 2018) as well as the role of negative narratives 
for undermining the dominant socio-technical configura-
tion (Roberts 2017). Overall, the use of interpretative dis-
course analysis in transition studies has mainly focused on 
specific cases of sense-making and how this sense-making 
legitimizes or delegitimizes certain sustainability transition 
pathways. A more structured exchange is lacking between 
transition research and interpretative discourse analysis (in 
the field of environmental policy) on the role of discursive 
elements in processes of stability and change. This limits 

the understanding of the discursive mechanisms hindering 
sustainability transitions and the potential pathways enabling 
discursive change.

To facilitate this exchange between social science dis-
ciplines and to enhance the discursive perspective on sus-
tainability transitions, this paper presents a heuristic that 
links key concepts of environmental discourse literature 
and transition research. First, we identify and describe core 
discursive elements relevant for understanding processes of 
stability and change in the interpretative discourse literature 
(“Interpretative discourse analysis on processes of stability 
and change”). Second, we link these core discursive ele-
ments to the prominent analytical dimensions of transition 
research (landscape, regime, and niche) to show how these 
discursive elements and their dynamics influence the con-
figuration of a socio-technical system (“Discursive dynamics 
in a socio-technical system”). Third, we explore the role of 
these discursive elements and dynamics on persistent sta-
bility by conceptualizing various discursive lock-in mecha-
nisms and outlining potential pathways of discursive change 
(“A conceptualization of discursive lock-in mechanisms”). 
Building on the insights generated with this heuristic, we 
discuss the added value of this discursive perspective for 
future transition research and governance (“Discussion and 
conclusions”). In sum, this study (1) offers additional ana-
lytical approaches and concepts for discursive transition 
studies; (2) elaborates the understanding of the dynamics 
within and between the various analytical dimensions of a 
socio-technical system; and (3) provides an ideal–typical 
conceptualization of discursive lock-in mechanisms and 
pathways of discursive change, supporting a discursive per-
spective on socio-technical systems—next to the material, 
institutional and behavioral counterparts.

Interpretative discourse analysis 
on processes of stability and change

Interpretative discourse approaches have their origin in 
critical and interpretative policy studies, which emerged in 
the 1980s and 1990s as a critique of the positivistic and 
rational conception of knowledge and its consequent analy-
sis of political processes (Fischer and Forester 1993). The 
dominant technocratic policy research failed to find helpful 
solutions to the social and political problems of the time, 
whereas interpretative approaches brought in a new under-
standing of these problems by including the historical and 
cultural dimensions of knowledge creation and decision-
making (Fischer et al. 2015). Based on the idea that knowl-
edge is something “constructed” rather than “objective”, a 
new perspective on reality arose, as something individual 
rather than general (Berger and Luckmann 1966). This new 
perspective not only led to different political discussions, 
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it initiated a reflection on the (social) sciences themselves 
(Münch 2015). Building on the work of philosopher Michel 
Foucault, various discursive approaches and heuristics have 
been developed, such as Laclau and Mouffe’s post-Marxist 
Discourse Theory, the Critical Discourse Analysis of Fair-
clough, the Argumentative Discourse Analysis of Hajer, 
Schmidt’s Discursive Institutionalism, Keller’s Sociology 
of Knowledge Approach to Discourse, and the Discursive 
Agency Approach of Leipold and Winkel. While these 
approaches differ in their specific focus and objective, they 
share an aim to understand and analyze the role of socially 
constructed structures, expressed through language, in shap-
ing actions. Increasingly, multiple social science disciplines 
are employing discursive concepts, theories, and methods to 
understand processes of (environmental) politics and policy 
change (Keller 2012; Leipold et al. 2019). Although various 
authors have reviewed and summarized the interpretative 
discourse literature (e.g.,Fischer et al. 2015; Leipold and 
Winkel 2017; Scrase and Ockwell 2010), we deem it neces-
sary for this paper’s conceptual baseline to explore the key 
discursive elements and their contribution to a discursive 
understanding of stability and change.

Institutionalized and alternative discourses

The interpretative discourse literature holds various defini-
tions and descriptions of the concept “discourse”. For exam-
ple, Dryzek (2013) describes discourse as “a shared way of 
apprehending the world. Embedded in language it enables 
subscribers to interpret bits of information and put them 
together into coherent stories or accounts. Each discourse 
rests on assumptions, judgements, and contentions that 
provide the basic terms for analysis, debates, agreements 
and disagreements” (p.8). Alternatively, Hajer and Versteeg 
(2005) define discourse a little more specifically, as “an 
ensemble of ideas, concepts and categories through which 
meaning is given to social and physical phenomena, and 
which is produced and reproduced through an identifiable set 
of practices” (p.1). Overall, any discussion can be perceived 
as an exemplification of competing discourses struggling 
for dominance, as the dominant discourse’s interpretation 
of the issue will be perceived as common sense and hold 
power over the problem description, appropriate solutions, 
and responsibilities (Carstensen and Schmidt 2016; Leipold 
and Winkel 2017).

Over time, a discourse can become sanctioned (Wil-
liams 2020) or institutionalized (Hajer 1995), meaning 
that its assumptions are unquestioned and its meaning 
structures are reflected in the material reality, institutional 
configuration, and social practices. This dominance is not 
permanent; it may be challenged by alternative discourses 
transferring a different meaning structure. This discursive 
struggle is an ongoing process and forms the arena for 

dynamics of stability and change. Important is that both 
institutionalized and alternative discourses “require a 
constant discursive reproduction [through narratives and 
discursive agents] to guarantee the continuity of its mean-
ing structures” (Hajer 1995, p. 125). Discursive change 
is when an alternative meaning structure with its other 
materialities, institutions, and practices is reproduced 
more than the institutionalized one.

Dominant, marginal, and radical narratives

Narratives (also called storylines) form a key element of 
the discursive struggle between institutionalized and alter-
native discourses. Hajer (1995, 2006) explores the con-
cept in depth in his Argumentative Discourse Analysis 
and this understanding was taken up by other approaches 
such as Discursive Institutionalism, Sociology of Knowl-
edge Approach to Discourse, and the Discursive Agency 
Approach. Narratives here are often conceptualized as a 
subset of overarching discourses. They summarize dis-
courses in condensed stories, containing heroes and vil-
lains struggling in a specific setting, a plot outlining their 
motives, and a morality suggesting specific advice (e.g., 
a policy solution). In doing so, narratives make complex 
issues and debates tangible and allow actors to transfer 
meaning structures. When a majority of the actors involved 
reproduce the same narrative, it can be perceived as domi-
nant and will shape an unchallenged understanding of the 
given issue and its appropriate actions, contributing to the 
institutionalization of the overall discourse. For a narrative 
to become dominant it needs to be attractive, convinc-
ing, and legitimate. The interpretative discourse literature 
identifies various factors that may enhance these charac-
teristics, such as sufficient ambiguity (Hajer 1995; Stone 
1989), a relation to historical or current events (Stone 
1989), easy and emotion-evoking language (Leipold and 
Winkel 2016; Stone 1989), as well as appealing symbols 
and metaphors (Hajer 1995) or frames (Keller 2011).

In response to the institutionalized discourse and its 
dominant narratives, alternative narratives may emerge and 
evolve, which form the “prime vehicles of change” (Hajer 
1995, p. 63). These alternative narratives can vary regard-
ing their orientation toward the dominant discourse, present-
ing stories that differ only “marginally” to ones that differ 
“radically” (Hajer 1995, p. 232). The success of these mar-
ginal or radical narratives largely depends on the legitimacy 
and reproduction of the alternative viewpoints in question. 
Consequently, there occurs a “discursive dilemma” (Hajer 
1995, p. 57). A radical narrative presenting a completely 
new story risks not being reproduced at all, whereas a mar-
ginally different narrative aligning with the dominant ideas 
risks inducing only incremental change.



1844 Sustainability Science (2022) 17:1841–1853

1 3

Strong and weak discursive agency

Another key element of the discursive struggle is discur-
sive agency, which received specific attention in the inter-
pretative discourse literature with the introduction of the 
Discursive Agency Approach. Following Leipold and Win-
kel (2017), discursive agency “can be defined as an actor’s 
ability to make him/herself a relevant agent in a particu-
lar discourse by constantly making choices about whether, 
where, when, and how to identify with a particular subject 
position in specific storylines [narratives] within this dis-
course” (p. 524). This ability to become a strong discursive 
agent largely depends on the positional characteristics (e.g. 
mandates, resources, etc.) and individual characteristics 
(e.g. skills, knowledge, etc.) attributed to the actor. Next 
to that, Leipold and Winkel (2017) point to a wide range 
of strategic practices that discursive agents can use to sup-
port their narratives, such as coalition building (derived 
from Hajer 1995), discursive practices such as rationalizing 
or emotionalizing the debate, excluding or delegitimizing 
some actors and their narratives, as well as governance and 
organizational strategic practices that target the discussion 
format itself.) Leipold (2021) presents a concise overview 
and an empirical example of the various strategic practices 
identified in the interpretative discourse literature so far. In 
sum, the reproduction of narratives not only depends on the 
narrative itself, but also on the characteristics and strategic 
practices of the actors and coalitions that actively transfer 
its meaning constructs.

Meta‑discourse

Finally, many discourse scholars point to deep-rooted values 
and assumptions or meta-discourses as being relevant to the 
discursive struggle. These meta-discourses are not specific 
to one political issue or actor, but rather, are more abstract 
and general. Fairclough (2012) sees these meta-discourses 
in “recent and contemporary processes of social transforma-
tion which are variously identified by such terms as ‘neo-
liberalism’, ‘globalization’, ‘transition’” (p.452). These 
meta-discourses can also be understood as an “order of dis-
course”, a concept introduced by Foucault (1972), referring 
to overarching dominant constructs of meaning in society. 
This is not to say there are no alternative meaning structures, 
but once a particular meta-discourse becomes dominant it 
appears to be common sense and thereby sustaining itself 
(Sengul 2019). In other words, meta-discourses are strong 
and fixed abstract ideas that set an even broader context in 
which the interactive processes between discourses, narra-
tives, and agents takes place. This means that changes in 
the ideological context are needed to radically change the 
outcome of the discursive struggle: “changes in semiosis 
[meta-discourse] are a precondition for wider processes of 

social change” (Fairclough 2012, p. 458). Nevertheless, the 
meta-discourse is often “‘outside’ or ‘beyond’ politics” and 
becomes unquestionable (Machin 2019, p. 209). Therefore, 
analyzing the deeper assumptions behind a discourse is 
crucial to understand its structural context and how these 
assumptions are reproduced (cf. Inayatullah 1998, on causal 
layered analysis). Making these structures visible through 
deconstruction is a first step toward analyzing and critically 
discussing the power of these ideas, consequently enabling 
change (Fairclough 2012).

Discursive dynamics in a socio‑technical 
system

To address the second objective of this paper and concep-
tualize the discursive elements and dynamics in a socio-
technical system, we relate the various discursive elements 
(as discussed in “Interpretative discourse analysis on pro-
cesses of stability and change”) to the prominently used 
analytical dimensions in transition studies, i.e., landscape, 
regime, and niche, which represent a continuum of degrees 
of structuration in and beyond a socio-technical system. Fol-
lowing Fuenfschilling and Truffer (2014), we understand 
these dimensions as an analytical perspective to differenti-
ate between degrees of structuration and to disentangle the 
complexity of dynamics in a socio-technical system. In our 
conceptualization, we add a discursive perspective to the 
analytical dimensions, showing what discursive elements 
and dynamics are at play, and illuminating their role in the 
configuration of the socio-technical system. We address 
each of the analytical dimensions and the related discursive 
elements and dynamics in more detail in the subsections 
of this chapter as well as graphically in Fig. 1. With this 
conceptualization, we aim to provide a heuristic to guide 
scientific inquiry on discursive elements and dynamics in 
a socio-technical system rather than enforce a rigid frame-
work. As both discursive and socio-technical developments 
are dependent on interpretations and their context-specific 
developments, other discursive dynamics may be found in 
each empirical case. While not exhaustive, this heuristic pro-
vides a conceptual foundation and a starting point to analyze 
socio-technical systems from a discursive perspective.

Meta‑discourses at the landscape dimension

In transition research, the landscape dimension forms one 
end of the continuum of structuration, representing over-
arching societal values, trends, and events (e.g. globaliza-
tion or natural disasters) that shape the external context of 
a socio-technical system (Geels 2004; Schot and Kanger 
2018). Applying a discursive perspective, meta-discourses 
characterize the landscape dimension, building on values 
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and assumptions that are unchallenged and often perceived 
as common sense in more than one system. In this view, 
meta-discourses shape the external context and directional-
ity of the emergence and development of socio-technical 
systems (represented as an overarching box in Fig. 1). Con-
sequently, the relation of the meta-discourse with other dis-
cursive elements at the regime and niche dimensions forms 
a key discursive dynamic. Meta-discourses are not sector or 
actor specific and may be shared by various socio-technical 
systems. For instance, discussions on environmental policy 
in various domains are often shaped by the meta-discourse 
“ecological modernization” (e.g.,Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 
2006; Dryzek 2013; Hajer 1995). This ideological construct 
is structured around the idea that economic growth and envi-
ronmental protection can go hand-in-hand; it “refers to a 
restructuring of the capitalist political economy along more 
environmentally sound lines” (Hajer 1995, p. 25). In this 
way, it allows for a new orientation toward more environ-
mentally friendly practices without challenging the over-
arching capitalist ideas and assumptions (Dryzek 2013). 
Learning from the interpretative discourse literature, it is key 
to critically reflect on these underlying values and assump-
tions (Fairclough 2012), to foster active societal discussions 
(Inayatullah 1998), and to make the meta-discourse part of 
the discursive struggle (Leipold 2021; Machin 2019).

Institutionalized discourses at the regime 
dimension

The regime dimension, holding institutionalized rules and 
practices of a specific socio-technical system (e.g., energy, 
water, or mobility), represents the middle part of the contin-
uum of structuration (Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014; Geels 
2004). In our ideal–typical conceptualization, we relate the 
regime to an institutionalized discourse represented by dom-
inant narratives and strong discursive agency. Following this 
discursive perspective, we argue that the institutionalized 
discourse shapes the development and structuration of the 
other system elements, such as established practices (e.g., 
patterns of production and consumption), institutions (e.g., 
regulations, standards, values), and a range of material arti-
facts such as technologies and infrastructure (see Fig. 1). 
Of course, in an empirical transition context, a dialectic or 
co-evolutionary relationship between discourses and other 
system elements can be expected (Schneidewind and Augen-
stein 2016; Seto et al. 2016). Nevertheless, for the purpose of 
this conceptualization, we follow Gailing’s (2016) applica-
tion of Foucault’s thoughts on a socio-technical system and 
argue that materialities, institutions, and practices play a cru-
cial role in the socio-technical configuration, “but only gain 
importance in a broader context of […] discourses” (p. 247).

Empirically, the regime dimension can be characterized 
by an institutionalized discourse, represented by dominant 
narratives that are reproduced by a coalition of incumbent 
actors with strong discursive agency (see Leipold and Win-
kel 2016, for an example on the US wood industry). How-
ever, the degree of structuration of the institutionalized dis-
course is not static and can change over time, for example 
through changes in the related meta-discourse or due to the 
discursive struggle with an alternative discourse (Kaufmann 
and Wiering 2021). Consequently, regimes can be less struc-
tured and semi-coherent (Rosenbloom 2018) and tensions 
between incumbents’ narratives may emerge (Bosman et al. 
2014). Over time, the narratives, as well as the coalition 
of (incumbent) discursive agents, might alter at the regime 
dimension, with consequent changes in material artifacts, 
institutions, and established practices.

Alternative discourses at the niche dimension

The niche dimension characterizes the other end of the con-
tinuum of structuration. Here, alternative socio-technical 
configurations are formed and the development of struc-
turation is an ongoing process (Fuenfschilling and Truffer 
2014; Smith and Raven 2012). Adding a discursive per-
spective, the niche dimension is related to alternative dis-
courses. Presented through marginal or radical narratives by 
weak discursive agents, these ideas do net yet hold power 
in themselves, but rather, emerge out of a reaction to and 
are influenced by the structures at the regime and landscape 
dimensions. Therefore, multiple alternative discourses can 
emerge in relation to the same institutionalized discourse. 
As presented in Fig. 1, these alternative discourses can be 
at different degrees of structuration. There may be radical 
narratives representing a completely new innovation, or mar-
ginal narratives representing a slightly alternative approach 
that does not disrupt the dominant view, as well as every-
thing in between. These alternative discourses compete with 
the institutionalized discourse as well as with each other. In 
the transition literature, the difference between radical and 
marginal narratives has been captured by Smith and Raven 
(2012), who talk about fit-and-conform and stretch-and-
transform narratives, as different approaches for alternative 
narratives to compete with the regime. Learning from the 
interpretative discourse literature, the success of an alter-
native narrative not only depends on its attractiveness and 
legitimacy, but also on the strength of the discursive agents 
reproducing it. For example, Simoens and Leipold (2021) 
show that narratives reproduced by non-incumbent actors 
with weak discursive agency were not included in the policy 
discussions on a new German packaging regulation.
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There are also alternative discourses possible that emerge 
as a reaction to a meta-discourse, and stand outside of this 
context (e.g. anarchy). These are not system specific, but 
rather, they offer a generally different perspective based on 
alternative values and assumptions (see Fig. 1).

A conceptualization of discursive lock‑in 
mechanisms

The conceptualization of discursive elements and dynamics 
in socio-technical systems allows further exploring the role 
of these dynamics in transitions. At the core of transition 
research are the concepts path dependency and lock-in, which 
provide insights into the mechanisms that induce persistent 
stability and that need to be overcome or unlocked to foster 
change toward sustainability (Grin et al. 2010; Loorbach et al. 
2017). Historical developments may shape various positive 
feedback mechanisms and create self-reinforcing mechanisms 
that reproduce – and lock-in the current socio-technical con-
figuration (Arthur 1994; Foxon 2014; Klitkou et al. 2015). 
This self-reinforcing nature is the characteristic that distin-
guishes lock-in mechanisms from other transition barriers 
or overall inertia (Kotilainen et al. 2019). Scholars mainly 
conceptualize and analyze lock-in mechanisms related to the 
material artifacts, institutions, and established practices of a 
socio-technical system (Klitkou et al. 2015; Kotilainen et al. 
2019; Seto et al. 2016). So far, discursive lock-ins have been 
overlooked (Buschmann and Oels 2019). Consequently, while 
the literature provides clear and accessible categorizations of 
material, institutional and behavioral lock-in mechanisms (for 
a comprehensive overview see Kotilainen et al. 2019; Seto 
et al. 2016), these are missing for the discursive counterpart. 
This development is crucial as, “understanding how and when 
lock-in emerges also helps identify windows of opportunity 
when transitions […] are possible” (Seto et al. 2016, p. 446).

This paper proposes a first list of discursive lock-in mecha-
nisms. In line with Buschmann and Oels (2019), we under-
stand a discourse as locked-in when its dynamics of discursive 
reproduction become self-reinforcing, shaping a persistent 
perception of reality. In other words, the institutionalized dis-
course or “the temporarily fixed rules of the game” (Leipold 
and Winkel 2017, p. 523) becomes automatically reproduced. 
To conceptualize how this self-reinforcement takes place and 
where to find it in the socio-technical system, we build on the 
heuristic of discursive elements and dynamics in a socio-tech-
nical system outlined earlier in this paper as well as on empiri-
cal examples in the literature. In the following paragraphs, we 
identify three discursive dynamics that are self-reinforcing and 
consequently lock-in the institutionalized discourse, generate 
discursive inertia and prevent socio-technical change. Figure 1 
indicates where in the socio-technical system these discursive 
lock-in mechanisms are situated.

Discursive lock‑in 1: unchallenged values 
and assumptions of meta‑discourses

Exploring the interpretative discourse literature shows that 
while meta-discourses are abstract and often not consciously 
discussed in society, they are nevertheless very powerful as 
they set the context for the discursive struggle between vari-
ous perceptions of reality. Discursive agents and narratives 
that build on the values and assumptions of a meta-discourse 
automatically possess more influential characteristics com-
pared to those aligned with different values and assumptions. 
Consequently, an institutionalized discourse that reproduces 
the same perception of reality as a meta-discourse will go 
largely unquestioned and be perceived as the best and only 
way in the socio-technical system. In this situation, the insti-
tutionalized discourse holds so much power in itself that 
other voices are excluded, confrontation with alternative 
ideas is avoided, and underlying values and assumptions are 
no longer critically challenged and discussed. Moreover, if 
the institutionalized discourse is closely aligned with the val-
ues and assumptions of meta-discourses, these discourses at 
an abstract level versus a more specific level—will mutually 
exchange confirmation and reproduction of the narratives, 
granting discursive agency to the actors reproducing them. 
In this way, the unchallenged values and assumptions of the 
meta-discourses create contexts in which institutionalized 
discourses are automatically reproduced and reinforced. A 
clear example of this lock-in are the unchallenged values 
and assumptions of the meta-discourse ecological moderni-
zation (as explained in “Meta-discourses at the landscape 
dimension”) in a circular economy policy context. Leipold 
(2021) argues the circular economy discourse at the Euro-
pean Union “was created to transform EU policy discourses 
‘from within’ but eventually perpetuated the established 
discourse of ecological modernization” (p. 1). Ampe et al. 
(2019) show how ecological modernization limits the trans-
formational potential of circular strategies and only leaves 
room for incremental change.

Discursive lock‑in 2: incumbents’ strong discursive 
agency

A second self-reinforcing discursive lock-in mechanism 
is the power of incumbents’ strong discursive agency to 
reproduce the institutionalized discourse. In any struggle 
between institutionalized and alternative discourses, incum-
bent actors will play an important role as they will auto-
matically be perceived as strong discursive agents through 
their mandates, knowledge, expertise, or other personal or 
positional characteristics. In other words, the use of strategic 
practices that enhance the reproduction of their narratives 
and consequent perception of reality will be more success-
ful by incumbents than by non-incumbents with weaker 
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discursive agency. Again, the study of Simoens and Leipold 
(2021) on the policy-making process of the 2019 German 
Packaging Act provides an empirical example, showing that 
the same actors that implemented the old packaging waste 
management regulation were involved in the policy-making 
process of the new regulation. As the old regulation gave 
these incumbent agents their personal and positional char-
acteristics, they aimed to keep (or improve) their power in 
the socio-technical system by reproducing at least to a large 
extent the narratives of this already institutionalized dis-
course. Consequently, strong discursive agents will lock-in 
the institutionalized discourse to protect their responsibili-
ties, resources, and positions in the system.

Discursive lock‑in 3: narrative co‑optation

The persistent reproduction or lock-in of the institutional-
ized discourse can also result from the discursive dilemma 
between radical or marginal narratives (Hajer 1995). In any 
discursive struggle with the institutionalized discourse, 
alternative narratives can present radically new ideas, with 
the risk of not being reproduced by any discursive agent, 
or they can speak within the format of the institutional-
ized discourse, with a higher chance of being sufficiently 
reproduced to become influential. However, the marginal 
narratives hold the risk of being co-opted by the dominant 
narrative. In other words, if the marginal narrative aligns too 
closely with the dominant narrative to convince incumbent 
discursive agents it loses its transformational power. Conse-
quently, the reproduction of this marginal narrative locks in 
the institutionalized discourse rather than changing it. For 
example, Williams (2020) analyses the discursive struggle 
around hydropower in transboundary rivers in Asia and 
shows how alternative discourses on climate change gov-
ernance and sustainable development are co-opted to sup-
port the dominant narratives advocating for hydropower as a 
renewable energy. Alternatively, marginal narratives can be 
co-opted by strong discursive agents aiming to address some 
changes in the meta-discourse such as more focus on sustain-
ability to remain influential. In this way, the core values and 
assumptions of their narrative remain the same, and only 
minor or no changes in the established practices, institutions 
and material artifacts can be identified.

Unlocking pathways of discursive change

Unlocking self-reinforcing institutionalized discourses and 
enabling discursive change is crucial to enhance sustain-
ability transitions. This heuristic shows the variety of dis-
cursive elements and dynamics in a socio-technical system 
and conceptualizes a first understanding of how and where 
discursive lock-in mechanisms emerge and may hinder 

change. Based on these insights, this next section explores 
three ideal–typical pathways of discursive change that may 
provide insights on potential windows of opportunity to 
unlock the discursive configuration. To do so, we build on 
the current understanding of discursive lock-in (as presented 
by Buschmann and Oels 2019, and further developed in this 
paper) as well as insights of the interpretative discourse lit-
erature on discursive change. We link these insights with the 
transition scholars’ concept of pathways. Following the defi-
nition of Turnheim et al. (2015), pathways are “patterns of 
change in socio-technical systems unfolding over time that 
lead to new ways of achieving specific societal functions” 
(p. 240). Adding the discursive perspective, we understand 
pathways as patterns of discursive change, where the dis-
cursive struggle between the various discursive elements, 
allows for a new or different institutionalized discourse lead-
ing to alternative material artifacts, institutions, and estab-
lished practices. We do not aim to provide a rigid framework 
or clear-cut unlocking strategies, but rather, we present an 
overview of potential pathways of discursive change and 
of how discursive lock-in can potentially be overcome in a 
socio-technical setting. This overview may serve the transi-
tion community as a starting point and guidance for future 
empirical work on the role of discursive change for sustain-
ability transitions.

We name a first pathway disruptive discursive change. 
This refers to discursive change resulting from exogenous 
events, such as natural disasters, that alter the values and 
assumptions of the meta-discourse (Buschmann and Oels 
2019). By themselves these events have no inherent mean-
ing, but are socially constructed into discursive events (Hajer 
1995). For instance, Hermwille (2016) shows how different 
countries variously translated the meaning of the nuclear 
catastrophe of Fukushima into their values and assumptions 
about nuclear energy. Consequently, this variation in discur-
sive translation led to different degrees of discursive change 
at the landscape level and policy change in the countries. In 
sum, disruptive discursive change may unlock the unchal-
lenged values and assumptions of the meta-discourse and 
create a change in the context of the discursive elements and 
dynamics of the socio-technical system, providing opportu-
nities for alternative discourses to gain dominance.

A second pathway dynamic discursive change refers to 
change from within. Although it is still debated if discursive 
change from within can only lead to incremental transitions 
or whether it holds the potential for radical change (Fer-
guson 2015; Leipold 2021), the discursive literature pro-
jects different streams within this pathway that may lead 
to a dynamic variation of discursive change. One stream 
focuses on disclosing the underlying values and assumptions 
of the meta-discourse more actively, in order to challenge its 
meaning structures for example, as Machin (2019) argues 
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Fig. 1  Discursive elements, dynamics and lock-ins in a socio-techni-
cal system. The various discursive elements (meta-, institutionalized, 
and alternative discourse, dominant, marginal and radical narratives, 
as well as strong and weak discursive agency) and the commonly 
used analytical dimensions of transition studies (landscape, regime, 
and niche) can both be placed on a continuum of structuration, from 
well-developed structuration to structuration in development. This 
figure shows which discursive elements align with which dimensions 
and illuminates the discursive dynamics that influence the established 
practices, institutions, and material artifacts of the socio-technical 
system. Key discursive dynamics are the contextual power of the 

meta-discourse, the discursive struggle between institutionalized and 
alternative discourses as well as the continuous strive for reproduc-
tion and legitimacy of all types of narratives and discursive agents. 
Three main discursive lock-in mechanisms support the persistent sta-
bility of a socio-technical system as they self-reinforce the reproduc-
tion of the institutionalized discourse: the unchallenged values of the 
meta-discourse, the incumbents’ strong discursive agency, as well as 
the potential narrative co-optation that reinforce existing structures. 
These lock-in mechanisms reinforce the status quo and need to be 
unlocked to achieve a sustainability transition
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for the win–win message of ecological modernization. Tak-
ing a closer look behind buzzwords like “sustainability” or 
“circular economy” may inform changes in the discursive 
struggle and make the meta-discourse a more active part of 
the discursive struggle (Leipold et al. 2021). Alternatively, 
dynamic discursive change may be achieved by opening 
up the discursive struggle for alternative narratives as well 
as making these attractive for incumbent agents and con-
sequently destabilizing the institutionalized discourse. As 
Bosman et al. (2014) argue, “storylines in the making are not 
merely innocent language, but can lead to discursive reposi-
tioning among incumbents with implications for the coher-
ence of the regime” (p. 56). For example, various participa-
tory methods can be used to include “unheard” narratives 
more prominently in the discursive struggle (Marquardt et al. 
2021); or new narratives may be created that aim to build 
trust and provide space to discuss conflicts that arise from a 
transition by default (Luo et al. 2021). Moreover, presenting 
clear directions and goals of a desired transition may help 
to convince strong discursive agents from an alternative dis-
course (Simoens and Leipold 2021). A last dynamic stream 
focuses on unlocking the discursive agency of incumbents 
by breaking power asymmetries (Buschmann and Oels 2019) 
or delegitimizing parts of incumbent groups (Leipold and 
Winkel 2016). For instance, Williams (2020) points to the 
relevance of adding new actors with new ideas to the discur-
sive struggle, and Leipold (2021) stresses the need for new 
discursive agents that can struggle “at eye-level” with the 
incumbents for discursive change. Rethinking the process 
of (environmental) policy-making as well as addressing the 
concerns of strong incumbent actors who might be the los-
ers of a sustainability transition (e.g., fossil fuel industries) 
may help to enable discursive change. In sum, the various 
streams of dynamic discursive change can address different 
discursive lock-in mechanisms simultaneously, creating an 
altered discursive configuration that may lead to a transition 
in the overall socio-technical system.

A third pathway is cross-sectoral discursive change, 
which builds on the idea of deliberative learning between 
various socio-technical systems. Buschmann and Oels 
(2019) argue that “deliberative processes need to encour-
age understanding and learning across discourses” (p. 4). 
In a socio-technical setting, this deliberation may happen 
between related socio-technical systems (e.g., energy and 
mobility). The effects of disruptive or dynamic discursive 
change in one socio-technical system may consequently cre-
ate change in the structuration of another system.

This overview of discursive change pathways shows that 
there is no single best or obvious strategy to unlock discur-
sive lock-in mechanisms and to enable discursive change. 
While disruptive change may enable radical transitions, it 
may also depend on undesirable shocking events to open up 
the discursive struggle. Furthermore, while dynamic change 

may enable transitions on the long run, it risks fostering 
only incremental change. The same holds for cross-sectoral 
change, while depending on successful transitions else-
where. This overview shows there is not only one unlocking 
pathway for each lock-in mechanism, but rather, there are 
various pathways to unlock the overall discursive configura-
tion. Depending on the empirical context and the degree of 
structuration of the socio-technical system at a given time, 
these approaches one or multiple ones may present a window 
of opportunity to enable discursive change.

Discussion and conclusions

To support the exchange between interpretative discourse 
literature and sustainability transition research, this paper 
explores the role of discursive elements and dynamics for 
stability and change in a socio-technical system. To conclude 
this study, we discuss the added value of this discursive per-
spective for transition research and governance.

First, this paper offers additional analytical approaches 
and concepts for discursive studies in sustainability transi-
tion research. So far, interpretative discourse analysis has 
mainly been used to analyze processes of sense-making in 
transitions. However, the exploration of discursive elements 
and dynamics in this paper shows that the large potential of 
interpretative discourse approaches lies in the analysis of 
how discourses shape the established practices, institutions, 
and material artifacts of a socio-technical system. In other 
words, discursive studies can enhance the understanding of 
why a system is configured as it is as well as how and why 
a system has or has not changed over time. Furthermore, 
the overview of discursive elements and dynamics point 
to the inseparableness of narratives and discursive agency. 
While the transition literature on narratives is more devel-
oped (Hermwille 2016; Roberts 2017; Rosenbloom et al. 
2016; Smith and Raven 2012), the role of discursive agency 
remains unexplored. Building on the Discursive Agency 
Approach, concrete analytical concepts such as the attribu-
tion of characteristics or the use of strategic practices can be 
used to understand what makes an actor into a (discursive) 
agent and how they influence the transition process. These 
concepts may complement the current conceptualization of 
agency in transition research (for an overview see Fischer 
and Newig 2016; Köhler et al. 2019) as well as deepen the 
empirical understanding of the characteristics and strategic 
practices of incumbent and innovative actors in shaping the 
socio-technical configuration. These analytical tools may 
enhance the understanding of discursive struggles in sustain-
ability transition processes and form an opportunity to shift 
the research focus from narratives solely to the interactions 
between narratives and discursive agents. It is the combina-
tion of an influential narrative with a strong discursive agent 
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that forms a key condition for change (Lang et al. 2019; 
Leipold et al. 2016).

Second, the discursive perspective on a socio-technical 
system elaborates on the understanding of the dynamics 
within and between the various analytical dimensions. For 
instance, the heuristic points to the crucial role of meta-
discourses at the landscape level in shaping the context for 
the other dimensions. Consequently, we support the claim 
of “deep transitions” scholars and argue that a change in 
the values and assumptions of the meta-discourse at the 
landscape dimension is crucial for successful sustainability 
transitions (Kanger and Schot 2019; Schot and Kanger 2018; 
van der Vleuten 2019). Although changes at the meta-dis-
course only appear slowly, they are very powerful in shap-
ing the context for the other discursive elements to emerge 
and develop. We suggest that incorporating the discursive 
landscape dynamics is important to understand the socio-
technical configuration as a whole. Its systematic empirical 
analysis may support a more critical understanding of the 
values and assumptions driving sustainability transitions, 
as is also suggested by Feola (2019) on the role of capital-
ism, and may allow an exchange between various conflicting 
transition narratives (Luederitz et al. 2017). This systematic 
analysis may also inform practical action and transition gov-
ernance. For example, it could support strategic planning 
and scenario building following the methods of causal lay-
ered analysis (Inayatullah 1998) or at least bring the vari-
ous values that underlie such concepts as sustainability back 
to the core of the debate (Machin 2019). Furthermore, the 
heuristic shows that there is a variety of niche-constellations 
possible, based on their level of structuration. Interpretative 
discourse analysis and transition research are aligned in the 
approach that it is the niche dimension that forms the main 
arena for potential change (Augenstein et al. 2020; Hajer 
1995). However, in empirical transition research niches are 
often conceptualized as innovations that are completely new 
to the system (Smith and Raven 2012). By applying a dis-
cursive perspective we can differentiate between alternative 
discourses based on their relation to the institutionalized 
discourse; they may hold marginal narratives, radical narra-
tives, or any form in between. In other words, we argue that 
alternative discourses need not only be built around new 
ideas, but can also arise from longstanding narratives that 
never became dominant but are still reproduced by certain 
(weak) discursive agents. Macnaghten et al. (2019), for 
instance, show that while technologies may be completely 
new and create a new niche, people may use “modern” as 
well as “ancient” narratives to make sense of them. A dis-
cursive perspective may help to capture, also empirically, 
the diversity of elements and dynamics of a socio-technical 
system.

Third, the heuristic supports a theoretical conceptualiza-
tion of discursive lock-in mechanisms and points out the 

relevance of a discursive perspective for successful transition 
acceleration and governance. Building further on the work 
of Buschman and Oels (2019) and the discursive perspec-
tive of a socio-technical system presented in this paper, we 
conceptualize three self-reinforcing mechanisms that lock-in 
the institutionalized discourse and its consequent established 
practices, institutions, and material artifacts. In this way, 
we show that the unchallenged values and assumptions of 
meta-discourses, incumbents’ discursive agency, and narra-
tive co-optation are three discursive lock-in mechanisms that 
need to be addressed when aiming for successful sustain-
ability transitions. The mechanisms show that transitions are 
hindered not only at the regime level, as is often assumed 
in transition studies (Geels 2004; Loorbach et al. 2017), but 
that resistance to change may originate at various degrees 
of structuration. Consequently, the unlocking of the institu-
tionalized discourse requires a systems perspective, building 
on a variety of pathways of discursive change. Additionally, 
the discursive lock-in mechanisms do not stand alone but 
need to be understood in the broader socio-technical per-
spective. In other words, these discursive mechanisms may 
mutually reinforce each other as well as may be interlinked 
with material, institutional, or behavioral lock-in mecha-
nisms. From a discursive perspective, Buschmann and Oels 
(2019) argue that “discourse actually underlies lock-in in 
the realms of infrastructures, institutions, and behavior—it 
also connects and aligns them” (p. 11). Future research may 
analyze to what extend the discursive lock-in mechanisms 
conceptualized in this paper shape and create lock-in mecha-
nisms in the other system elements. Additionally, Seto et al. 
(2016) suggests: “efforts to break from one type of lock-in 
result in hardening or compensating resistance to change in 
other types of lock-in” (p. 427). Therefore, future empirical 
research may create great value in a better understanding of 
the interlinkages between lock-in mechanisms in the various 
system components and help to grasp the socio-technical 
system in its complexity. We hope this theoretical conceptu-
alization can serve as a baseline for further empirical inquiry 
of discursive lock-in mechanisms as well as may support 
further research on entry points for decision-makers and 
practitioners to address discursive, institutional, behavioral, 
and material lock-ins in an integrative manner, a precondi-
tion for successful transition governance (Schneidewind and 
Augenstein 2016).

We hope that the proposed conceptualization of dis-
cursive elements, dynamics, lock-ins, and change path-
ways in a socio-technical system will support transition 
researchers in applying the full spectrum of theoretical 
concepts and insights that interpretative discourse analysis 
has to offer. By providing a review of the core discur-
sive elements, their interactions and dynamics in a socio-
technical system, as well as a conceptualization of their 
self-reinforcing lock-in mechanisms explaining persistent 
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stability from a discursive perspective and three potential 
pathways to unlock and enable change, we consider this 
study a heuristic for new empirical research rather than a 
new theoretical framework. We aim to highlight that there 
are many possible interesting points of exchange between 
the interpretative discourse literature and sustainability 
transition research. Certainly, a fruitful exchange of ideas 
and insights requires further theoretical and conceptual 
engagement as well as empirical applications. Therefore, 
this paper is to be read and discussed as a first step in shift-
ing focus toward a more systematic analysis of discursive 
elements and dynamics in a socio-technical system, with 
the aim to enhance the understanding of the dynamics of 
stability and change and to support a systemic approach 
to sustainability transition acceleration and governance.
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