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A B S T R A C T

In this Viewpoint, we argue that transitions research needs to engage more firmly with the role of
incumbents and various forms of incumbencies. We identify shortcomings of existing research,
notably a tendency to portray incumbents as ‘villains’ wedded to resisting, slowing down or
preventing transition efforts. With that in mind, the Viewpoint briefly summarises shortcomings
within existing research and proposes four steps for pluralising the discussion. We call attention
to more emphasis on 1) a multiplicity of incumbent actor types, 2) a variety of actor strategies
within (and across) organisational populations, 3) the transient nature of strategic positioning
(over time), and 4) the varied resources that incumbents may deploy to support transformative
change.

1. Introduction

Transitions studies seeks to understand the dynamics of change that can lead to entirely new or fundamentally transformed socio-
technical configurations (Köhler et al., 2019; Markard et al., 2012). Within this process, socio-technical transitions are envisioned as
slow, challenging, multi-dimensional, multi-layered, uncertain, and rare processes. Sustainability transitions present additional
difficulties linked to the dual challenge of bringing forward radical innovation, a problem of technology and design, along with
radical changes in selection criteria for innovation, a problem of society and user acceptance (Kemp and Van Lente, 2011).

Nonetheless, transitions studies may frequently carry an unintentional bias for novelty, which is manifest in the conceptual frames
(e.g. SNM, TIS, MLP) deployed and the empirical work (privileging bottom-up dynamics and niche-level studies) carried out. So,
because and in spite of a strong tendency for continuity in established socio-technical systems, transitions research has to date
primarily adopted an outlook focussed on change driven by alternatives emerging from below and outside existing regimes. Table 1
illustrates how alternative outlooks may be pursued along core tensions (e.g. stability and change, new and old configurations,
external and internal forces, bottom-up and top-down dynamics), and may allow more firm engagement with a variety of transition
contexts (Smith et al., 2005).

In this Viewpoint, we argue that losing sight of alternative outlooks presents a risk of oversimplifying the nature and dynamics of
incumbency. With that in mind, the Viewpoint summarises shortcomings within existing research and proposes four steps for in-
troducing greater nuance.
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2. Shortcomings of existing research

While “[s]ystem-level change is, by definition, enacted through the coordination and steering of many actors and resources”
(Smith et al., 2005), analytical efforts may have in practice become overly focussed on the role of challengers (over that of in-
cumbents). For instance, while the MLP provides significant scope for analysing a wide variety of pathways involving combinations of
mechanisms and interactions between different structuration levels (Geels, 2011), it has been argued that empirical studies have
overemphasised bottom-up dynamics (Berkhout et al., 2004) by privileging a niche-level focus, reinforcing a misrepresentation
according to which change inevitably comes from below. More recently, scholars have suggested that niche-regime interactions suffer
from an asymmetrically treatment (Mylan et al., 2019) or that “regimes have been black-boxed, and few studies have explored
incumbents’ responses to transition processes” (Steen and Weaver, 2017). Similarly, SNM has largely become fraught with a focus on
ground-up dynamics (through e.g. gradually broadening networks, sharpening visions, and knowledge accumulation) (Jenkins and
Sovacool, 2019), at the expense of recognising the possibility of more strategically-guided search paths (Turnheim and Geels, 2019).
Further, TIS has been criticised for being better suited to studying the emergence of novel configurations than their later (de-)
stabilisation (Köhler et al., 2019).

Over the course of past decades, the field may hence have contributed to artificially reducing its analytical scope, and – possibly
worse – mis-representing crucial actors and dynamics of change. We can ask, as other have done, whether these shortcomings are
linked to inherent conceptual limitations of frameworks or whether these can be repurposed to better represent neglected dynamics
(Markard, 2018; Turnheim et al., 2018).

Nonetheless, some voices have started calling for greater attention to stability and continuity (Wells and Nieuwenhuis, 2012) and
the role of incumbencies in transitions (Bergek et al., 2013; Berggren et al., 2015; Penna and Geels, 2012; Steen and Weaver, 2017;
Stirling, 2019; Turnheim and Geels, 2013). Related research has contributed to revealing how different sources of lock-in (Arthur,
1989; Klitkou et al., 2015; Seto et al., 2016; Unruh, 2000) and active actor resistance (Geels, 2014; Penna and Geels, 2012; Roberts
et al., 2018) can prevent change from happening, delay and constrain patterns of change (Turnheim and Geels, 2013), and how
superficial or temporary change may conceal the deeper and long-term stability of institutional structures (Johnstone et al., 2017;
Streeck and Thelen, 2005) and path-dependencies.

So, while we observe growing interest in the role of incumbencies in transitions research, we also note a dominance of per-
spectives portraying incumbents as ‘villains’ who irremediably resist, slow down, prevent transition efforts (Byrne and Rich, 1983;
Geels, 2014; Penna and Geels, 2015; Sovacool et al., 2017; Stirling, 2014, 2011) due to their shared and deep attachment to
‘dominant regimes’. These perspectives are grounded in empirical observations: incumbents can (and often do) prevent the successful
emergence of new business models and institutional structures that would enable the more rapid deployment of alternatives such as
renewable sources of electricity, cleaner fuels for mobility or more sustainable agricultural practices (Darnhofer et al., 2019; Geels,
2014; Hess, 2016) through more or less intentional moves. In other cases, however, incumbent actors have been observed to con-
tribute to niche-regime interactions (Berggren et al., 2015) and to contribute to regime fragmentation by pursuing divergent stra-
tegies (Steen and Weaver, 2017).

In this context, we ask whether it is time for the field to engage more subtly with claims around the role of incumbents in
transitions processes. We are not alone in proposing to cast a new light on forms of incumbency: Berggren et al. (2015) have argued
for a more ‘dynamic’ understanding of incumbent actors and their influence over transitions pathways, Steen and Weaver (2017)
have suggested a need to disentangle the partial overlap between incumbent actors and regimes, while Stirling (2019) has recently
proposed that the depth and intractability of patterns of incumbency calls for a pluralising of perspectives.

3. Four steps for pluralising incumbencies

How then, might we start thinking constructively about pluralising how incumbencies are understood in transitions studies? We
call attention here to a richer emphasis on various shades of incumbency including: 1) a multiplicity of incumbent actor types, 2) a
variety of actor strategies within (and across) organisational populations, 3) the transient nature of strategic positioning (over time),
and 4) the varied resources that incumbents may deploy to support transformative change.

Firstly, when thinking about incumbencies, it is useful to recognise a multiplicity of incumbent actor types, representing the
heterogeneous make-up of socio-technical systems. Indeed, inasmuch as socio-technical systems are understood as complex bundles
of heterogeneous interacting elements jointly contributing to the provision of societal functions, the make-up of actors developing,
operating, maintaining or ‘disbanding’ from such configurations is also heterogeneous.

Table 1
Different outlooks on tensions at play in transition dynamics.

Prevailing outlook Possible alternative outlook

Change and stability Emergent change given inherent stability Stability and continuity in spite of change efforts
New and old Novel configurations emerge as alternative to existing

configurations
Existing configurations also have potential for renewal

External and internal Radical change comes from the outside Radical change may also come from the inside
Bottom-up and top-down Alternatives emerge from below through gradual dynamics Strategically guided and directed search paths are also

possible
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Accordingly incumbency or incumbent-like attributes are likely to be found in a variety of societal realms (e.g. market, state, civil
society, knowledge production), at a variety of levels, and in different degrees. Incumbency is not the exclusive monopoly of certain
corporate firms or powerful governmental actors (although these might be the most visible and usual protagonists of power con-
centration over socio-technical configurations). If incumbency is linked to a default disposition for reinforcing prevailing practices
and systems at play in a particular configuration, such attributes are also likely to be observed in (and reproduced through) the
practices of certain non-governmental actors, knowledge organisations, trade unions, user groups, and so on – if only in qualitatively
different forms - and these warrant dedicated research efforts.

Research on incumbency and its influence over the stability and change of socio-technical configurations should hence reflect a
more heterogeneous makeup and seek to uncover nuances of incumbency and its actualisation in the actions, motives and interests of
a broader variety of social agents involved and embedded in different systems. It is, for instance, realistic to also observe incumbency
at work in the actions of environmental NGOs within the formation, establishment and maturation of environmental regimes (Doyle
and Doherty, 2006). This point aligns with wider calls for resisting the temptation of portraying socio-technical regimes as monolithic
and inherently coherent entities (Stirling, 2011).

Secondly, it is useful to recognise a multiplicity of actor dispositions and positioning strategies vis-à-vis prevailing orders –
including amongst the ranks of incumbent actors. Across and within heterogeneous forms of incumbencies, different styles and
sensitivities are likely to underpin a wide range of positioning strategies pursued (intentionally or not) by incumbent actors. With
reference to the dual challenge of sustainability transitions (Kemp and Van Lente, 2011), two broad kinds of strategic actions can be
distinguished: a) those related to techno-economic dimensions, and b) those related to socio-political and institutional dimensions.

Within the organisational change and strategic management literatures, Ansari and Krop (2012) recognise that incumbent firm
response strategies in the face of radical innovation vary significantly within and across organisational fields, namely according to
differences in industry settings (e.g. kinds of product, market structure, supply chains, institutional environment), intrinsic actor
properties (e.g. capabilities, strategies, boundary management), and kinds of challenges (e.g. innovation type, scope, maturity). Here
again, transitions contexts, and their interpretation by actors involved, are crucial. Identifying the varied forms of incumbent re-
sponses to various transitions contexts is an interesting direction. Mossel et al. (2018), for instance, have reviewed what various
organisational theories have to say concerning the role and behaviour of incumbent firms during transitions. Others are exploring
how incumbent industry actor strategies hinge upon the nature and perception of opportunity structures by said actors (Lee and Hess,
2019; Steen and Weaver, 2017).

Research into the dynamics of organisational fields has also moved from a hypothesis of inherent homogeneity and isomorphic
forces, to greater recognition of a variety of positions within fields (Wooten and Hoffman, 2016), which can themselves be arenas for
contestation, struggles, and deviance amongst its members. This means, for instance, that within the constellation of actors related to
a so-called automobility regime, different actors (firms, decision-makers, users) may exhibit different levels and qualities of com-
mitment to the core norms, values, and beliefs that are constitutive of ‘automobility’ at any given time. In agentic terms, i.e. the
ability to exert self-determination and pursue autonomous actions in spite of field rules, any ‘automobility regime’ may be the theatre
of significantly divergent and changing positioning strategies (Axsen and Sovacool, 2019). Importantly, institutional plurality and
changes in institutional environments may mutually reinforce each other (Fuenfschilling and Truffer, 2016) and accelerate ‘regime
fragmentation’ (Steen and Weaver, 2017).

Thirdly, it is crucial to recognise the transient nature of incumbent positioning strategies and incumbencies themselves. Indeed,
the behaviours and strategies of incumbents are likely to change over time as part of internal dynamics (e.g. organisational learning)
as well as significant changes in transitions contexts (e.g. accelerated dynamics or altered opportunity structures).

The sustainability transitions literature has within the past decade become subtler concerning the changing role of incumbents in
transitions (Bergek et al., 2013; Berggren et al., 2015; Turnheim and Geels, 2013; Wesseling et al., 2015). This enables a shift away
from over-stylised accounts of large established actors (from industry, government, and beyond) as inherently and solely resisting
change, and indomitably ‘clinging on’ to established business models, templates and routines (Bergek et al., 2013). It hence becomes
possible to explore how specific incumbent actors may change their strategies over time (e.g. from initial resistance and denial, to
exploration and re-orientation when economic, environmental or societal pressures become too overwhelming) (Hockerts and
Wüstenhagen, 2010; Turnheim and Geels, 2013) and to approach a variety of incumbent strategies related to sustainability in-
novation with greater nuance (Steen and Weaver, 2017). For instance, progress with low-carbon transitions is making a purely
resistive stance increasingly short-term and untenable (Markard, 2018; Roberts et al., 2018), which may explain why we are em-
pirically seeing greater engagement of incumbent actors.

Indeed, incumbent actors may tactically recognise the value of proactively engaging with transitions to exert influence on in-
stitutional change (e.g. keeping radical decentralisation visions off the electricity decarbonisation agenda), or to gain a competitive
edge over (incumbent or new) rivals. They may seek to leverage their resources (power, finance, skills, influence) to diversify into
novel activities or beyond their primary domain of activity (as e.g. ICT industry actors investing in the development of electric cars),
or to operate transformative re-creation of their core mission and activities. They may engage in various forms of political advocacy,
by shaping visions and expectations, or by pushing for reforms and the adoption of stricter standards, or even by manipulating
political campaigns, information and knowledge (Sovacool and Brisbois, 2019). The resulting possible divergence of incumbent actor
strategic positioning within regimes is likely an important source of ‘regime fragmentation’ (Steen and Weaver, 2017) that can
accelerate destabilisation, decline or transformation (re-orientation or re-creation) pathways (Turnheim and Geels, 2013).

Fourthly, it is imperative to recognise the kinds of resources (material, capabilities, political, ideational) that incumbents might
constructively deploy to support transformative change. While resistive incumbents might be considerable obstacles to any kind of
transformative change, namely given their mastery of relevant material and institutional resources, their proactive involvement – if
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and when it materialises – can conversely significantly accelerate and orient transitions dynamics. So, ‘not all incumbents remain
stuck in old technological paradigms’ (Hansen and Coenen, 2017:503).

For example, in the case of market actors, under certain circumstances, incumbent firms may mobilise power and resources to
buy-out innovative new entrants, ambidextrously diversify their portfolios (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013), and exert strong influence
over the development of new standards (Markard and Erlinghagen, 2017). Furthermore, the pursuit of radical innovation is not
necessarily exclusive to the pursuit of incremental strategies, as suggested by the literature on ambidextrous organisations (O’Reilly
and Tushman, 2013), but requires suited mindsets and competences. The considerable resources linked to incumbency can be de-
ployed in various ways, potentially tilting the field on which transition dynamics and struggles play out. An important caveat is that
with potential influence over transitions dynamics comes significant power, which cannot be assumed to be deployed for collective
goods or according to distributive fairness. This raises questions about whether ‘just transitions’ can involve a strong involvement of
incumbents, and if so under which conditions and according to which modalities.

4. Conclusion

What is needed, to better capture heterogeneity, strategic variety, transience and the resourcefulness of incumbencies in thinking
about socio-technical and sustainability transitions, are more nuanced and dynamic approaches. Incumbency can be understood in
relation to a status and position of power (and by extension mastery of key resources and processes) at a given time, which confers a)
privileged agency over the current workings and fate of established systems, and b) exposure to potential overthrow or defeat, but c)
may also be leveraged to influence and shape transition efforts.

In our view, this calls for pluralising (perspectives on) incumbencies, and engaging in a serious, open and critical debate on the
concept and its practical applications, but also of how such pluralising challenges analytical frameworks and the implicit assumptions
that they carry. The role of incumbencies in transitions is a vibrant and promising avenue for research (Berggren et al., 2015; Steen
and Weaver, 2017; Stirling, 2019). We have provided arguments as to why more plural understandings of incumbencies are needed.

It is nevertheless important that we start exploring howmore pluralised understandings of incumbencies can lead to novel insights
on the destabilisation, phase-out and transformation of unsustainable socio-technical systems. In our view, conceptual and analytical
elaboration should concentrate on a) identifying varieties of incumbencies at play in socio-technical dynamics, and b) further spe-
cifying the conditions under which these may contribute (positively or negatively) to transformative pathways.
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