
Chapter 17
Models of Change: Strategies to Make
the Socio-ecological Transformation
a Success

Kora Kristof

Abstract Climate change and many other problems show us more and more clearly
that fundamental change is necessary. However, many good ideas get stuck in imple-
mentation. Therefore, the question is how we can change more successfully. We take
sports courses or go to music lessons to learn, to get better quickly or to avoid hurting
ourselves. Professionals in sport, art and other fields also receive intensive coaching
fromexperts.However,when it comes tomaking successful progress towards sustain-
ability, people often rely on ‘home recipes’. It is time to becomemore professional in
this area as well. To achieve this, it is important tomake targeted use of the findings of
transformation research and key success factors as well as to develop transformation
literacy. In this chapter, the models of change approach is presented, which focuses
on central success factors for social change and shows ways to successful change.
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17.1 Introduction: Challenges

How does transformation towards sustainability succeed? We all need an answer to
this ‘one million dollar’-question.

Since the 1980s, we have known that climate protection is necessary. The social
debate on this issue has gained significant momentum in recent years with the Paris
Agreement onClimateProtection and civil society protests such asFridays for Future.
Politicians but also more and more companies and citizens are setting out on the path
to a fundamental transformation towards greenhouse gas neutrality. Their goal is
to stop producing greenhouse gas emissions and if this is not 100% successful, to
completely offset their remaining emissions.
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But it is not only climate change that requires change. The ecological limits of the
earth are also evident, for example, in the loss of biodiversity, acidification, eutroph-
ication and the unsustainable use of natural resources. Environmental problems also
threaten human health - such as pollutants in air, water and food or noise.

Social issues, including global and intergenerational justice, also call for profound
change.

Briefly summarised: Wherever we look, we see large and complex needs for
change.

Resource-efficient, emission-neutral, equitable these are central goals of the
upcoming major changes if we take the stress limits of the earth system, the well-
being of all people and the idea of global and intergenerational justice seriously (e.
g. Rockström et al., 2009; Jackson, 2009; WBGU, 2011; Daschkeit et al., 2013).

For the necessary ‘Energiewende’, mobility transformation, food transformation
and many other transformations, there are countless proposals for policy instru-
ments (e. g. taxes) and measures (e. g. reparability of products) for the different
target groups. These approaches are intensively discussed in sustainability-oriented
science, the scientific policy advice based on them, as well as in the social debates
and political processes. And they are constantly evolving. At the centre of this, trans-
formative research is always the question of what should change concretely and in
what direction.

Some ideas have been successfully implemented, in many other places, things are
moving slowly or not at all, as one would wish and as would be necessary because
of the urgent problems. We know a lot about what should change, but often fail
miserably in the concrete implementation.

So, it is not enough for us to only deal with the question ‘what should change’?
Rather, it is becoming increasingly important to know how we can also successfully
implement the upcoming changes. It is, therefore, a question of the central success
factors for social change and their application in practice.

In addition, resistance and obstacles often characterise the everyday life of change.
In order to deal with them, implicit models are often used that have formed more or
less consciously in our heads from past experiences with change processes.

How the upcoming changes can be realised more successfully has also become
increasingly interesting for science:Transformation research focuses on the central
success factors for social change and their practical application. In addition to ex-post
studies of change processes, ex-ante approaches are increasingly coming into focus,
which identify the central success factors and allow the change agents to reflect on
the change process and their role in it and to consistently use the central success
factors (e. g. Rotmans & Loorbach, 2009; Kristof 2010a, b; Smart CSO 2011; Geels,
2011; Rasmussen, 2013; Fünfschilling, 2014; Grießhammer et al., 2015; Smart CSO,
2015; Kristof, 2020). In addition to overall models, there are a number of approaches
that focus on interesting partial aspects or that compare different approaches (e. g.
Alexander et al., 2011; WBGU, 2011; Ernst andWelzer 2015; Heinecke et al., 2013;
Loske, 2012; Rückert-John et al., 2014; Schneidewind and Singer-Brodowski 2013;
Sommer and Welzer 2014; Welzer and Sommer et al., 2014; Wolff et al., 2018;



17 Models of Change: Strategies to Make the Socio-ecological … 255

Schneidewind, 2018; Schäpke 2018; Wagner and Grunwald 2019; Oberlack, 2019;
Köhler 2019).

In a complex and dynamic world, there are neither ‘recipes’ nor guarantees for
successful change processes. What we can use, however, are typical patterns and key
success factors to increase the probability of success of our change processes. My
‘models of change’ approach, which has now been further developed, combines my
own research findings, the insights from many in-depth interviews with experts of
transformation research and from the more recent literature (see above), as well as
experiential knowledge from my research-based policy consulting.

17.2 How Can the Necessary Changes Succeed?

Briefly summarised: Moreover, having good ideas for change is not enough. They do
not automatically become accepted or realised. We need answers to the central ques-
tion: How can the necessary changes succeed? What is needed is, firstly, knowledge
of the success factors and patterns of success and secondly, their consistent use.

What are the most important success factors? The models of change approach
provides a number of answers to this question (Kristof, 2020; Kristof 2011a; Kristof
2011b). Three illustrations give a brief overview of the models of change approach
(see Figs. 17.1, 17.2 and 17.3).

17.2.1 Core Skills

I would like to start with the central skills, which are important success factors.
Figure 17.1 showswhich competencies are central to the success of social change:

The basic skills aim at the basic attitude towards change and resistances that arise
in the process. Procedural competences ensure a successful handling of actors, time
and complexity.

Let us take a brief look at the most frequently unused skills.
First of all, this is the reflexive and self-reflexive attitude of the change actors

which is necessary for successful change processes. It is important to constantly
reflect on the change and the change process with the necessary distance in order to
be able to continuously adapt along the central success factors.

The challenge of ‘loving resistance’ is also difficult for many change agents. It
is promising to deal actively and positively with resistances and conflicts of interest
instead of seeing them as annoyance.

What someone perceives as resistance is a question of perspective: Is the behaviour
of the change actors themselves not also resistant?

It is important not to see the representatives of resistance automatically as ‘evil
opponents’, but to accept their legitimate criticism and recognise their different
interests.
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Fig. 17.1 Models of change: basic and procedural skills (copyright by the author)

Resistance is always a good indicator of the potential for improvement of the
change idea, the proposed solutions or the change process. If you understand resis-
tance, you can also use it in a solution-oriented way. Residual resistances can be
weakened, for example, by compensating for disadvantages or sharing advantages.

Complexity is the norm in fundamental change. Actors must, therefore, abandon
the idea that change can be controlled and learn to deal adequately with complex
dynamic systems. An analysis of the system relevant to the change is the basis for
being able to orient oneself. Starting from the basic vision and the core goals of the
change agents, the aim is to identify both the central problems, risks, conflicting
goals, dynamics and tipping points as well as the central levers and ‘low hanging
fruits’.

In addition to scientific expertise, system, process and experiential knowledge
as well as competences in pattern recognition, creativity and intuition should be
used in the analysis—because complex systems cannot be analysed completely, but
a better understanding of the system can be achieved through different perspectives
(Stark et al., 2017; Sommer & Welzer, 2014). The development of these holistic
competences should be specifically promoted in education and training.

At the same time, scenarios andmodels of possible future developments canhelp to
better recognise the interrelationships and possible effects of action or non-action, to
make directionally sound decisions for different possible future developments and to
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draw conclusions for today’s actions. Scenarios show, for example, that some instru-
ments would show good results in quite different developments and other instruments
only fit well in a certain future development.

Since complexity can never be fully understood, problems with serious conse-
quences can also arise unexpectedly. Therefore, it makes sense to always include
the ‘necessary safety margin’. In the environmental policy debate, the precautionary
principle, reversible or correction-friendly solutions and resilience are, therefore,
discussed for the selection of instruments and measures. But the process of change
can also be adapted accordingly: iterative procedures to solve emerging problems in
small steps, testing on a small scale and solution diversity to limit the problems to a
manageable area, as well as monitoring to quickly identify the problems.

Time is relevant to the success of change in many ways. In change processes,
different, often incompatible time logics usually collide (e. g. temporal routines,
speeds, time horizons such as quarterly figures, election periods, biological cycles).
Furthermore, the temporal scope plays a role - in terms of the consequences of action
(e. g. short-lived pollutants, climate impacts, extinct species) as well as the measures
and instruments taken (e. g. temporary driving bans to reduce emissions, restructuring
of the energy system). Change processes also build on a history and have an impact
on the future. Change agents need to be aware of the impact of the past on change
processes in order to specifically reap the ‘fruits’ of the past and not fail because
of old problems. Today’s decisions also create the conditions for future change or
prevent it (e.g., path dependencies, irreversible developments).

Since time logics and path dependencies have a great influence on change
processes, they must be recognised and actively used in the change process (e.g.,
align change processes with election cycles and the windows of opportunity that
open up in the process).

Change processes also need a lot of time. Since time is scarce, it is important to
prioritise and focus consistently. This sounds trivial, but change processes often fail
because the time required is significantly underestimated and insufficiently prioritised
by the involved actors. Change agents underestimate the time they need to develop
options with the target group, to resolve resistance and conflicting interests and
to accompany participants in the change process when problems arise. Learning
processes of the target groups to adapt to the change (e. g. changing behavioural
routines, acquiring new qualifications) often take longer than expected.

Moreover, the temporal structures of changes in complex systems can only be
described to a limited extent. Therefore, the timing of different activities can only
be an approximation that needs to be continuously developed through monitoring.
Deceleration can also be an important option.

Sometimes (unexpected) windows of opportunity open up and offer new oppor-
tunities for change (e.g., changed framework conditions, new actors, crises, new
resources for change processes). In order to take advantage of these windows of
opportunity, actors need to recognise them early and be prepared for them (e. g.
create a knowledge base, develop attractive ‘blueprints’ in pilot projects), because
they sometimes close again so quickly that there is not enough time to develop ideas
and proposed solutions until then.
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17.2.2 Central Process Elements

In addition to the central change skills, promising patterns for change processes can
be identified (see Fig. 17.2).

This involves inspiring visions and narratives, which are often the ‘source of
energy’ for change processes. These should be combined with related core goals
and viable initial proposals for solutions as well as the framework conditions for
dissemination. In addition to establishing the new (phase-in), it is always a matter of
replacing the existing (phase-out or exnovation).

Amongst the success patterns of change processes, small-scale testing is often
insufficiently appreciated, because one would rather have ‘large solutions immedi-
ately’. The typical complexity of fundamental changes, however, speaks in favour of
testing on a small scale such as niche developments, pilot projects or real-life labo-
ratories. This makes it possible to develop different solutions, learn from problems
that arise, reduce risks and avoid resistance. In addition, the new and its advantages
become concrete.

SUCCESS FAC TORS F OR CH A NGE PROCESSES
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Fig. 17.2 Models of change: central process elements (copyright by the author)



17 Models of Change: Strategies to Make the Socio-ecological … 259

Disseminating the solutions becomes easier if the solutions are already devel-
oped on a small scale in such a way that they can be connected for dissemination
(e.g. through modular and adaptable solutions, etc.). Dissemination can then also be
secured in the longer term through government frameworks, new institutions, new
businessmodels or changing routines of those affected. In a dynamicworld, however,
the solutions can quickly prove to be no longer suitable.

In addition to establishing the new (phase-in), it is also always a question of
replacing the existing (phase-out/exnovation). This also requires a change process of
its own. Themostly different actors of phase-in and phase-out should network well in
order to be able to tap synergies. An important part of the exnovation process is that
the change actors deal with what is to be replaced in a differentiated way. In doing
so, the deficits of the existing as well as its losers and beneficiaries should become
transparent. It must also be questioned whether the existing can always remain the
‘normal case’ in a changing world.

17.2.3 Entire Process and Consistently using Success Factors

Figure 17.3 combines the central skills and successful patterns with a look at the
entire process of the change.

The analysis creates orientation and is the basis for the visions, the core objectives
and the first ideas for implementation. Agenda setting makes it possible to set up a
change process, to involve stakeholders and to reach an agreement on the process.
Solutions are sought together with all stakeholders and developed step by step. It
is also important to think about the concrete implementation of the new and its
dissemination as well as the replacement of the old. Since there can be no optimal
and permanently valid solutions in a complex and dynamic world, the process of
change is never completed.

In a complex world, this process of change does not proceed step by step one after
the other and the different activities are not independent of each other.

It is very challenging to think in terms of overall processes and to continuously
keep an eye on all central success factors. The core skills as well as the successful
patterns of change processes should be used consistently throughout the entire change
process.

17.3 Conclusion: Using Success Factors and Building Up
Skills

It is clear that in a complex world, changes cannot be planned in detail. But what
can be identified are important success factors and patterns of successful change. So,
two tasks arise
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Fig. 17.3 Models of change: entire process and consistently using success factors (copyright by
the author)

On the one hand, to look ex-post at what has worked or not and why,
on the other hand, to identify ex-ante success factors and success patterns and to

use them consistently.
Success in change processes requires that the change agents have the central

change skills and know the central success factors and patterns.
For changes towards sustainability, people often rely on the implicit models in

their own heads. In other areas of our lives, we are more professional: we take sports
courses or go to music lessons.

We should also become more professional in change processes, making targeted
use of the knowledge gained and building up the necessary skills - in schools,
universities and in professional training.



17 Models of Change: Strategies to Make the Socio-ecological … 261

Thefirst teaching programmes on the success factors from transformation research
have already been developed (for example in our project ‘Transformation wagen
(‘Dare to transform’; www.polsoz.fu-berlin.de/en/polwiss/forschung/systeme/ffu/
forschung-alt/projekte/laufende/19_TrafoWag/index.html or by Smart CSO). This
kind of training opportunities should be actively used.
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