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POLICY

Focusing on non-state actions instead of non-state
actors in the context of sustainability transitions

Loic Cobut, Amandine Orsini, Katja Biedenkopf, Mathieu Blondeel, Gerhard Fuchs, Elena Kavvatha,
Delphine Misonne, Irene Niet and Marielle Papin

Abstract

Non-state and subnational actors active in sustainability transitions have increased considerably in
recent years. However, the term “non-state actors” is not consensual in academia and in policy cycles
because of the diversity of their nature, actions, processes, objectives and outcomes.

We defend the opinion that it is actions, rather than actors, that we need to focus on to speed up
transitions. We emphasize how talking about non-state actions refocuses the debate on the quality of
actions rather than on their origin. Our proposition is to focus on non-state actions according to two
trajectory dimensions. First, the latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change special report on
1,5°C may serve as a guide. Now, there is no doubt that every action launched by non-state actors
must target a net zero emission business plan in the coming months in order to respect the Paris
Agreement trajectory. Secondly, actions need to be considered in the light of their potential
transformative effects.

A simple way to differentiate them is to name actions that bind both of these dimensions “sustainable
actions” and those that do not, “non-sustainable actions”.

Policy Recommendations

e Instead of losing ground by proposing ideas on how to classify non-state actors, an impossible
task, scholars should help policymakers focus attention on non-state actions.

e Policy makers and scholars should help actors of all kinds to shift towards sustainable actions.

e Non-state actions should all respect the 1.5°C limit and aim for strong transformative effects.
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Introduction

What role can non-state actors play in
sustainability transitions? This apparently
simple question was addressed by a
multidisciplinary group of scholars from
different fields, ranging from political science
and environmental studies to law, who were
working on the issue of transitions. The
guestion turned out to be extremely complex.
First, the experts defined the term non-state
actors in different ways. Second, the level of
expert knowledge of sustainability transitions
and their environmental, social and economic
dimensions, ranged from comprehensive to
highly specialised in one issue-area. This
article presents the results of our collective
discussions on non-state actors and
sustainability transitions. The main point that
we want to underline is that scholars should
help policymakers focus attention on non-state
actions, rather than on the classification of
actors, especially non-state actors, which is an
impossible task in our view. Actions should be
considered in a broader context of
sustainability, which includes all dimensions of
sustainable development.

In the first part of this paper, we present the
diversity of non-state actors currently involved
in sustainability transition research. We argue
that attempts to classify and define non-state
actors are pointless. Instead, we suggest that
discussions should focus on actions. In the
second part, we apply this idea by proposing a
continuum showing the diversity of actions
carried out in sustainability transitions. This
reveals whether their trajectory respects the
goals of the sustainability transition initiated by
the Paris Agreement. We differentiate
between sustainable and non-sustainable
actions using the example of climate change.
Achieving climate change governance goals
requires multiple transitions in different
systems, including mobility, energy and
environmental protection. In addition, climate
change provides a good illustration of the
specific transnational governance structures
and processes that have been developed to
meet a planetary-scale challenge.

Non-state actors are needed, but who are
they?

It is tempting to define non-state actors simply
as any actor other than ‘the state’. What is
distinctive about them? In 1992, Agenda 21
defined nine groups of the major non-state
actors: local authorities, business and
industry, children and youth, indigenous
peoples, non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), women, workers and trade unions,
the scientific and technological community and
farmers. This classification considers that
subnational actors (e.g. local and regional
authorities), such as cities or American states,
are non-state actors. However, this is the case
only to some extent as these entities also have
a part of legal authority and rely on public
elections and public funding. Defining “non-
state actors” and related terms is therefore
problematic. This is partly due to the fact that
their nature, actions, processes, objectives
and outcomes are extremely diverse. Attempts
to reach a consensus on the meaning of the
term “non-state actor” in academic circles and
policy cycles have failed.

The number of non-state actors has increased
rapidly since the beginning of the century.
Contemporary governance is premised on
governance networks, glocal agency, hybrid
institutions, third sector activity, triple helix
collaborations, as well as participative or
governance arrangements. As already
mentioned, non-state actors may work
independently from states. More than 4000
are now registered at the United Nations
Economic and Social Council. The
environmental field is no exception. The
United Nations Environment Programme has
accredited more than 400 non-state actors.
These actors are very diverse, ranging from
traditional actors, such as environmental
NGOs to cities, renewable energy
communities and trade unions. The scope of
their activities is also expanding and covers
traditional sectors, like climate and energy, as
well as new multiple scale and innovative
sectors, for example, the smartphone industry,
urban resilience or modern permaculture,
which are all part of broader sustainability
transitions.
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These actors play a major role in current
sustainable development (non)-practices.
Specific transformative agency is a typical
feature of evolutionary niches, relative
outsiders, front runners or grassroots actors,
which means that they are important when it
comes to kick-starting or leading transition
processes. In other words, non-state outsiders
are more likely to lead transition than state
actors. This is particularly true because states
tend to be constrained by existing
infrastructure, administrative routine, policy
paradigms and regulatory frameworks (Pel,
2016; Avelino et al., 2017).

Certain non-state actors may block transitions.
The Carbon Majors Database was analysed in
2017 by the then Carbon Disclosure Project,
which  collects data on companies’
greenhouse gas emissions. The report shows
that “the distribution of emissions is
concentrated” (Griffin, 2017: p. 8). Since 1988,
71% of global industrial greenhouse gas
emissions (635 GtCOZ2eq) can be linked to
100 corporate and state producers; of which
32% are public investor-owned, 9% are private
investor-owned and 59% are state-owned
(see the 2017 report for the list of 100 actors
and the methodology used to estimate
emissions). Essentially, the report underlines
the fact that the weight of non-state actors in
terms of greenhouse gas emissions is
extremely varied, ranging from carbon neutral
actors to single non-state actors responsible
for over 1% of global greenhouse gas
emissions, as in the case of ExxonMobil.
Cities constitute another interesting example.
More than 50% of the world’s population now
lives in cities, which account for 70% of the
world’s greenhouse gas emissions. Yet,
clearly cities have different impacts. Moran et
al. (2018: p. 4) stress that “in most countries a
few urban areas account for a disproportionate
share of the total footprint”.

In the past decade, the policy landscape has
evolved to include diverse actors in the
governance of sustainability transitions.
However, to ensure that states are not
discouraged from pursuing sustainability
transitions, non-state actors are not directly
referred to as key transition players. Let us
consider climate change. The adoption of the
2015 Paris Agreement is a recent milestone. It

presents non-state actors as a linchpin that
should complement and support the
multilateral process (Chan et al., 2015).
Indeed, the recent United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
and the outcome of the Paris Agreement “have
brought climate action from cities, companies,
civil society groups and other subnational/non-
state actors” that is in line with their
“‘understanding of the ways in which climate
change can and should be governed”
(Bulkeley, et al., 2018: p. 68).

The role of non-state actors in climate
governance should be understood in a context
where “the UN climate regime is evolving from
a global deal model, in which countries
negotiate emission targets, to a ‘pledge-and-
review’ model, in which each country defines
its own goals, subject to some form of
intergovernmental review” (Chan et al., 2015:
p.4). This model is based on Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDCs) and may be
perceived as sparking “renewed optimism in
the multilateral climate regime” (Van der Ven,
Bernstein and Hoffmann, 2017: p.1).
Nevertheless, cumulated NDCs have fallen
short of the objectives of Article 2 of the Paris
Agreement, namely, “to hold the increase in
the global average temperature to well below
2°C” (United Nations, 2015: p. 3). The
potential of state actions appears to be limited
by a lack of political will. At the same time, the
role of non-state actors is increasingly seen as
being part of the solution for climate
governance.

The UNFCCC launched several initiatives to
encourage the involvement of non-state
actors. For example, the NAZCA platform was
launched at the 20™ Conference of the Parties
in 2014 to create a space where “companies,
cities, subnational regions, investors and civil
society organizations - can display their
commitments to act on climate change”
(UNFCCC, 2018). The initiative was designed
to create opportunities: “the aim is a clear,
comprehensive view of climate action by non-
state actors, to recognize commitments and
inspire still greater ambition, for the good of
current and future generations” (UNFCCC,
2018). Van der Ven, Bernstein and Hoffmann
(2017: p. 2) define these platforms as
“orchestration platforms” that “aggregate and
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value the cumulative impact of nonstate
climate governance. These registries
represent purposive efforts by
intergovernmental organizations and other
transnational actors to coordinate, mobilize,
and value the contributions of private, hybrid
and subnational actors [...]". The NAZCA
platform is an interesting example of the vague
use of the term “non-state actor”. The website
refers to both “non-state actors” and “non-
party stakeholders”. The latter indicates that
the actors are not among the official “parties”
to the UNFCCC and, therefore, cannot replace
states.

Among policy cycles referring to non-state
actors is not consensual, which is surprising
as climate governance is becoming
increasingly polycentric (Jordan et al., 2018).
While states need them, they also fear to lose
sovereignty and might prefer, considering the
diversity of interests among non-state actors,
to engage with those who are in line with their
objectives. While consensus is lacking about
how to refer to non-state actors, we need a
new analytical tool to keep up with the rise and
diversity of these actors and to re-center the
debate on fertile discussions. We propose to
focus on non-state actions and their trajectory
dimensions, instead of on non-state actors.

Non-state actions and their trajectory on a
continuum

The potential of non-state actors in terms of
sustainability transitions can be evaluated by
considering their actions. In the case of
climate change, this can be achieved by
looking at different climate actions
simultaneously. Here, we combine
greenhouse gas emission trajectories and
their transformative effects on the same
continuum.

The latest IPCC report (2018) provides a guide
to transition trajectories. Following COP21, the
Parties requested a Special Report on “the
impacts of global warming of 1.5°C above pre-
industrial levels”. In Article 2, the Paris
Agreement aims to maintain “the increase in
the global average temperature to well below
2°C above pre-industrial levels” and pursue
“efforts to limit the temperature increase to
1.5°C [...]” (United Nations, 2015: p. 3). The

small difference between “2°C” and “well
below 2°C” may appear to be unimportant to
non-climate scientists. Nevertheless, there are
strong evidences from climate change science
that the differences in terms of risks and
consequences between these two trajectories
are severe.

The direction of the trajectory is clear: all
actors, state and non-state, that have no
intention of drastically shifting towards a net
zero emission business plan in the coming
months will not be in line with the Paris
Agreement trajectory. Actors that fail to modify
their behaviour will remain on a business as
usual trajectory, which leads to global warming
of between 4.1 and 4.8°C, compared to the
pre-industrial period (IPCC, 2014). It is now
essential to differentiate actions which effects
respect the Paris Agreement trajectory and
actions which effects do not.

Some actions conducted by certain “non-state
actors” may not respect the Paris Agreement.
This could be deliberate, as in the case of
greenwashing, which is the use of false
environmental claims in communication
strategies (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2018, pp. 96-
97), or simply because innovation does not
always lead to sustainable solutions.
Individual non-state actors may be involved in
contradictory actions, i.e. actions that do
correspond to the Paris Agreement, but also
actions that do not. This is the case for many
former energy producers that invest in both
renewable and carbon-intensive energy
sources.

A number of policy initiatives focus on non-
state actions. In the case of climate change,
the platform Galvanizing the Groundswell of
Climate Actions brings together scholars from
various universities and experts from the
public and independent sectors to focus on
“action” rather than “actors”. It uses the term
“climate action” and defines it as ‘any policy,
measure or program that reduces greenhouse
gases, builds resilience to climate change, or
supports and finances those goals”. The 2015
Global Aggregator for Climate Actions
(GAFCA) also refers to climate actions. Itis an
initiative managed by scholars from the
German Development Institute (Sander
Chan), the London School of Economics

13



Global Policy, October 2019

(Robert Falkner and Matthew Goldberg) and
the Stockholm Environment Institute (Harro
van Asselt).

When evaluating trajectories, effects beyond
reduced greenhouse gas emissions should be
considered. The social sciences underline that
non-quantifiable impacts have transformative
effects and should be taken into account,
which brings us to the second dimension of the
continuum.

As Van der Ven, Bernstein and Hoffmann
(2017, p. 5) argued, effects are likely to be
catalytic and political. Some actions may
generate broad transformations in key
institutions and lay the foundations for a wider
societal transition towards decarbonisation
(see also Bernstein and Hoffmann, 2018).
Some transnational city networks provide a
good example. By focusing on urban
resilience, the 100 Resilient Cities initiative
seeks to appoint chief resilience officers in
every city in order to redesign how the cities
function in relation to the concept of resilience,
which encompasses climate adaptation.

Recently, Transformative Social Innovation
theory (TSI theory) has improved our
understanding of transformative effects, which
are now included in discussions on
sustainability transitions. This theory defends
a normative stance, which argues that “the
efforts of local communities to engage and
experiment with social innovations” (TSI
manifesto, 2018: p. 3) are necessary. Their
transformative effects are expected to
“challenge, alter and replace the dominant
institutions that are ingrained in society (e.g.
individualism, hierarchy, competition)” (TSI
manifesto, 2018: p. 3). Ultimately, the
objective is a “common future that is more
sustainable, just and resilient” (TSI manifesto,
2018: p. 3). Local level and bottom-up
transitions are often heavily based on non-
state actions, which frequently lead to cultural
change for sustainability transitions. This type
of cultural change enhances the dissemination
of information (Van der Heijden, 2010),
acceptance and participation (Kalkbrenner
and Roosen 2016, Wirth 2014).

TSI theory has emerged in the micro and
macro context of sustainability transitions. Its

theoretical base stems from the theory of
sociotechnical systems, namely the Multi-
Level Perspective, as developed by Frank
Geels. TSI theory looks at social niches as
examples of innovations that represent “new
ways of doing, organizing, and knowing that
are currently developing as alternatives to
unsustainable [...] modes of production and
consumption” (Cipolla et al., 2017, p. 1). As
underlined by Pel et al. (2018: p. 2), some
innovations have “evident transformative
ambition and impacts (e.g. ethical banks,
ecovillages, solidarity-based economies, the
unconditional basic income, Transition
Towns)”.

TSI theory appears to be a pertinent analytical
tool for identifying the transformative potential
of innovations, as well as their weaknesses
(Pel et al., 2018). This niche-centrism
approach offers a new perspective on
transitions, by providing insights “that cannot
easily be integrated into functionalist
analyses” (Pel et al., 2018: p. 19). Its approach
sheds light on key themes, such as “diversity,
hybridization, distributed agency, instability,
and the recursivity between agency and
structure” (p. 19). It seeks to improve our
understanding of persistent problems arising
from situations of new transition, institutional
hybridization, individual and collective niche
empowerment processes, translocal niche
mobility and transition narrative processes
(Pel et al.,, 2018). Unlike greenhouse gas
emissions, transformative effects are not
gquantitatively measurable, but can be
evaluated qualitatively.

A continuum that couples trajectories for
greenhouse gas emission reductions with
transformative effects can help define and
differentiate non-state actions. Actions that
follow the business as usual trajectory with no
transformative effects can be seen on the far
left of the continuum. They could be called
non-sustainable actions. In parallel, actions in
line with the Paris Agreement trajectory that
have strong transformative effects are located
on the far right. They could be called
sustainable actions. Actions in the middle may
be labelled actions in transition, if they aim to
move to the right, or lock-in actions, if they
maintain our dependency on fossil fuels and
do not seek to change. Indeed, it is important
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to understand that the continuum is dynamic.
Every action must evolve along the continuum
over time. Any new action can enter and any
(old) action can leave.

We recognise that some actions could be in
line with the Paris Agreement without having
(strong) transformative effects. However,
following the Paris Agreement is a first step
towards achieving major transformative
effects. Lastly, this continuum aims to identify
the most problematic actions, located on the
far left, and the best possible action (on the far
right). This paper does not set out to measure
every action precisely. Instead, it considers
actions in relation to their abstract position on
the continuum with the aim of improving their
contribution to the sustainability transition, if
necessary.

Conclusion

The diversity of non-state and subnational
actors involved in sustainability transitions has
increased considerably in recent years. They
differ in terms of their nature, their links with
state actors, their actions, processes,
objectives, outcomes and weight in terms of
greenhouse gas emissions. This diversity
makes any type of classification an impossible
task. It has generated futile debates and
confusion about how we should refer to non-
state actors.

On this basis, we argue that a new analytical
tool is required to keep up with the rise of non-
state actors and to consider more pertinent
issues. We propose focusing on non-state
actions and the different dimensions of their
trajectory. We draw attention to the fact that an
examination of non-state actions focuses the
debate on the quality of actions, rather than on
their origin. We argue that it is actions that we
need to focus on to speed up the transition.
Non-state actors are often responsible for both
sustainable and unsustainable actions. By
examining actions separately, it is possible to
distinguish sustainable from non-sustainable
behaviour.

Non-state actions must be in line with two main
trajectories that are combined on a continuum.
First, the latest IPCC special report on 1.5°C
serves as a guide. Now, there is no doubt that

every action launched by non-state actors
must target a net zero emission business plan
in the coming months in order to respect the
Paris Agreement trajectory. This type of action
is found on the right of the continuum. On the
left, actions correspond to the business as
usual trajectory. Second, actions need to be
considered in the light of their potential
transformative effects. TSI theory provides a
deeper understanding of the transformative
effects that lead to “a common future that is
more sustainable, just and resilient” (TSI
manifesto, 2018: p. 3). Inevitably, this
continuum simplifies the diversity of non-state
actions and trajectories. However, it is a useful
way to represent the issues at stake. A simple
way to differentiate them is to name actions
that bind both of these dimensions
“sustainable actions” and those that do not,
“non-sustainable actions”. Ultimately policy
makers and scholars have an important role to
play when it comes to helping actors shift
towards sustainable actions.
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