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Abstract 

Within scholarly and political debates, there is a broad consensus that 

governance is pivotal for the realization of societal transformation pro-

cesses towards sustainable development (SD). Yet, in view of a variety of 

existing modes of governance in modern societies, it is an open question 

how to govern in such a way that SD is best fostered. Within sustainability 

governance literature, there is an influential normative claim that the pro-

motion of SD calls for so-called ´new´ modes of governance, i.e. non-

hierarchical forms that feature participative or self-governing characteris-

tics. However, thus far there is lack of empirical evidence to support this 

claim. One of the most important research desiderata is thus to explore 

whether certain modes are in fact generally superior to others when it 

comes to governing societies towards sustainable tracks. 

This study contributes to filling the knowledge gap regarding the poten-

tial of governance modes to promote SD by exploring the sequence of 

governance and its results. Addressing existing conceptual confusion on 

´governance´, ´modes of governance´ and ´governance results´, it develops 

a theoretical framework consisting of four elements: (i.) a governance 

conceptualization that covers the inherent complexity of real-world         

arrangements and enables understanding of their workings and possible 

ways to induce change; (ii.) a formal frame for meaningfully differen-

tiating among governance modes; (iii.) a scheme for grasping the societal 

changes induced by governance, i.e. governance impacts, as changes in 

the action strategies of affected actors; and finally (iv.) a normative frame 

for appraising impacts in light of SD. Guided by this framework, the study 

follows a comparative case study approach of a qualitative nature to      

empirically explore five real-world arrangements in Swiss energy policy. 

The arrangements represent the full range of governance modes - from   

hierarchically centralized and decentralized governance, to public-private 

and interactive modes up to self-governance.  

The empirical research provides a differentiated picture of the workings 

of governance modes and their inducement of societal changes towards 

SD. Findings reveal no differences among the modes indicating that cer-

tain modes are per se better suited to promote SD than others. In contrast, 



Abstract 

8 

 

the superiority of ´new´ to hierarchical modes as proclaimed in main-

stream literature is put into perspective. Results indicate that interactive 

governance can easily fail to induce actions towards SD at all, and a 

´shadow of hierarchy´ in self-governing can be required as leverage. 

Moreover, public-private modes can easily fail when there is no threat of a 

more stringent mode and participatory elements can also hinder faster and 

more sustainable results. Furthermore, hierarchical modes can be potent in 

contributing to SD, and certain aspects thought responsible for the sup-

posed superiority of ´new´ modes can occur through hierarchical govern-

ance, too. Findings also indicate that other factors, such as the particulari-

ties of involved actors or the nature of the embedding context, can have a 

large influence on the potential of governance to promote SD. Based on 

the findings, hypotheses for future research are formulated.  

Overall, the study adds to the discourse on how to govern towards SD 

in theoretical and empirical respects. It provides conceptual clarification 

on governance, its modes and results in light of SD and offers empirical 

insights on the relation between governance modes and SD. In view of the 

findings, future sustainability governance research should shift its focus 

from concentrating on ´new´ modes to the interplay of modes and the me-

ta-governance of an appropriate mix of modes in different contexts. Like-

wise, practitioners should increasingly conceive sustainability governance 

as a meta-governed situational interplay of modes, so that the best of to-

day`s variety to govern can be made.  

 

 

Keywords: Sustainability Governance; Governance Modes; New Modes of 

Governance; Sustainable Development; Swiss Energy Policy 
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Part I: Introduction  

1 Overview 

1.1 Point of departure 

Modern societies have become increasingly complex, both in terms of   
existing problems and in terms of dealing with them. Facing unstructured, 
persistent problems of unsustainability, the notion of sustainable develop- 
ment (SD) calls for putting societies on a more sustainable path. This     
entails ensuring the well-being of present and future generations in view 
of the limitedness of resources and fragility of ecological and social sys-
tems - a goal that requires deep societal transformation processes. Within 
scholarly and political discourses, there is a broad consensus that the far 
reaching changes in human-nature relations implied by SD need to be    
actively shaped. Accordingly, governance is regarded as pivotal for the  
realization of the needed transformation processes (cf. e.g. Adger & Jor-
dan, 2009; Meadowcroft et al., 2012; Barnes & Hoerber, 2013; Ayre & 
Callway, 2005; Petschow et al., 2005; OECD, 2007). It is vividly argued 
that ’SD’ and ’governance’ have to go hand in hand. Some authors also 
consider the lack of sustainability that characterizes existing development 
patterns to be mainly a crisis of governance (e.g. Van Zeijl-Rozema et al., 
2008; Farrell et al., 2005; Mahanti & Manuel-Navarrete, 2015). It is thus 
further argued that governance practices have to be reoriented towards SD. 
Along this line, it is even claimed that »sustainable development is really 

all about governance« (Meadowcroft, 2011, p. 536; cf. also e.g. Frödin, 
2015). 

‘Governance‘ has emerged as a concept in political science, sustaina-
bility science and other fields as a response to the growing awareness that 
over the past decades governing has increasingly become a shared respon-
sibility of state, market and civil society (e.g. Pierre & Peters, 2000; 
Kooiman, 2003; Stoker, 1998; Rhodes, 1997). Resulting from these 
changes in governing, a variety of modes of governance have emerged in 
modern societies. These modes range from hierarchical governance to 



Part I: Introduction  

18 

 

formalized public-private partnerships, up to multi-actor networks and 
more or less autonomous self-governance by societal actors.  

In view of the variety of co-existing modes, the question arises how to 
govern in such a way that SD is best fostered. Governance modes are at 
the core of the debate on sustainability governance and there is a lively 
discussion regarding the suitability of certain modes for promoting SD. 
Within mainstream sustainability governance literature, there is a strong 
and highly influential normative claim that dealing with sustainability 
problems requires so-called ‘new‘ modes of governance (see e.g. in Newig 
et al., 2008; Bäckstrand et al., 2010; Hogl et al., 2012). Such modes are 
marked by non-hierarchical governing that exceeds ‘traditional‘ govern-
ment control and features participative or self-governing characteristics. 
Typical examples are collaborative, deliberative and multi-level govern-
ance modes that emphasize partnership among multiple actors. In fact, the 
realm of SD governance has increasingly become an experimental field 
for new modes of governance within recent years (cf. also e.g. Mead-
owcroft, 2011; Bressers, 2004). These modes are commonly regarded as 
being able to handle the complex, dynamic, multi-scale, cross-sectoral and 
long-term temporal aspects of SD in a more adequate manner than hierar-
chical ones. According to this perspective, new modes should thus be ex-
plicitly advocated in practice. Frequently mentioned key terms associated 
with suitable sustainability governance are closely related to the character-
istics of new governance modes: participation, adaptiveness, reflexive-
ness, integration of policies and scales, deliberation and social learning 
(cf. e.g. Steurer, 2010; Kemp et al., 2005; Huh, 2011; Shiroyama et al., 
2012; Voss et al., 2007; Meadowcroft et al., 2005; Rist et al., 2007; De-
deurwaerdere, 2005; Monkelbaan, 2015; Sajeva et al., 2015; OECD, 
2002). Some scholars, for instance, argue that in view of uncertainty,    
ambivalence about goals and distributed power, sustainability governance 
should be organized as a reflexive and experimental process (e.g. Voss et 
al., 2006; Loorbach, 2010; Grin et al., 2010).  

Overall, it is claimed that new modes of governance are generally better 
suited to promoting SD than traditional hierarchical steering. However, 
thus far there is lack of reliable empirical evidence supporting this claim 
(cf. e.g. Jordan, 2008; Filho et al., 2016; Bäckstrand et al., 2010; Hogl et 
al., 2012). There are hitherto no empirical studies that comparatively ex-
plore the merits of the range of different governance modes with regard to 
their contribution to SD on the ground. Seeing certain modes as generally 
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superior to others - and thus as a panacea that is not questioned - entails 
the danger that empirical scrutiny is pushed into the background. Griffin 
(2010, p. 366) points exactly to this knowledge gap when highlighting that 
»many governance and sustainability scholars have argued that govern-

ance work is short on studies that assess the sustainability potential [...] of 

new governance initiatives«.  
Empirical research in the sustainability governance field frequently 

adopts a rather static perspective, exploring solely the presence or absence 
of certain modes in specific sectors (cf. also Adger & Jordan, 2009). 
Moreover, there is often a failure to clearly separate procedures from     
results. Arguing for a specific way of organizing governance processes in 
light of the challenges coming along with SD seems to have given rise to 
the assumption - and some scholars tend to assume a priori - that these    
arrangements also perform best with regard to results. While procedures 
and results are naturally linked, a ´good´ governance process in light of 
SD does not necessarily ensure that an actual contribution to SD is made 
on the ground. Apart from this, the research field is characterized by a lack 
of conceptual clarity regarding ‘governance‘, ‘modes of governance‘ and 
‘governance results‘. This has clearly hampered empirical inquiries of 
normative claims.  

Against the backdrop of these shortcomings, one of the most important 
research desiderata within contemporary sustainability governance re- 
search is to explore if certain modes of governance are in fact generally 
superior to others when it comes to governing societies towards sus- 
tainable trajectories.  

1.2 Research objective and questions 

The knowledge gap on the relation between governance modes and SD 
forms the point of departure for this study. My research objective is to 
comparatively explore the potential of the range of different governance 
modes to promote sustainability. Therefore, I include the entire continuum 
of existing modes, from hierarchical governance at different levels, to 
public-private collaborations, deliberative networks and self-governing. In 
so doing, I aim to contribute to clarifying whether certain modes are gen-
erally superior to others in fostering SD (though I only aim at qualitative 
conclusions and thus do not aspire generalizations in terms of which mode 
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performs better, cf. below). My overall motivation is to make a contribu-
tion to the debate on how to govern societies towards sustainable path-
ways. 

The crucial aspect in order to scrutinize the merits of a governance 
mode in terms of SD are the induced results on the ground. Although I   
regard governance procedures, i.e. how governance is conducted, as      
important, I primarily view governance - especially in the field of sustain-
ability - as a means to an end (cf. also e.g. Young, 2009, p. 30: »Govern-

ance is not an end in itself. We seek to create governance systems [...] in 

order to steer human societies toward advantageous outcomes.«). Since 
governance aims to bring about societal changes to resolve collective 
problems, it is crucial what ´ultimately comes out´. Thus, the complex    
sequence of governance and its results has to be addressed. Desirable for 
exploring the merits of modes would be capturing their end results, i.e. 
changes in environmental and socio-economic conditions, in this study 
called governance outcomes. However, when the notion of SD is taken   
seriously in its broad societal and holistic meaning, the assessment of such 
macro-level outcomes raises vast research challenges. This especially con-
cerns data availability, long time horizons and multiple interacting varia-
bles (cf. also e.g. Koontz & Thomas, 2006).1 

Taking this into account, this study aims to explore the potential of 
modes to promote SD by focusing on the interface between governance 
and its outcomes: the societal changes occurring in the meantime of gov-
ernance workings and end results. Thus far, this linkage - the entire range 

____________________ 

1  Assessing SD means more than assessing environmental effectiveness. The   
attainment of environmental targets can be measured more easily (for instance, 
the question if participatory governance leads to more environmentally benign 
results is increasingly being investigated in the literature, cf. chapter 2.4). 
However, SD represents a complex challenge and calls for considering numer-
ous environmental and socio-economic goals in different sectors across multi-
ple temporal scales. Furthermore, the influences of governance modes on SD 
are difficult to isolate as multiple consequences from other governance ar-
rangements may intervene. Altogether, sustainability governance represents a 
field with a multitude of interdependencies. Accordingly, an overall sustaina-
bility assessment would require a long-term analysis that gives consideration to 
countless sectors, scales and side-effects. 
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of societal changes induced by governance - represents some sort of a 
´black box´ within (SD) governance research. While usually behavioral 
change of target groups is considered, other aspects are neglected. I con-
ceive of this intermediate missing link as governance impacts2.  

Based on this, the following background assumption, on which this 
study relies, can be formulated. In order to promote SD, a governance 
mode must fulfill two requirements. On the one hand, it has to induce    
certain impacts, i.e. changes in societal conditions. Only if societal   
changes are induced (such as institutionalization processes, changes in    
infrastructures or behavioral change of actors) does governance have an 
actual influence in practice. On the other hand, the induced impacts must 
be in line with the goals associated with SD (i.e. reflecting its functional 
and normative prerequisites). When a governance mode induces impacts 
that are consistent with sustainability goals, the mode will ultimately lead 
to sustainable outcomes. Overall, the potential of governance modes to 
promote SD is thus determined by its ability to induce impacts that are in 
line with SD.  

Against the backdrop of the research objective, this study addresses the 
following overall research question: 

 
Q 1: Are there differences among modes of governance indicating that  

    certain modes are generally better suited to promote SD than others?  

 

In order to answer this overall research question, four theoretical tasks 
have to be addressed first. This is required in light of missing conceptual 
clarity on ‘governance‘, ‘modes of governance‘ and ‘governance results‘. 
The first theoretical task is to develop a sound conceptualization of gov-
ernance. As a prerequisite to exploring the sequence of governance modes 
and their results, a deepened understanding of the multifaceted phenome-
non of real-world governance is needed. The conceptualization shall      
enable understanding the workings of governance and reveal possible 

____________________ 

2  To avoid confusion, it should be noted here that in the literature there is also a 
contradictory use of the terms, where outcomes are conceived as intermediate 
results and impacts as end results (cf. chapter 3.3). 
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ways for inducing societal change. In view of existing conceptual vague-
ness on ‘modes of governance‘, the second theoretical task is then to find 
a way to meaningfully distinguish among governance modes. Likewise, a 
heuristic device for grasping the range of impacts of governance must be 
developed. Finally, for appraising impacts in light of SD, a normative 
frame with sustainability criteria has to be at hand. Taken together, these 
tasks are addressed in the following four theoretical sub-questions:  

 
Q 1.1: How can governance be conceptualized in a way that covers the  

           inherent complexity of real-world governance?  

Q 1.2: How can modes of governance be meaningfully differentiated? 

Q 1.3: How can the impacts of governance be grasped? 

Q 1.4: How can governance impacts be appraised in terms of sustain-  

           ability?  

 

The four theoretical sub-questions each have a counterpart addressed in 
the empirical part of the study. The subjects of this empirical part are five 
real-world governance arrangements within Swiss energy policy that     
display the full range of different modes of governance. To answer the 
overall research question, first of all, an understanding of governance 
workings in these different real-world arrangements is needed. This means 
to retrace by which means, actor constellations, institutional rules and so 
forth certain policy outputs are achieved. In so doing, it can be revealed 
how the arrangements induce change - as the foundation for understanding 
the chain of governance and results. Second, the arrangements each have 
to be allocated to a specific governance mode. These two steps together 
reveal a detailed picture of the workings of different modes while disclos-
ing their specific characteristics. Afterwards, the impacts of the govern-
ance arrangements need to be determined. In this regard, it is also         
necessary to establish the link between the identified impacts and the    
specific characteristics of governance modes. Accordingly, it has to be  
explored how the impacts were actually induced through governance. In 
this way, it is disclosed, which role the characteristics of the pertinent 
governance modes actually played. Finally, the impacts must be appraised 
in light of sustainability goals. Overall, this leads to the following four 
empirical sub-questions that are addressed in the empirical part of the 
study: 
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Q 1.5: How does governance unfold within five real-world arrange-  

           ments in Swiss energy policy that display the range of different  

           governance modes? 

Q 1.6: Which governance modes do these arrangements represent? 

Q 1.7: What are the impacts of the arrangements and how were these  

            induced? 

Q 1.8: To what extent do the identified impacts meet the criteria of a  

           sustainable development? 

 

Taken together, the questions explore whether the mode of governance 
makes a difference when it comes to inducing sustainable impacts (i.e. in-
vestigating the specific characteristics of governance modes and their role 
for promoting SD). Based on this, insights regarding normative claims can 
be deduced, i.e. if there are indications that the characteristics of certain 
modes make them generally superior to others in light of SD. The pro-
ceeding also helps to disclose other influencing factors that determine the 
potential of governance to promote SD.  

In the following, two important remarks are given in view of the de-
marcation of the research interest. First of all, since the focus of this study 
is on the result side of governance, I do not aspire to an assessment of �the 
governance mode itself�, e.g. based on certain ‘good‘ governance criteria. 
Instead, I am interested in whether a governance mode promotes SD in 
terms of changes in society. Apart from that, the study does not aim at 
producing generalizable conclusions in terms of which mode performs 
best. My goal is not to identify causal relationships between modes and 
(un)sustainable results. Rather, I aim at qualitatively shedding light on the 
characteristics of modes and their potential to promote SD. The goal is to 
provide a differentiated picture of the workings of different modes and 
their triggering of societal changes towards SD. Against the background of 
the normative claim in the literature putting emphasis on new modes, the 
study aims to explore if there are differences among modes that would 
support such a claim. This proceeding serves as a basis for formulating 
hypotheses at the end of the study to be tested in future research.  
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1.3 Research strategy 

Having elaborated on the research objective and questions, I will in the 
following introduce the research strategy, i.e. how to reach the objectives 
and answer the questions (cf. also e.g. Verschuren et al., 2010, on general 
project design). In theoretical respects, I develop a framework that       
consists of four elements - as addressed by the theoretical sub-questions 
elaborated above: a conceptualization of governance, a formal frame for 
differentiating governance modes, a scheme for grasping governance im-
pacts, and a normative frame for appraising impacts in terms of SD.  

The development of this theoretical framework is supported by relying 
on different literature strands: governance research and the broader politi-
cal science literature, sustainability governance literature (both empirical-
analytical and normative) and normative foundations of sustainability. The 
framework then serves as the foundational basis for the empirical research. 

With regard to the empirical part, I follow a comparative case study 
approach of a qualitative nature. As already mentioned, it consists of five 
in-depth case studies in the realm of Swiss energy policy that display the 
range of different governance modes. The cases are each explored through 
the four elements of the theoretical framework.  

Accordingly, the study unfolds along the following main steps of re-
search: The five cases are first of all investigated by means of the govern-
ance conceptualization to reach a deepened understanding of governance 
workings in each case (research step 1). Based on this, the formal frame 
for modes is used to allocate each case to a specific governance mode (re-

search step 2). Subsequently, via the scheme for governance impacts, the 
particular societal changes within each case are identified (research step 

3). Finally, with the help of the normative frame for sustainability apprai- 
sal, the impacts are appraised in terms of SD (research step 4). Figure 1 il-
lustrates the research steps by highlighting the interplay of theoretical in-
vestments and milestones in the empirical part. 

The general process of the case study research is geared towards the 
steps of planning and preparing the cases as well as collecting, analyzing 
and interpreting the data (cf. e.g. Yin, 2009). It is important in this respect 
to note that the function of the cases is directed at illuminating the re-
search question and to enable the formulation of hypotheses (and thus not 
to explicitly validate the theoretical framework). Also, they are to be seen 
as exemplary cases that were selected in light of the overall research goal.  
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Figure 1: Research steps - interplay of theoretical investments and milestones in the 
empirical part. Theoretical investments: light grey, milestones for empirical research: 
dark grey (own illustration) 

 
 

With regard to data collection, I make use of a triangulation of both   
methods and sources. Three primary techniques are combined to provide 
different sources of evidence for each of the five cases. First, existing re-
search on the cases is reviewed. Second, official political-administrative 
documents and documents from societal bodies participating in govern-
ance, such as firms and other initiatives, are studied (e.g. laws, programs, 
evaluations, plans and strategy papers). Finally, qualitative expert-
interviews (semi-structured) with key representatives from governments, 
administration, the market and civil society are conducted. 

For the first two research steps sketched out above, I make use of the 
same data set extracted through all three techniques of data collection (see 
also table 1 below). The third step is also based on all three techniques, yet 
the focus lies on gaining data by means of expert-interviews (due to      
limited available information on governance impacts through desk re-
search). The fourth step in turn consists of an interpretation of the data 
gathered in step three. 
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  Table 1: Overview of data collection and analysis techniques (own illustration) 
 

 
 

Research step 

 

Methods for data          

generation  

 

Method for data     

analysis 

 

Research step 1: 
The five empirical 
cases are explored 
by means of the 
governance concep-
tualization to reach 
a deepened under-
standing of govern-
ance in each case 

 
· Review of existing re-

search related to gov-
ernance within the   
cases 

· Studying of official 
documents related to 
governance within the 
cases 

· Expert interviews with 
key participating actors 
in the governance ar-
rangement in question 

 
The governance conceptua-
lization is translated into a 
deductive category system.  
The analysis of the data is 
conducted by means of the 
content structuring tech-
nique. 

 

 

Research step 2: 
Each case is allo-
cated to a specific 
mode of governance 
via the formal 
frame for govern-
ance modes 

 
The formal frame for gov-
ernance modes is translated 
into a category system and 
data analysis follows the 
content structuring tech-
nique.  

 
Research step 3: 
The impacts in each 
case are identified 
by making use of 
the scheme for gov-
ernance impacts 

 
· Review of existing re-

search related to im-
pacts of the cases 

· Studying of official 
documents related to 
impacts of the cases 

· Expert interviews with 
key actors that are     
either affected by the 
governance arrange-
ment in question or 
general experts for its 
results 

 
The scheme for governance 
impacts is translated into a 
category system and data 
analysis follows the content 
structuring technique. 

 

Research step 4: 
The identified im-
pacts are appraised 
in terms of SD 

 
No additional generation  
of data 

 
Interpretative appraisal of 
results from research step 3 
in light of the normative 
frame for sustainability ap-
praisal. 
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In terms of data analysis, I apply a qualitative content analysis, i.e. cate-
gory guided text analysis. More specifically, I follow the procedure of   
deductive category application (also known as directed content analysis, 
cf. e.g. Mayring, 2015; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Therefore, the first three 
elements of the theoretical framework (the governance conceptualization, 
the frame for modes and the scheme for impacts) are translated into        
deductive category systems. On that basis, I use the content structuring 
technique to analyze the data. Finally, I interpret the findings in light of 
the normative frame for sustainability appraisal. Table 1 gives an over-
view of data collection and analysis techniques in connection with the four 
introduced research steps. 

1.4 Structure 

The formal structure of the study unfolds as follows. The following Part II 
is dedicated to providing the theoretical groundwork. In this part, chapter 

two first of all works out the state of research regarding the field of sus-
tainability governance, and clarifies the understanding of respective key 
terms in this study. The chapter starts with an introduction to the key con-
cepts of sustainability (chapter 2.1), governance and governance modes 
(chapter 2.2). After that, the overlap of these notions is addressed by con-
solidating the sustainability governance discourse (chapter 2.3). In light of 
the research perspective of this study, a particular focus is then set on the 
linkage between modes of governance and sustainability as well as further 
connected research fields (chapter 2.4). In relation to the foundations laid 
in chapter two, the third chapter develops the theoretical framework, con-
sisting of four elements: a conceptualization of governance (chapter 3.1), a 
formal frame for differentiating governance modes (chapter 3.2), a heuris-
tic for capturing governance impacts (chapter 3.3) and finally a normative 
frame for sustainability appraisal (chapter 3.4).  

Based on this theoretical groundwork, Part III of the study then deals 
with the empirical case studies. At first, chapter four will go into detail 
with regard to the research methodology used - in terms of the general 
case study approach (chapter 4.1), data collection (chapter 4.2) and data 
analysis (chapter 4.3). The fifth chapter then provides an introduction to 
the five case studies. First of all, an overview is given to the embedding of 
the cases in terms of Swiss energy policy, which relates the cases to each 
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other (chapter 5.1). This is followed by an elaboration of the individual 
cases in the subsequent chapters (chapter 5.2-5.6). After that, in chapter 

six, the results of the case studies are presented. This includes the        
deepened understanding of governance workings within the cases (chapter 
6.1), the allocation of the cases to specific governance modes (chapter 
6.2), the identification of governance impacts (chapter 6.3), and finally 
their sustainability appraisal (chapter 6.4). An overview of the empirical 
findings concludes this part (chapter 6.5). 

 Subsequently, Part IV of the study provides a discussion of the results 
gained and elaborates implications of the findings in chapter seven. The 
chapter starts with a discussion of whether the mode of governance indeed 
makes a difference when it comes to promoting sustainability (chapter 
7.1). Based on this, hypotheses that are to be tested in future research are 
formulated (chapter 7.2). In view of the findings, overall implications with 
regard to the field of sustainability governance are deduced (chapter 7.3). 

Finally, Part V concludes the study in chapter eight with a summary 
(chapter 8.1), a reflection on the research in substantive and methodologi-
cal terms (chapter 8.2), and ultimately an outlook on the directions for fu-
ture work in the field (chapter 8.3).  

In addition to this overview of the formal structure, figure 2 illustrates 
in more detail the logical procedure of the study, i.e. the successive devel-
opment of the argument.  
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Figure 2: Proceeding of the argument (own illustration) 

Research goal: Exploring the potential of governance modes to 

promote SD (by investigating their impacts in light of SD goals)

Starting point: 

· Governance is pivotal for realizing sustainable development (SD)

· Open question how to govern in such a way that SD is best fostered      

· Normative claim putting emphasis on new modes of governance

· Missing empirical scrutiny on the merits of different modes in terms of SD
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Part II: Theoretical foundations 

2 Sustainability governance  

As a foundational basis for the study, this chapter provides an overview of 
the state of research regarding the field of sustainability governance. In so 
doing, this section will also demonstrate the research desideratum         
addressed by this study as well as the need for the development of the   
theoretical framework. 

 Within academia, the concepts of both sustainability and governance 
serve as bridges among disciplines, thus provoking interdisciplinary       
debates. The number of publications comprising both notions has grown 
remarkably over the past decades, indicating the increasing relevance of 
the rapidly developing field. Yet, both terms are characterized by signifi-
cant conceptual ambiguities. Kemp et al. (2005, p. 13) accordingly argue 
with regard to SD and governance that »neither of these terms is yet       

mature or clearly defined. Perhaps more importantly, the overlaps          

between their wider meanings remain understudied.« In line with this, 
Jordan (2008) characterizes the notions as two of the most contested terms 
in the entire social sciences. In light of this, this chapter will clarify the 
understanding of the two terms in this study, alongside the more specific 
notions of modes of governance and new modes of governance.  

I will in the following first provide an introduction to SD (chapter 2.1), 
governance and governance modes (chapter 2.2), and then address their 
overlap by consolidating the discourse of sustainability governance (chap-
ter 2.3). Finally, I will focus on the linkage between governance modes 
and SD - and further connected research fields (revealing what kind of 
work already exists in the wider sense connected to the research objective 
and thus positioning the study in the multi-faceted field) (chapter 2.4).  

2.1 Sustainable development 

Against the backdrop that the current global development trajectory can be 
characterized as unsustainable, the notion of SD has become increasingly 
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prominent in scholarly and political debates as well as in the public do-
main. Since the publication of the landmark Brundtland Report »Our 
Common Future« in 1987 (WCED, 1987), SD has become a broadly      
accepted mission statement and nowadays commands almost universal 
support (for a recent overview cf. e.g. Michelsen et al., 2016).  

Despite this, the particular meaning of sustainability3 remains regularly 
contested (cf. e.g. Jacobs, 1999; for a recent synthesis of different under-
standings see e.g. Bolis et al., 2014). A large discrepancy exists between 
the intuitive version of the regulative ideal that frames public and political 
debates and its theoretical conceptualization and operationalization (cf. 
e.g. Kates et al., 2005; Dobson, 1996; Christen & Schmidt, 2012; Burger 
& Christen, 2011; Franklin & Blyton, 2011). While it is on the one hand 
argued that the concept of SD is elusive and marked by arbitrariness, it is 
also proclaimed that the act of debating the meaning of SD entails a value 
itself. In this sense, implementing SD is also concerned with a societal 
process of deliberation and negotiation on shaping humanity´s future. Yet, 
a clear distinction has to be made between SD as a societal discourse and 
the theoretical approach to SD within sustainability science. The latter 
contributes to rationalizing the societal discourse and to informed           
decision-making by providing reliable knowledge (for recent overviews 
on sustainability science cf. e.g. Wiek et al., 2012; Miller, 2013; Kajikawa 
et al., 2014). 

The literature on SD is generally vast, characterized by a broad scope 
and multi-dimensional heterogeneity (cf. e.g. Redclift, 2005). It can be 
roughly mapped in terms of two different poles of understandings (cf. e.g. 
Van Zeijl-Rozema et al., 2008; Bornemann et al., forthcoming). One the 
one hand there is a ‘well-being perspective‘ (where societal concerns and 
uncertainties shape the normative SD concept related to quality of life). 
This understanding stands in the Brundtland tradition and conceives SD as 
a comprehensive trajectory of societal development towards safeguarding 
the well-being of present and future generations. On the other hand, there 
is a narrow ‘ecological sustainability perspective‘ (wherein ecological   

____________________ 

3  In this study, the two terms ´sustainable development´ and ´sustainability´ are 
used synonymously. 
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limits determine SD and the concept is objectified based on scientific evi-
dence). Contributions in this vein perceive SD as an improved             
management of ecological resources, furthering resilience in light of lim-
ited carrying capacities. Apart from this distinction, there are differences 
in terms of substantive or procedural interpretations. While the former 
identify a fixed and universal normative core of SD, the latter regard it   
rather as a contested idea that needs to be specified in different contexts. 

Since within this study I am not dealing with the concept of SD itself 
but with the relation of SD and governance modes - directed towards a 
better understanding of governing for promoting SD - I refrain from pre-
senting a full outline of the sustainability discourse here. For the more 
specific conceptualization of sustainability, I refer to recently published 
contributions particularly dealing with this (e.g. Christen & Schmidt, 
2012; Burger & Christen, 2011). Yet, what is important here is (i.) the per-
tinent understanding of SD, and (ii.) why governance is pivotal for reach-
ing a more sustainable development.  

(i.) The basic understanding of sustainability within this study builds 
upon the framing of the notion in the Brundtland tradition (»development 

that meets the needs of the present without comprising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs«, WCED, 1987, p. 43). The report re-
lated the satisfaction of needs with the idea of limitations. It connected the 
political goal of global justice and the discourse on human development 
with the fact of restricted environmental resources and the fragility of eco-
systems. Accordingly, the pursuit of SD is connected with decoupling the 
pressures of existing socio-economic drivers on natural systems and thus 
embraces a balance of social, economic and environmental goals.  

More specifically, I perceive of SD as a hybrid term linking normative, 
i.e. intra- & intergenerational justice, with systemic foundations, i.e. 
mechanisms of human-nature-interaction (coupled human-nature sys-
tems). It is thus about shaping development given the risks emerging from 
present activities and upholding societal abilities to (re)act. With this as 
the point of departure, SD is conceived in this study as a societal role 
model aimed at ensuring the well-being of present and future generations 

within the frame conditions of finite environmental and social resources 

as well as fragile social-environmental systems. Based on this understand-
ing, in chapter 3.4, a frame for SD appraisal in the context of energy      
policy is developed. 



2 Sustainability governance 

33 

 

(ii.) In terms of why governance is pivotal for reaching SD, it already 
became apparent above that SD is about directing development in light of 
the dissatisfaction with existing, unsustainable patterns. The notion of SD 
can thus basically be seen as an answer to a practical problem. It claims 
that the international development path needs to be reoriented in the direc-
tion of SD (this includes the implicit assumption that it is basically possi-
ble to direct societies on a desirable path, a supposition that is shared by 
the governance discourse, cf. below). As a means for organizing this       
reorientation, governance for organizing collective action is a necessary 
condition. The fundamental societal transformation processes need to be 
actively shaped (cf. also Meadowcroft, 2007, p. 302: »Sustainable devel-

opment is not a spontaneous social product: it requires goal-directed in-

tervention.«). This emphasizes the importance of steering when addressing 
SD, i.e. a purposive endeavor to lead a system from a certain state to      
another by influencing its development. Sustainability science in general 
is thus not interested solely e.g. in systems knowledge in terms of under-
standing and explanation but also in how societal transformation can be 
achieved, i.e. knowledge for action. Moreover, sustainability is an issue 
not only on the individual level, but on a societal level as a whole (cf. also 
Burger & Christen, 2011, p. 2: »The scope of actions towards sustainabil-

ity comprises not only individual, but also institutional, i.e. high level stra-

tegic actions decided by structural agents. Accordingly, sustainable de-

velopment includes structural and political elements.«). Moreover, as 
flawed governance practices encourage unsustainable development pat-
terns, improved governance is needed. Overall, governance plays a vital 
role in shifting the societal development trajectory on to more sustainable 
lines. 

The policy content of SD was amongst others developed at the UN 
summits of Rio in 1992 (United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development) and Johannesburg in 2002 (World Summit on Sustainable 
Development), boosting sustainability to the role of being a key principle 
for policy action across levels (from the local to the global level) and sec-
tors. The concept gained recognition in international policies and gave rise 
to sustainability strategies on different political-administrative levels. It 
has also extended beyond the realm of governments to businesses, other 
institutions and civil society. These developments depict the generally 
acknowledged action-guiding power of the concept. This was recently 
strengthened by the Rio+20 conference in 2012 as well as the ‘2030 


