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Why this book?

The idea of system innovation has been widely diffused in academia and business to 
refer to major transformation in national and regional economies through technological 
breakthroughs, reorganizations of industries and the implications of a globalised economy. 
In the field of climate change, this concept has been deeply applied through the study of 
socio-technical transition by a number of expert organisations such as the Knowledge 
Network for System Innovations and Transitions (KSI), the Dutch Research Institute for 
Transitions (Drift) and the STEPS Centre of the University of Sussex - (Social, Technological 
and Environmental Pathways to Sustainability). The more practical application of 
sociotechnical transition, known as transition management, has also been developed by 
practitioner-based organisations such as Smart CSOs and Forum for the Future. 

The Climate-KIC has widely applied elements of system innovation and transition 
management by combining other general project and innovation management elements. 
Pioneers into Practice, the Innovator Catalyst and summer schools are some of the key 
education programmes that have adopted this approach for years. That experience has 
revealed the difficulties of applying the theories and perspectives to day-to-day practice 
in certain projects. Practitioners demand adaptable and flexible tools and methods that 
are easy to transfer to their challenges and problems.
 
At the same time, throughout these years of intense training, the use of co-operative 
learning methods, peer-to-peer activities and modular formats have arisen to be as highly 
valued by skilled participants who are demanding new learning methods in which experts 
and mentors are liberated to work more horizontally with practitioners and problem owners. 
All these experiences have been the inspiration for this book which aims to play a key part 
in improving the development, the skills and the application of support system innovation 
in the field of climate change at both, individual professional level and organizational level.   

Learning and Knowledge Manager at Transition 
Hub and researcher at the Copernicus Institute of 
Sustainable Development - Utrecht University.

* Cristian Matti 
Transitions Hub - Climate-KIC &  

Utrecht University *
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VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION

spective, visioning and back-
casting and niche manage-
ment.  This structure is meant 
to facilitate the problem-solv-
ing process by setting out a 
pathway in the always blurred, 
uncertain and fuzzy process 
for system innovation. In ad-
dition to these modules, a 
standalone tool has been add-
ed to help users define the 
real problem they are facing.

The four modules holding 
the tools feed into a multi-
disciplinary setting, including 
transitions management but 
also practical elements from 
innovation management, sys-
temic thinking, design think-
ing and project management. 
Based on this structure, the 
learning approach is based on 
the assertion “learning by do-
ing through the application of 
tools on the users’ cases”. 

In this regard, the toolbox 
is designed to help pick out 
those tools that best adapt to 
the practitioners’ needs and 
background. The design of 
the tools has been sculpted 
around four features to max-
imise the learning experience 
under this approach:

1- What is this book 
about?
The book is a collection of 
ready-to-implement tools 
to structure and manage the 
challenges and exploit op-
portunities of sustainability 
innovations and transitions. 
The goal is twofold:  improv-
ing the understanding of a 
challenge by going deeper, 
broader and by improving 
the quality of the discussions 
and conversations around the 
problem among participants. 
It means to put the focus not 
only on the problem solving 
process but also on the learn-
ing process while designing 
and implementing solutions. 
The tools are presented in a 
simple and visual approach 
with the purpose of support-
ing practitioners’ every-day 
work on climate change, tran-
sition and system innovation. 

The toolbox is rooted in a 
modular structure, built upon 
four modules that account for 
the main steps in the system 
innovation process before 
getting into the prototyping 
phase. That is: stakeholder 
management, multi-level per-
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VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION

Flexible. The book is designed 
for you to pick out the tools 
that best fit your challenge and 
then you can adapt those you 
chose to your own context. To 
make it easy to find the most 
proper tool, a variety of alter-
natives with different levels 
of complexity have been de-
signed. 

Standalone. The tools have 
been conceived to work indi-
vidually and as a full suite. That 
means, you can single out one 
tool and apply it to your proj-
ect, whether you are going 
to use more tools or not.  Re-
gardless of this capacity to be 
applied in a standalone way, it 
is highly advisable to conceive 
a pathway to follow within your 
innovation project including a 
coherent set of tools.

Visual. Most of the tools have 
been designed as visual de-
vices to spark creativity, sys-
temic and lateral thinking. The 
book is not illustrated to make 
it pretty. The pictures have a 
clear purpose and shouldn´t be 
skipped. It may take you time 
to feel comfortable with the 
visual metaphors proposed, 
but these techniques will help 

development and peer-to-peer 
interactions are included as key 
elements for this flexible and 
tailored approach for practi-
tioners. 
 
2- How to use this 
book? 
There are two important per-
spectives about how to use 
this book. First, is the use of 
the set of tools as a coherent 
sequence to support a system 
project management process 
or a training event.  The second 
refers to the use of each single 
tool in whatever context you 
may need them.

As explained in the previous 
section, the book is built upon 
four modules accounting for 
a suggested pathway for sys-
tem innovation (not including 
the prototyping phase): stake-
holder management, visioning 
and backcasting, multi-level 
perspective and niche manage-
ment. A kick-off tool has also 
been added to better define 
the system challenge (find out 
more in the box). 

With this structure in mind 
there are two main ways of 

your non-linear and creative 
thinking (you just might need 
to practise a bit). 

Systemic. The toolbox aims 
for a systemic understanding 
of problems and challenges. 
Therefore, you can expect this 
type of conceptualisation un-
derlying every tool instead of 
a linear process of reasoning. 
This is why all the tools have 
been designed to be used in 
multidisciplinary and even mul-
ticultural frameworks, and to 
factor-in data and inputs from 
the context surrounding the 
project.

This book was developed si-
multaneously with eLearning 
material based on the main 
elements of flipped and seam-
less learning. In that sense, 
the tools are presented to 
facilitate a learning process 
where different types of ac-
tivities, at different times and 
with multiple resources can 
be applied. The tools are also 
designed to support project 
management, organisational 
change and capacity building 
process for organisations or 
multi-stakeholder project set 
ups. Thus, group work, project 

using this book. The first and 
simplest way is just to go for 
one specific tool you need in a 
certain moment of your project. 
Since the tools are designed as 
standalone devices, you may 
want to use one of them to 
work out a specific problem you 
are dealing with. For instance, 
you might only need to map 
out your stakeholders or to 
run a backcasting workshop.  If 
that were the case, you would-
n´t need to go through any se-
quence of tools but simply use 
the most relevant one.

The second way of using the 
toolbox is to be applied when 
you have a system project or 
a training workshop ahead of 
you. In those cases, you may 
opt for designing a comprehen-
sive innovation route, starting 
with the problem definition and 
then going through the four 
modules. According to the chal-
lenge you face, the background 
and experience of the team 
and the context you are in; just 
pick out some of the tools from 
each module and build your 
own pathway for innovation.

You might think the tool-
box suggests a kind of lineal 

introduction
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process for 
system innova-

tion, but it doesn’t. First of 
all, you don’t need to cover 
all of the four modules if you 
think you don’t need to at this 
stage of you project. Sec-
ondly, and more importantly, 
this is a systemic process to 
deal with systemic problems, 
even though you may design 
an initial process made up of 
five tools going through the 
suggested pathway. In this 
regard, most of the tools are 
to be applied once in a while 
during the project lifetime 
and many times there will be 
more than one tool in use at 
the same time. These feed-

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION

to better spot what the right 
problem is and to nail it down 
at the same time as keeping a 
systemic perspective.  

2. Stakeholder analysis. 
Working with stakeholders is 
probably one of the common-
alities in systemic projects and 
one of the first conditions. In 
this regard the toolbox cov-
ers three steps of this work 
with stakeholders: identifying, 
characterising and depicting 
relationships.  Depending on 
time availability it can be use-
ful to work with one tool from 
each category. Bear in mind 
that the stakeholder engage-
ment phase is left out. For that 
reason, you may consider in-
cluding a role game or similar 
activity to somehow engage 
your stakeholders with the 
conversation. The World Café, 
open spaces, roundtables or 
Fishbowl techniques can be 
applied for such a task.
 
3. Multilevel Perspective.
With the support of the stake-
holders it comes to deeply 
understanding the system in 
which your project is embed-
ded, how it works and how 

back loops and 
parallel pathways 
characterise the 

real application of 
the toolbox to your 

project. Throughout 
these non-linear steps 

you will obtain invaluable 
lessons that will more than 

likely modify the previously 
planned pathway.  

Of course, if you embark on 
a training workshop where 

your time, resources and real 
cases are very fixed, you might 

want go for a more linear pro-
cess, just to get participants 
acquainted with the use of the 
tools.  

1. Stating the Problem. 
It is often noticeable that the 
main issue for a project team 
is to nail down and define the 
real problem and challenge. 
This is especially relevant 
in system contexts in which 
wicked problems are difficult 
to pin down and when we run 
the risk of finding the right 
solution for the wrong prob-
lem. Therefore, this tool is 
aimed to reframe the prob-
lem by helping practitioners 

it has evolved. In this regard, 
two types of tools have been 
included so far: one devoted 
to describe the dynamics (from 
past time to present time) of 
the system and another to de-
scribe a static picture of the 
current system or status quo. 
Whereas the static vision pro-
vides a comprehensive picture 
of the way the mainstream 
system works, the dynamic ap-
proach can help to understand 
how the system got to the cur-
rent stage. You may start with 
the static perspective and then 
move onto the dynamic tool or 
the other way around. This is 
the type of flexibility to keep in 
mind when applying tools.

4. Visioning and Backcasting.
Foresight is at the very core 
of any disruptive and system 
innovation. By envisioning the 
future, your team will be able 
to step backwards, identify 
what changes would be nec-
essary and then go forward 
again; setting an agenda of ac-
tions. This backcasting process 
is easily understandable but 
hard to put into practice, due 
to the counter-intuitiveness 
of starting in the future and 
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moving backwards. You can 
find tools with different levels 
of complexity so that you can 
select the tool you feel most 
comfortable working with. 

5. Niche Management. 
Under the label of niche man-
agement, the last module 
included in the toolbox ad-
dresses the issue of how to 
get lessons out of the project 
management process and how 
to apply those lessons to en-
hance the process. The goal 
is to include a new dimension 
in the project management 
process, emphasizing how 
an on-going learning and re-
flection process can move 
the innovation idea forward.  
 
As to the use of each tool, as 
mentioned before, the focus 
of these tools is on the prob-
lem solving and on the learn-
ing process.  The tools are not 
designed to be perfectly filled 
out and to represent a nice 
drawing but to think different-
ly of new ways in tackling the 
problem, based on a systemic 
perspective and to learn from 
that process.  Bearing that in 
mind, don’t forget that:

You may feel like adapting the 
tool to your specific needs 
and context (background, cul-
ture…). If so, please, feel free 
to remove, modify or add new 
elements to the canvas. The 
only element to keep at the 
forefront of your mind is; keep 
the systemic perspective.

It is essential that you spend 
time in the debrief step after 
applying each tool. This de-
brief is to help you better un-
derstand the outcomes you 
got and how to apply them on 
your challenge, but also to give 
you some specific time and 
space to reflect on the les-
sons about the process, and 
your performance as a team. 
Therefore, don’t skip or under-
estimate the value of a good 
debrief. Instead always try to 
break it up into two blocks: one 
devoted to the outcomes and 
the other to the process, its 
lessons and the consequences 
for the team.

Now you are ready for making 
the most of the toolbox. Decide 
what to start with and give it a 
try. Enjoy the experience and 
let your creativity out.

introduction
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In the absence of any blueprints  for 
guiding socio-technical transitions it is 
necessary to rely on a management 
strategy to ensure the quality and 
alignment of the process of leveraging 
the project from the experimentation 
level to the dominant system.



Niche management
What is Niche 
management?
Socio-technical innovations 
change society and your project 
innovation could too. However, 
when your project is embed-
ded in a system and is intended 
to trigger or to contribute to a 
transformative change in soci-
ety, the classical project man-
agement tools are not enough 
to steer the project process. 
While an innovation project 
may be considered to be a suc-
cessful standalone project, the 
project may not necessarily 
bring about changes in an entire 
system. For example, an energy 
efficient car component project 
may be innovative and success-
ful, but it does not bring about 
a sustainable transport system.
   
This system transformation is 
not linear but rather charac-
terised by a complex interplay 
between your project and the 
plethora of factors such as 
stakeholders, other projects, 
technologies, infrastructures, 
regulations, etc. Therefore we 
need new tools to make sure 
that the project goes forward in 

the right direction and takes ad-
vantage of the new knowledge 
acquired as a consequence of 
the process itself. Niche Man-
agement brings a combination 
of essential elements from tra-
ditional project management 
and more innovative approach-
es from Strategic niche man-
agement to help project man-
agers to keep a project on track 
with societal change processes 
and embrace the actions need-
ed to trigger transformational 
change.

Why is it 
useful? 
Niche Management tools help 
you to position and develop 
your project in a strategic way, 
to contribute to the transition 
process for a wider goal. That 
is, Niche management can give 
you the right direction to take 
and the strategy to keep the 
project on track.  At the same 
time some of the tools lead you 
to identify actions that can take 
your innovations from a project 
level to a core part of the larger 
system. Therefore, Niche man-
agement gives you strategies 

and suggested action lines.

How to apply it to 
your project? 
The 6-3-6 Model.
To be effective, societal change 
projects need a broad, long-
term perspective. Otherwise 
the influences of the cur-
rent environment can make 
the project become busi-
ness-as-usual and conform to 
the environment. The project 
team needs to analyse the ele-
ments beyond the project itself 
in the wider system, and create 
a strategy to bring about soci-
etal change.  The 6-3-6 Model 
is aimed/designed to bring es-
sential elements of the Niche 
Management approach to a 
practice-oriented application. 

The 6-3-6 Model explores the 
wider system via three top-
ics: the project, the context in 
which it is embedded and the 
strategies to steer the process. 
In return, each component is 
broken down into different el-
ements to be analysed: (1) Six 
elements for the project, (2) 
Three perspectives for the con-

text and (3) Six strategies for 
the process.

6 Elements from 
the project
When it comes to systemic 
change, the project elements to 
consider differ from tradition-
al project management. In this 
way, for instance, due to the 
long-term perspective and the 
complexity of the system, much 
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more effort on reflecting and 
learning has to be made.  Con-
sider the following  questions 
as a hint of the project elements 
you should pay heed to. What’s 
the wider goal for society? 
What system(s) is the project 
part of? What and how are you 
learning and sharing? How are 
you involving your stakehold-
ers? Do all your outcomes relate 
to the overall goal? What’s the 
project’s overall vision? Based 
on that, the 6-3-6 Model uses 
these 6 elements for project 
analysis: (1) Goal, (2) Vision, (3) 
System, (4) Stakeholders, (5) 
Learning and (6) Outcomes.

Goal 
In transition/system projects 
the goal is strongly linked to a 
societal challenge which goes 
beyond the project itself. In this 
regard, projects are often em-
bedded in a wider programme 
whose goal might not be pre-
cisely defined at the beginning 
but clarified throughout the 
programme lifetime. It is es-
sential to have in mind both el-
ements; the societal challenge 
and the possibly fuzzy goal of 
the broader programme.

Vision
There is a shared and inspiring 
vision that transcends the proj-
ect itself, affecting the entire 
sociotechnical system. This vi-
sion should have been co-cre-
ated by a broad network of 
stakeholders and pervade the 
project approach.

System
In transition processes, the 
project looks around to under-
stand itself as a node in a wider 
system. Project managers have 
to pay attention to the relations 
that the project has with oth-
er innovative experiences, and 
with the players in the domi-
nant system to actually under-
stand the process and evolution 
of their own projects.

Stakeholders and project 
consortium
In system projects, stakehold-
ers and the relations amongst 
them are seen more as part-
ners, with valuable knowledge 
and insights, that might im-
prove the process and the out-
comes. That means the work 
is somehow done from the 
outside to the inside, that is, 

the project is developed with 
active involvement of socie-
tal stakeholders. At the same 
time, participants in the project 
consortium should have some 
training, or indeed a designat-
ed person, to be able to infuse 
the transition perspective into 
planning activities and projects 
to make sure that the ideas do 
not get bogged down in busi-
ness-as-usual. 

Learning
Learning is of paramount im-
portance in system and tran-
sition projects. Within trans-
formative change processes 
you learn while you’re doing, 
and do while you are learning. 
Managers are aware of knowl-
edge gaps and consciously plan 
a strategy to keep an ongoing 
learning process, including a 
strategy to share and commu-
nicate new insights.

Outcomes
In transition projects, outcomes 
have to be linked to the societal 
challenge; they are shared and 
communicated to the network 
of stakeholders inside and out-
side the project.

3 Perspectives from 
the context
As explained before, in a sys-
tem project you need to anal-
yse and learn from the rela-
tions between your project and 
the different components of 
the system in order to lever-
age your project from being an 
innovation experiment to be-

coming mainstream. Adopting 
this system perspective entails 
paying attention to the context 
around your project. 
First, you have to go deeper 
into the new innovation you 
are developing. Then you have 
to see what is going on around 
you. That is, other innovative 
experiments bubbling up at the 

Niche 
management  
can give you the 
right direction 
to take and the 
strategy to keep 
the project on 
track.
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micro-level. They might be rep-
licated or connected with yours 
to gain influence and impact. 
Eventually, those radically new 
ideas set out by your project 
may get embedded into the 
dominant system, triggering 
the change you were looking 

for. Therefore, there are three 
perspectives to adopt so as to 
understand the context around 
your project: (1) Deepening, ac-
counting for yourself, (2) Broad-
ening, accounting for the other 
innovations and (3) Scaling-up, 
accounting for the way of get-

ting the project embedded in 
the dominant system.

Deepening
Learning as much as possible 
from your project and inno-
vation in the specific context. 
What is the radically new way 
of thinking, doing and/or organ-
ising that your project devel-
ops? What can be learned from 
the specific local context? How 
does the local context make the 
project distinctive? 

Broadening
Replicating your project in other 
contexts and/or connecting it to 
other functions and/or with oth-
er innovation initiatives. What 
possible connections does the 
project have with other innova-
tion projects or transition initia-
tives? In what other niches or 
domains could your project be 
repeated? What can be gener-
alised about this project?

Scaling-up
Embedding the project in the 
dominant system. How can 
your activities be embedded in 
society and the dominant ways 
of doing things? What changes 

are necessary in the wider sys-
tem to move your project into 
the mainstream? 

6 Strategies for the 
process
The Process aspect of the 6-3-
6 Model encourages you to 
reflect on your analysis of the 
project and context areas. Con-
sider what actions you can take 
to make sure your project cre-
ates changes in the system and 
becomes mainstream, instead 
of being trapped by the busi-
ness-as-usual approach. The 
answer to this question gives 
six different strategies man-
agers can adopt to move the 
project forward in the system 
change direction.

1. Shielding
Does your project need a tax 
excemption? A specific subsidy 
policy? Could it be necessary 
to move to another region in 
which the project is welcome? 
Shielding accounts for those 
strategies aimed at creation of  
a “protected space” to prevent 
projects from mainstream se-
lection pressures and prema-

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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Tool 15
Transition waves 

Tool 16
Six systemic strenghts
 

Niche 
management

ture failure. Ways of shielding: 
financially, geographically, insti-
tutionally, socio-cognitively, po-
litically, culturally, etc.. 

2. Nurturing networks
How can you reinforce and en-
rich your networks of stake-
holders? Is it necessary to look 
for critical partners/stakehold-

ers providing resources 
or knowledge to fuel 

the project? How 
to actively en-

gage stakeholders? 
Nurturing networks 

aims to create di-
verse and powerful 

actor networks.
 

3. Nurturing vision/
expectations

How can you 

improve the quality of the vi-
sion? How to engage people 
with such a vision? How to 
leverage the vision to differ-
ent networks? How to factor in 
others’ expectations? Nurturing 
expectations; strategise how to 
articulate and negotiate  expec-
tations. 

4. Nurturing learning
Can you improve or make ex-
plicit the learning process? Are 

there windows of opportunity 
to learn from other contexts 

or technologies? Is there, 
in the mainstream system, 
new trends from which 

you can draw lessons for 
the project? Nurturing learning 
aims to keep an on-going learn-
ing process.

5. Empowering by fitting and 
conforming
Is there any feature or process 
of your project that makes it 
adaptable and competitive in 
the current mainstream? Can 
you plan or foresee a window 
of opportunity for your proj-
ect? This strategy helps you to 
achieve competitiveness within 
unchanged environments. 

6. Empowering by stretching 
and transforming
Do you have opportunities to 
compete and transform the cur-
rent system? Can you change 
the social system in certain ex-
tent and scale? Can you reach 
out to big players or lobbies? 
The stretching and transform-
ing strategy aims at leverag-
ing institutional reforms which 
change the system  in favour of 
the niche innovation.

introduction NICHE MANAGEMENT



Niche Management
Transition waves uses the 6 elements from 
the project and the 3 perspectives from the 
context to yield an image of the weaknesses and 
strengths of the current process management.

Tool 15 
Transition waves 



Transition waves

What it is
Transition waves is a visual 
tool that helps you to check the 
strengths and weaknesses of 
your project with regard to the 
system approach. It sets each 
element of the project against 
the three perspectives of the 
context which emphasizes the 
weak points in which you can 
adopt different strategies. 

When to use
Use Transition waves when you 
want to make sure your project 
keeps on the track of system 
innovation, preventing it from 
business-as-usual approaches. 
It can be applied to assess an 
ongoing project, both in terms of 
process and content, to reflect on 
the projects characteristics from 

a transition perspective, or to 
define actions that increase the 
potential of the project to con-
tribute to a transition.

Why it is useful
Even though the Transitions 
waves method is surprisingly 
simple to use, it prompts deep 
thought on how your project is 
performing against the project 
and context elements from the 
6-3-6 Model. It allows you to 
spot windows of opportunity for 
improvement in different areas 
or elements. 
   
By combining the three curves in 
one graph you can also identify 
patterns in the weaknesses or 
strengths which may lead you to 
take advantage of synergies when 
it comes to strategising.

HOW LONG

DIFFICULTY

WHAT YOU GET

WHAT YOU NEED

WHAT IS NEXT

From 1 person to groups of 6 people.

60-120 min.

Medium-High.

A straightforward and comprehensive 
graph of the main system perspectives in 
which your project elements are shown 
to be competitive enough or should be 
enhanced. 

A project document (either a proper docu-
ment or a draft or a general idea) in which 
the six elements included in the tool are laid 
out, as well as a description of the system 
(micro, meso and macro-level) in which the 
project is built.

With the graph in your hands, you are ready 
to go for strategy design. To do that you can 
opt for any tool at your disposal, and then 
adapt it to the six main niche management 
strategies. Alternatively you can go for 
the Six systemic strengths tool, especially 
designed for that.

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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STEP 1. The canvas 
and the dynamics
The canvas
The canvas is a simple matrix in 
which the columns accounts for 
each one of the six project ele-
ments analysed: (1) Goal, (2) Vi-
sion, (3) System, (4) Stakeholders, 
(5) Learning process and (6) Out-
comes. The three rows represent 
the level of performance of each 
of those areas when you com-
pare them against the three per-
spectives of the context. These 
levels are consciously fuzzy and 
accounts for low, medium and 
high performance. In the depict-
ed canvas we have emphasised 
the area taken up by the low lev-
el and the lower half side of the 
mid-level as the critical zone. This 
zone is highlighted to make man-
agers to reflect on the areas fall-
ing in there. Depending on your 
projects and your specific levels 
of warning, you can opt to make 
this critical zone larger or smaller.

The dynamics
To apply the tool, you will start 
by singling out one of the three 
context perspectives: scaling-up, 
broadening, deepening. With that 

perspective in mind you will go 
through a questionnaire that will 
help you assess how the proj-
ect elements fit within a system 
perspective. Your answers will be 
the base to assess that level of 
performance (or how well each 
project element fits within the 
system approach). Once you have  
gone through the questions and  
sketched out the graph, you will re-
peat the process for another per-
spective and questionnaire. Bear in 
mind that this is not an exhaustive 
list of questions designed to con-
duct a quantitative assessment. 
Instead, they are meant to spark 
and guide your reflection.

Eventually with the three graphs 
completed, you are ready for a deep 
reflection and strategy designing.

Even though 
the Transitions 
Waves method is 
surprisingly simple 
to use, it prompts 
deep thought on 
how your project is 
performing.

Steps

THE DYNAMICS

1.- QUESTIONING
DEEPENING vs. GOALS
Are the project goals linked to 
societal challenges that are 
made explicit?

2.- SKETCHING OUT
Based on your answers assign 
a low/medium/high level of 
performance of your project 
goals.

3.- KEEP ON GOING
Move to the following set of 
questions.

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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Train the Trainers event. Training 
coaches for the Pioneers into 

Practice programme. Utrecht, 
2015 (The Netherlands)



Boosting sustainable economy 
in rural areas. Innovator Catalyst 
series. The Climate- KIC. 
Budapest, 2015 (Hungary). 
http://goo.gl/iufdY4
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STAKEHOLDER AND PROJECT CONSORTIUM
Did the project perform an actor analysis to produce a list of the key stake-
holders? Did you map out their stances and relations? Do you count on an 
engagement strategy for different stakeholders? Do you plan to review such 
an analysis every now and then?  Did you include external participants with 
visions and perspectives different than yours in the consortium? Do you have 
any governance system for both stakeholders and partners? 
  
LEARNING
Does the project design include a broad and  reflexive learning process? Did 
you identify the main gaps in knowledge and incorporated possible conse-
quences? Are explicit learning goals defined with regard to the desired chang-
es? 
  
OUTCOMES
Is the connection between project results and the social challenge clear? Is 
a distinction made between generic  and context specific results? Is there 
any correlation between project outcomes and how they contribute to the     
transformative change?

STEP 3. The broadening perspective checklist  
Go through the questions project element by project element and sketch 
out the level of performance of your project according to your answers.

GOALS
Is the system innovation project tuned to relevant related innovative projects? And are 
those projects, in turns, somehow linked to each other by a (common) societal challenge 
that is made explicit? 
Have you identified similar and related innovative projects and potential new partners? 
Have you spotted other application domains and functions for your project? Have you 
identified other initiatives and technologies that could feed your project? Do you have 
any strategy to replicate your project in other regions? Is there enough room planned for 
joint reflection with potential partners? 

STEP 2. The deepening perspective checklist
Go through the questions, project element by project ele-
ment, and sketch out the level of performance of your project in 
relation to the deepening perspective, according to your answers 
from the exercise. First, go through the goal questions and try 
to individually respond to them in silence.  After a couple of min-
utes start an open discussion and decide if your project goals 
are highly, middle or poorly aligned with the deepening perspec-
tive. Then mark that level of alignment or performance on the 
canvas.  It is a good idea to use a post-it to write down the main 
reasons that led you to decide such a level and then put it on the 
mark. In this way, when it comes to reflecting you will have a safe 
anchor to guide future decisions. 
  
GOALS
Are the project goals linked to societal challenges that are  made explicit? 
Does the project’s process design allow for reflection? Did you foresee a pro-
cess to adapt the vision and  the learning goals if necessary? 
  
VISION
Do participants in the project share a long-term sustainability vision? Is such a 
vision relevant, compelling and specific enough? Is the project explicitly deal-
ing with the stakeholders’ expectations?
  
SYSTEM
Have project participants shared their perception about the dominant system 
in the sector? Do you know if it is necessary to protect the project so that it 
can move forward? Have you identified geographical, financial, regulatory ex-
ceptions or any other conditions that are actually protecting the project from 
competitors? Did you identify the main barriers in the system against your 
innovation (remember that those barriers can come from technology, infra-
structures, organizations regulations, user habits, etc.)? If so, have you drawn 
up a contingency plan or similar?

TOOLKIT FOR  SYSTEMIC INNOVATION TRAINING
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VISION
Is the overarching vision brought to the attention of  the big and key players 
in the dominant system? Is the vision promoted and explained among  stake-
holders in any way? Can you link the vision with any pressure or event from 
the macro-level? Is your vision geographically  restricted? 
  
SYSTEM
Did you gather Information about general social trends and events that could 
confirm or contradict your innovation (either the importance, the need or the 
urgency of it)?  Did you identify the main barriers and bottlenecks in the dom-
inant system? Have you identified system players that could lobby for the 
project? And those who can fight against the project? Do you already have a 
specific strategy to deal with them? Have you planned how to build bridges 
with the big players in the system? Or have you decided not to build them?
    
STAKEHOLDERS AND PROJECT CONSORTIUM
Does the network include actors from the mainstream system, even those 
not in favour of the project? Does the network include actors from other sec-
tors that are not innovation and technology? Has the project identified key 
people with the power and willingness to influence the dominant regime? Do 
you have any strategies to draw key mainstream stakeholders to your project? 
  
LEARNING
Does the learning also focus on how experiences could be anchored into the 
dominant system? Do you have an on-going plan to learn from the barriers in 
ways of thinking in the meso-level? And what about the ways of doing or or-
ganising? Are infrastructures and regulations in the learning goals? Have you 
analysed if your project can fit within society current values or user habits? 
  
OUTCOMES
Do you count on a plan to communicate your results? If so, does it include 
resources and budget? Are you going to share the outcomes from the learn-
ing process, as well? Do you plan to communicate to a mass audience in the 
meso-level? 

STAKEHOLDERS AND PROJECT CONSORTIUM
Has  the project broadened the network of stakeholders? Did you look for 
partners out of your own network? Are the consortium participants open 
to others’ experience?  Are they willing to explore and take on board other 
perspectives and technologies? 
  
LEARNING
Has it been explored if the system innovation project could be done in 
another context? Is there any plan to systematically check any other 
location or context for the project? Does the learning process include 
the identification of other related and relevant projects? Do you fore-
see exploring other domains and technologies to learn from their pro-
cesses? Are you looking for synergies? Are you sharing insights and 
experiences with participants in other projects so as to learn about 
methods, problems and solutions?
  
OUTCOMES
Has it been envisaged to share project results with participants of similar proj-
ects? Do you have a strategy to share the learning outcomes within the project 
consortium and beyond? Do you take part in conferences, workshops and sum-
mits to explain and share your partial outcomes?    

STEP 4. The scaling-up perspective checklist 
Go through the questions project element by project element and 
sketch out the level of performance of your project according to 
your answers.

GOALS
Is the project adapted to societal trends and other new developments? Do 
you have any plans to take advantage of any window of opportunity provided 
by societal trends and other new developments?  Are your goals in conflict 
with the mainstream trends?
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Green skills for boosting 
transition in water management 
Innovator Catalyst series. The 
Climate-KIC. Valencia, 2014 
(Spain). https://goo.gl/llq0oS
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• The Transition Waves method provides a 
guide, not quantitative assessments, so don’t 
spend too long working out the most accurate 
level for each item.

• You’re mostly looking for elements in the 
critical zone. 
 
• In the early stages of a project, it is common 
to find low performance relating to scaling up 
or broadening. This is natural. Teams haven’t 
had the time yet to place their project in a 
broader context.

• The tool can be very time and effort demanding. Therefore you 
might want to apply it only for one of the three context perspectives: 
deepening, broadening or scaling-up. If that is the case, try to apply to 
areas that you feel it are weaker. 

Tips

Find out more
VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION

STEP 5.  Debrief
After completing the Transition 
waves canvas, spend time to 
reflect on the outcome as well 
as the process. 

Generally speaking, would you 
say that your project fits within 
a system approach? Have you 
found any patterns in the weak-
nesses and/or the strengths? 
Is there any repeated weak-
ness in the system area or a 
steady strength in the broad-
ening wave? Or in any others? 
Do you think you have a better 
and a deeper understanding of 
your project? Did you manage 
to spot the main risks for your 
project to keep the system ap-
proach?  Where do you think 
you have more opportunities to 
improve your project? 
  
After applying the tool, has your 
perception about the impor-
tance of the learning process 
changed? Do you think a formal 
learning and reflecting plan is 
needed? If you want, you can 
brainstorm ideas about how to 
design such a process: who to 
involve, what activities to do…

NICHE MANAGEMENT
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innovation. A resource book for practitioners to map, analyse and facilitate 
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Niche Management
Conceiving a tailored action plan to reinforce 
systemic project management.

Tool 16 
Six systemic 
strengths 



Six systemic strengths

What it is
Conceiving a tailored action plan to 
reinforce systemic project man-
agement.

When to use
Generally speaking you should 
apply this tool after developing 
the initial document for your 
project and before getting into 
operative plans. 

When you are working on the 
project management plan you 
should also develop your system 
management plan, this helps 
steer the project process and to 
navigate through the different 
levels of the system.

Why it is useful
Two common reasons why inno-
vation projects don’t create societal 
change are that the projects get stuck 
in ‘business as usual’ or it is not able to 
mature enough because of external 
conditions or lack of connections. 
  
Six systemic strengths helps you 
identify actions to avoid this and al-
lows you to develop system manage-
ment strategies to keep the project on 
the track to the dominant system. 
  
The Transition waves provides you 
with a collection of weaknesses and 
strengths; Six systemic strengths 
allows you to build a strategy or 
action plan on the Transition waves 
outcomes.

HOW LONG

DIFFICULTY

WHAT YOU GET

WHAT YOU NEED

WHAT IS NEXT

From 1 person to groups of 10 people.

60-90 min.

Medium.

A comprehensive identification of actions 
to improve the way your project performs 
within the system.

You should start with a clear vision of your 
challenge and the Transition waves graph. 
Transition waves gives you a strategic vision 
of the weaknesses and strengths of your 
project in the three context perspectives. 
Alternatively you might start with a descrip-
tion of your project, the system (multi-level) 
and the barriers for innovation you are 
dealing with.

If you got here, you probably went through 
many of the tools of this booklet. Now it 
is time to ‘do’. You may opt for developing 
a long-term strategy comprising the main 
actions conceived or get into the operative 
pan right after the tool.

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION

NICHE MANAGEMENT

HOW MANY

163



STEP 1. Understanding 
the canvas
The canvas is made up of three 
different areas, accounting for 
each of the three context per-
spectives described in Niche 
Management. The central part 
is a circle which represents the 
protection against current com-
petitors and conditions that your 
project has or should have. 
   
Starting from the circle, there 
are three expanding arrows on 
the left hand side. These arrows 
represent the actions you have 
already taken or could take to 
improve the way your project 
relates to other innovative ini-
tiatives in the micro-level.
   
On the left hand side, two more 
arrows point outwards. These 
tools will hold the actions relat-
ed to the way you plan to scale-
up and break into the dominant 
system. 

STEP 2. Protecting/
shielding  actions  
Spend  five to ten minutes 
to work individually, think up 

as many actions as possible 
about how to protect your 
project against the current 
competitors or just the current 
market rules that keeps it from 
growing. Actions can range 
from tax protection, regula-
tions, etc. For instance, since 
flying drones and many drugs 
have restrictive regulations, 
research activities involv-
ing those devices might have 
some exemptions (a universi-
ty may be granted a license to 
fly a drone in an urban area. 
The general public are NOT 
allowed to do this) to develop 
new products or services in the 
future. You must think of both 
actions to be taken and actions 
that you have already taken, 
and are necessary to keep.
   
Write down one idea per post 
it, making an effort to be suc-
cinct, specific and descriptive. 
Then start an open discussion 
explaining each card and put-
ting them on the canvas. During 
this step it is essential to avoid 
judgements on the ideas or to 
criticise them, it is time to un-
leash creativity not to analyse 
proposals. As participants are 

explaining their ideas, new ones 
can arise because they trigger 
new links with other ideas. Let  
those ideas in and include them 
on the canvas. As you stick cards 
on the canvas, some overlaps of 
clusters can appear. If so, draw 
those clusters and remove re-
peated cards if necessary.

STEP 3. 
Nurturing actions
Repeat the same process, but 
this time thinking about actions 
to nurture and improve the vi-
sion, the learning process and 
your relations with stakehold-

ers. As there are three areas, 
you may want to spend more 
than ten minutes for individ-
ual ideation, before starting 
brainstorming. Sometimes the 
same or similar idea can be 
linked to different categories. 
For instance, you can organ-
ise workshops with potential 
stakeholders for both broad-
ening your network and learn-
ing from others’ experiences. 
If so, use two cards with the 
same idea repeated. It is also 
normal to collect more ideas 
about one category than an-
other, in terms of project stage 
and characteristics. 

Steps
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STEP 4. 
Empowering actions
Now it is time for actions that 
lead your project to step into 
the dominant system. Think 
of two different approaches 
to scale up to that dominant 
market. On the one hand, 
think of those actions to com-
pete against the current solu-
tions, infrastructures, reg-
ulations... How can you take 
advantage of your innovation 
and the windows of oppor-
tunity? What is your system                     
competitive advantage?
  
Then think of potential ways of 
adapting your solution to the 
current conditions. Can you build 
it on some existing solutions? 
Can you take advantage of any 
current processes and build your 
solution in it?
  
Proceed in the same way as in 
the previous steps.

STEP 5. 
Prioritisation
Now take a step backwards and 
have a look at the big picture with 

all the action. It is time for anal-
ysis, relationships and prioritiza-
tion. With this big picture in mind, 
start analysing actions proposed 
in each category, looking for con-
nections among ideas or clusters 
of ideas, in different categories. 
Identify those relations in terms 
of actions subordinated to oth-
ers, or those you should do at 
the same time, etc. Eventually 
rank the ideas in each category 
to come up with the most im-
portant two or three actions per 
category (strategy). As the dis-
cussion is playing out, new ideas 
can emerge, maybe as a merger 
of previous ideas or maybe as 
something new. It is important 
to write them down and place 
them on the canvas. For priori-
tising proposals in each catego-
ry, sticky dots can be used as a 
simple method (three dots each 
participants…).

STEP 6. 
Debrief
Once you have completed the 
canvas and the prioritisation, 
spend some time to reflect on 
the outcome and the process.  
Remember that the goal of the 

tools is not the outcome as such, 
but mainly the deep discussion 
that can be triggered as a con-
sequence. And, also remember 
that the following questions are 
not a checklist to fulfil but rath-
er a spark of inspiration for a                                     
fruitful discussion.
   
Did you find it easy to think up 
actions related to each strat-
egy? Did you see the straight 
relation between the Transition 
Waves tool and the Six System-
ic Strenghts tool? Was there 
any additional information you 
would have liked to have had?  
Is there one dominant strategy 
(category) in terms of number 
of ideas or importance? Is there 
any strategy with no actions or 
very few? Why? Did you find it 
easy to reach a consensus on 
the prioritisation of actions? Is 
there one action considered as 
having paramount importance 
and standing out from the rest? 
In which area should you make 

more efforts to keep your proj-
ect from stalling?  What is the 
weakest project position, the 
relations with other innova-
tion projects or the capacity to 
break into the market? Do you 
think it is possible to draw up an 
action plan from the outcome? 

When you are 
working on 
the project 
management 
plan you should 
also develop 
your system 
management 
plan, this helps 
steer the project 
process and to 
navigate through 
the different levels 
of the system.

Find out more
http://www.climate-kic.org/transitions-hub 
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