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A B S T R A C T

Whilst sustainability transitions are key in addressing the triple planetary crisis of climate change, 
biodiversity loss, and pollution, attempts to implement them are often confronted with protest. 
Despite a rich body of literature around dynamics of transitions, there exists a knowledge gap on 
how to address this lack of social acceptance and the political response to date is showing a trend 
of policy dismantling. Current approaches to understand social acceptance of transitions, and the 
social acceptability evaluation processes behind them, are fragmented and often normative, 
rooted in predefined moral foundations and prioritised value orientations. Without an integrative 
framework that integrates this fragmented knowledge and that allows for the inclusion of societal 
social acceptability evaluations rather than predefined normative criteria, policy makers lack 
clear guidance on how to govern transitions in a way that increases their social acceptance, 
beyond watering down transition objectives. Based on literature reviews and empirical data from 
the English post-Brexit agricultural transition, this article introduces a heuristic, diagnostic, and 
integrative framework of social acceptability evaluation dimensions within transition governance 
to support policy makers in their efforts to implement transitions by focusing on the extrinsic 
social construction processes through which the social acceptance of sustainability transition 
efforts is negotiated and it provides researchers with a tool around which to anchor examinations 
of social acceptability evaluations of sustainability transitions.

1. Introduction

It is widely assumed that sustainability transitions form a key solution to societies’ grand challenges such as the triple planetary 
crisis of climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution (Oliver et al., 2021; Schandl et al., 2025). This assumption has led to inter
national conventions and agreements including Agenda 2030, the Paris Agreement, and the European Green Deal. In contrast to many 
historical transitions that have been quasi evolutionary processes with no clear prior defined direction, sustainability transitions 
require deliberate far-reaching policy changes which can provide the incentives and frame conditions needed to implement them 
(Geels, 2011; Hekkert et al., 2020; Meadowcroft, 2011; Smith, Stirling and Berkhout, 2005). Yet, efforts to bring about sustainability 
transitions often lack social acceptance and are met with protest. The yellow-vest protests in France, farmer protests across Europe, and 
the wider phenomenon of ‘Not in My Backyard’, where there is general support for the idea of a transition but only if the negative 
effects of it are not personally felt (Sæþórsdóttir and Ólafsdóttir, 2020), provide cases in point. As a reaction to this societal backlash to 
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transition efforts, politicians have started to water down transition policies and objectives (Förell and Fischer, 2025; Schaub, Tosun 
and Jordan, 2024; Winkel et al., 2026); a worrying trend given the urgency of the triple planetary crisis and its consequences for 
life on earth (Schandl et al., 2025; UNEP, 2021). To counteract this trend of protest and transition policy dismantling, and to increase 
the chance for governments to fulfil their obligations under international agreements to bring about sustainability transitions, deeper 
insight is needed in how sustainability transitions could be governed in a way that increases their social acceptance.

There exist a myriad definitions of social acceptance and social acceptability, informed by the disciplinary background and 
ontological position of the person defining the concept, and sometimes these concepts are used interchangeably (Busse and Siebert, 
2018). Some make a distinction between these concepts in which acceptance refers to pragmatic (intention of) use, tolerance, or 
positive attitude (i.e. the practical acceptance of something), whilst acceptability incorporates deeper, normative, moral judgements 
and ethical considerations, that may or may not be pre-established (Moesker, Pesch and Doorn, 2024; Taebi, 2017). In this study, these 
two are treated as being intertwined, and instead, following (Busse and Siebert, 2018), these concepts are used to place and emphasis 
on the distinction between evaluation processes versus their outcomes. Furthermore, this study is grounded in the understanding that 
for sustainability transitions to gain societal support, they need to be perceived as acceptable by those who are affected by them 
(Banos, Deuffic and Brahic, 2022; Bennich et al., 2018; Lonkila et al., 2025; Rothmund, Becker and Jost, 2016; Wieliczko, 
Kurdyś-Kujawska and Floriańczyk, 2021a). Therefore, rather than establishing and exploring the fulfilment of predefined norma
tive criteria that are rooted in a predetermined ethical and moral positioning that can only tell us whether transition efforts ought to be 
regarded as socially acceptable following these predefined criteria rather than whether they are perceived as such in practice (Ford and 
Ihrke, 2019), this study explores what aspects (ethically and otherwise) societal actors themselves emphasise as being important for 
the social acceptance of sustainability transitions. (Lack of) social acceptance is therefore here defined as the outcome of intrapersonal 
social acceptability judgement processes that are rooted in moral- and value-based convictions (Busse and Siebert, 2018; Lucke, 1995). 
I.e., social acceptability judgements refer to the process of evaluating, including forming normative perceptions of legitimacy, justice, 
and what is regarded as morally and ethically defendable, whilst (lack of) social acceptance refers to the outcome of that evaluation 
process, including both the normative positioning and pragmatic (intention to) (non)use, (lack of) tolerance, and attitude. As such, 
social acceptability judgements of sustainability transitions consists of a combination of normative and ethical evaluations (perceived 
legitimacy and justice as grounded in one’s moral- and value orientation (Bennett et al., 2019b; de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022b; 
Liebig, HHlle and May 2016; Rasinski, 1987)) and (intended) behaviour (perceived adaptive capacity and willingness/resistance to 
adapt) in relation to a sustainability transition. They are dynamic and result from interactions between the acceptability object, i.e. a 
sustainability transition; the acceptability subject, i.e. stakeholders and society at large who make evaluative judgements of a tran
sition; and the context within which the social acceptability evaluation is made. The outcome of a social acceptability evaluation can 
be placed on a positive-negative gradient, ranging from acceptable to unacceptable, and can be accompanied with passive or active 
behaviour, ranging from active resistance or passive connivance to passive tolerance or active support (Busse and Siebert, 2018; 
Dermont et al., 2017; Lucke, 1995; Schweizer-Ries, 2008; Wolsink, 2018). (Lack of) acceptance as such is not an intrinsic or static 
quality of the acceptability object, but an outcome of the social acceptability evaluation which is formed through extrinsic social 
construction processes. Social acceptance is thereby dynamic and continuously (re)negotiated through social acceptability interactions 
between society and the acceptability object, i.e. how decisions around the acceptability object are made, and how they shape the 
acceptability object (Fournis and Fortin, 2017). This means that the sustainability transition governance processes, i.e. the ways in 
which societies make and implement decisions related to public affairs (Baker, 2009; Lockwood et al., 2010), play a central role in 
social acceptability evaluations of sustainability transitions, and ultimately the (lack of) their social acceptance. A distinction is made 
here between ‘sustainability transition’ as the acceptability object, referring to concrete transition objectives, goals, and targets and 
concrete societal changes and their resulting outcomes, and ‘transition governance processes’ as social acceptability interactions 
through which social acceptance of the acceptability object is negotiated. To understand the (lack of) social acceptance of sustain
ability transitions, attention then needs to be paid both to sustainability transitions as such and to the governance characteristics 
surrounding them and their influence on social acceptability evaluations. Whilst there is increasing research focus on the acceptance of 
specific policy measures and actions within sustainability transitions (e.g. (Ammann et al., 2025; Grelle and Hofmann, 2024; Ingold, 
Stadelmann-Steffen and Kammermann, 2019; Kolcava, Smith and Bernauer, 2022; Lindvall, Sörqvist and Barthel, 2024; Lonkila et al., 
2025; Maestre-Andrés, Drews and van den Bergh, 2019), less attention has been given to the role of governance in social acceptability 
evaluations (however see e.g. (Dermont et al., 2017)). This article focuses on the latter and introduces a heuristic, diagnostic, and 
integrative framework of societal social acceptability evaluation dimensions within transition governance to support policy makers in 
their efforts to govern sustainability transitions, and to provide researchers with a tool for examinations of societal social acceptability 
evaluations of transitions.

Whilst social acceptance matters for all policy fields, the framework introduced here starts from the premise that sustainability 
transitions are especially heated targets for social acceptability evaluations due to their inherent disruptive, normative, and political 
nature. Sustainability transitions can considerably alter or disrupt the current societal systems that are deemed to be unsustainable. 
This makes them attractive as a solution to the challenges that societies are facing (Loorbach, Frantzeskaki and Avelino, 2017). 
However, it also means that some people will lose out, e.g. if their skills or knowledge become obsolete or their existing resources 
become irrelevant, whilst others may benefit (Kivimaa et al., 2021; McGowan and Antadze, 2023). Furthermore, there are multiple 
possible transition pathways toward a subset of alternative futures (Blok and Lemmens, 2015). Even the question of what sustainability 
itself entails is contested. Each alternative interpretation of sustainability, its related ideal future(s), and the diversity of potential 
transition pathways will be experienced and valued differently by different people (Leach et al., 2007; Markard, Raven and Truffer, 
2012). The desirability of a certain sustainability transition and transition pathway, and the choice regarding which one should be 
prioritised, is therefore a normative judgement, rooted in moral convictions and value orientations that can differ from one person to 
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the next (Bieling, Eser and Plieninger, 2020). Acknowledging the disruptiveness and normativity of sustainability transitions, and 
highlighting that they involve an active, deliberate, choice regarding the end goal(s) and path(s) of a transition, reveals that the 
transition governance processes are political arenas where differing interests compete over the distribution of resources, life chances, 
wellbeing, and, ultimately, the direction and way in which society develops (Hammond, 2020; Turner et al., 2020; Wigboldus, Eldik 
and Vernooij, 2021).

The historically dominant approaches in transition research, the Multi-Level Perspective and Transition Management, have given 
detailed insight into transition dynamics and how they can be influenced (Truffer et al., 2022). However, they have insufficiently dealt 
with the normative nature of sustainability transitions and left a knowledge gap on questions of social acceptance and acceptability 
evaluations. There does not yet exist a framework that gathers and connects findings across disciplinary boundaries, empirical cases, 
and diverse theoretical frameworks (Köhler et al., 2019). Recent efforts to apply the lens of just transitions are itself predominantly 
normative, prescribing a specific notion of justice rooted in specific, pre-determined moral claims and value prioritisations and 
assessing whether this is adhered to or how it can be achieved (de Boon et al., 2023). This says more about researchers’ moral 
positioning, values, and perceptions on what should be considered socially acceptable than the ability of research to take account of 
societal social acceptability evaluations (Ford and Ihrke, 2019). Thus, questions concerning how heterogenous public opinions can be 
considered remain largely unanswered (de Geus, Wittmayer and Vogelzang, 2022; Wironen, Bartlett and Erickson, 2019). To address 
these research gaps, this article explicitly acknowledges the disruptive, normative, and political nature of sustainability transitions and 
places societal social acceptability evaluations, and the role of governance within them, front and centre. It connects insights from 
transition studies, environmental governance, political philosophy, geography, environmental- and social psychology, and sociology 
and is rooted in empirical data from the English post-Brexit agricultural sustainability transition. As such, this article addresses the 
fragmentation and predefined normative approach in sustainability transition literature (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022a; Köhler 
et al., 2019), provides deeper insights into dynamics between the governance of transitions and public opinion (Truffer et al., 2022), 
and gives practical guidance for policy makers on how to increase the likelihood that sustainability transition efforts will be regarded 
as socially acceptable by more people.

2. Case background

The English post-Brexit agricultural sustainability transition presents a move away from the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy 
(CAP) and Basic Payment scheme, where farmers received payments based on the size of their land. It aims to create a sector that is 
independent of subsidies, produces healthy food, and has a positive impact on the environment; and it is centred around a system 
where farmers are rewarded for provisioning public goods (Defra, 2020). This idea is not new: environmental schemes existed also 
under CAP (Ingram et al., 2013). However, their current design, key role, abolishment of the Basic Payment scheme, new trade 
agreements, and changes in other support schemes and agricultural and environmental law alter the systemic contextual structures of 
the agricultural sector. Additionally, the strong dependence of English farmers on basic payments prior to Brexit (Defra & Government 
Statistical Services, 2019), reveals the potential disruptiveness of these changes.

3. Methods

3.1. Empirical case selection

The empirical grounding for this study is the English post-Brexit agricultural sustainability transition. It fulfils all the characteristics 
of a sustainability transition: focusing on a specific societal sub-system and the creation of a public good, having deliberate direc
tionality on improving environmental conditions, and having a lack of obvious (economic) benefits to the stakeholders in the sector of 
concern (Geels, 2011; Hekkert et al., 2020; Hölscher, Wittmayer and Loorbach, 2018; Meadowcroft, 2011; Smith, Stirling and 
Berkhout, 2005). Furthermore, beyond acute crisis situations, policy- and societal change generally happen through incremental 
processes of gradual change and small alterations to the existing structures over time (Kern and Howlett, 2009; Rotmans, Kemp and 
van Asselt, 2001). In this case however, England has been set free from its original policy landscape that was bound by EU regulations, 
presenting the potential for a complete break with old policy and related agricultural practices in a relatively short timeframe (Defra, 
2020). It is therefore most likely that the disruptive, normative, and power dynamics that are always present within sustainability 
transitions will be amplified in this case (Kivimaa et al., 2021). Additionally, as this transition is currently ongoing, it allows for the 
examination of social acceptability evaluations in relation to the transition as they happen rather than pro- or retrospectively. This is an 
important characteristic because the social acceptability evaluations and their resulting perceptions in the moment will ultimately 
influence stakeholders’ behaviour in relation to a transition, not the perceptions they have (far) in advance or afterward (Ajzen, 2011).

3.2. Data

The empirical material for this article has been collected during 2020–2022, in three different rounds, with each round focusing on 
a different set of stakeholders, thereby strengthening the foundation for theoretical generalisation through cross-comparison (Robson 
and McCartan, 2016). Each round of data collection placed a different aspect of social acceptability evaluations (perceived legitimacy 
and justice as grounded in one’s moral- and value orientation, and perceived adaptive capacity and willingness to adapt (Busse and 
Siebert, 2018)) in primary focus, reflecting the different roles and degree of involvement of the participants with the transition. 
However, all three aspects were present in each of the data collected. The first round of interviews focused primarily on perceived 
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legitimacy and included 14 representatives of self-proclaimed stakeholder organisations, representing environmental interests, i.e. 
interests of environmental trusts and organisations and farm animal welfare; economic interests, i.e. interests of consultants, orga
nisations and companies focussing on increasing farm productivity, food standards, grant providers, supermarkets, fertil
iser/pesticide/insecticide industry, food processing industry, seed and crop industry, and trade; social interests, i.e. interests linked to 
historical heritage, rural life, food security, human health, recreation, and other social organisations and charities; and farmer, 
forestry, and landowner interests, i.e. interests of farmer associations and unions, collaboration groups between farmers, forestry 
organisations, churches, and educational institutes with an agricultural focus. The representatives were purposively sampled and work 
directly with the transition design for their organisations. Together, they cover all geographical areas of England, present a wide range 
of interests also within their respective interest categories, and represent different degrees of official engagement with the transition 
design processes. The interview guide is available in (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022b). The second round of interviews focused 
primarily on perceived adaptive capacity and willingness to adapt and included 16 farmers and 11 representatives of 8 organ
isations/businesses who were assigned by Defra under the Future Farming Resilience Fund to support farmers through the early stages 
of the transition. The farmers had a geographical spread across England, covered all agricultural sectors and farm- and ownership 
types, and were diverse in terms of farm size, age, gender, and farming experience. The organisations/businesses have collectively 
supported over 5000 farmers through the transition and cover all agricultural sectors across England. The interview guides are pro
vided in (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2024). For both rounds of interviews, data collection was terminated when data saturation was 
reached in the responses of the interviewees, i.e. when no more new information emerged. The final round of empirical data collection 
focused on justice perceptions and their underlying moral principles of the general English adult population, and data was collected 
through an online survey, including 400 respondents. The sample was representative in terms of age, gender, education, income, and 
geographical population distribution. The survey and dataset are publicly accessible in (de Boon, 2023). All empirical data collection 
received ethical clearance. The interviews took place via MS Teams, phone, or in person (depending on interviewees’ preferences and 
Covid-19 restrictions) and lasted between 27–90 minutes. Survey data was collected through the online survey platform Qualtrics.

To embed and triangulate the empirical data with previous research and strengthen the possibility for theoretical generalisation, 
this article further builds on several extensive literature reviews, including research articles with a focus on governance and man
agement of innovation and sustainability transitions, perceived legitimacy, perceived justice, and perceived adaptive capacity and 
willingness to adapt. They include literature with a footing in environmental governance, sustainability transitions studies, geography, 
political philosophy, social and environmental psychology, environmental justice, social justice, and sociology. The focus on these 
strands of literature was chosen because they have specialised on questions surrounding the normativity in systemic societal structures 
and distributional mechanisms of costs and benefits in society, and social acceptability both at an individual and societal level. Initial 
articles were identified through Web of Science and Google Scholar and complemented through snowballing and feedback by experts 
during conferences, seminars, and workshops. Articles were selected based on their title, abstract, and scanning of the full text. These 
reviews were non-systematic and aimed at saturation of the material, but they were not exhaustive and future research can focus on 
further developing the here presented framework by integrating insights from other fields such as for example political economy, 
political ecology, and social movement studies. Table 1 provides an overview of the data included in this study.

Table 1 
Overview of included material.

Data collection 
method

Year Target Sample 
size

Measure to ensure data quality

Literature 
review

2020 Literature on governance & 
management of agricultural 
innovation and sustainability 
transition

319 Systematic approach; expert feedback

​ 2021 Literature on perceived 
legitimacy

>40 Expert feedback

​ 2021 Literature on perceived justice >65 Expert feedback
​ 2020; 

2022
Literature on perceived 
adaptive capacity & willingness 
to adapt

>100 Systematic approach; expert feedback

Interviews 2021 Self-proclaimed stakeholder 
organisations

14 Pilot interview; diversity of participants; flexible design; data saturation; 
transparency in methods; connecting back to previous research

​ ​ Economic interests 2
​ ​ Environmental interests 4
​ ​ Farming, forestry, & 

landowner interests
4

​ ​ Social interests 4
​ 2022 Farmers  

Representatives of 
organisations supporting 
farmers through the transition

16 
11

Survey 2022 General English adult 
population

400 Representativeness; fixed method; evaluation of construct reliability & validity
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3.3. Data analysis: developing the framework

The development of the here presented framework took place in an iterative manner, going back and forth between existing theory, 
the empirical material, previous (empirical) research, and expert feedback. At its foundation lies the integration and synthesis of 
insights from four previous studies, one focused on theoretical understandings of structural components of sustainability transitions 
(de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022a), and three focused on theoretical and empirical insights on different aspects of social 
acceptability evaluations, including perceived legitimacy, justice, and adaptive capacity and willingness to adapt in relation to sus
tainability transitions respectively (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022b, 2023, 2024). The framework development process was 
divided in six overarching steps, with steps one and two comprising the four previous studies that form the foundation for this work, 
and steps three to six being new additions, as summarised in Fig. 1.

Step one developed an initial theoretical framework of key structural components of sustainability transitions across the macro, 
meso, and micro level through a systematic literature review and thematic analysis of literature on governance and management of 
innovation and sustainability transitions and insights from theoretical frameworks such as the Multi-Level Perspective, Responsible 
Innovation, Innovation Management, and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022a). Step two consisted 
of further literature reviews to operationalise perceived legitimacy, justice, and adaptive capacity and willingness to adapt and 
empirical data collection related to the English post-Brexit agricultural sustainability transition through interviews and a survey (as 
described in Section 3.2.) and analysis to give empirical grounding to the theoretical understanding of sustainability transitions and 
related social acceptability evaluations. The articles included in the literature reviews were analysed thematically with the help of MS 
Excel and MS Word, the interview transcripts were analysed through thematic analysis in NVivo 12, and the survey data were analysed 
in RStudio version 1.4.1717, using R language 4.2.2 and packages lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) and psych (Revelle, 2022). Initial results 
were presented during the 2021 Rural Geography Society/Institute of British Geographers Annual International Conference and the 
Environmental Politics Online Seminar Series of the European Consortium for Political Research Standing Group on Environmental 
Politics in 2022 to gain expert feedback and input on this stage of the framework development. The results of this step are reported in 
(de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022b, 2023, 2024). In the third step, the empirical material from step two was collated and trian
gulated and only those aspects that came up in multiple instances across the empirical material were included for further rounds of 
analysis. Fourth, this reduced empirical material was analysed thematically in NVivo12, structured along the lines of the initial 
theoretical framework with structural transition components of step 1 (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022a), to identify key variables 
influencing perceived legitimacy, justice, and adaptive capacity and willingness to adapt, as core aspects of social acceptability 
evaluations, and if and how these variables linked to the identified structural components of sustainability transitions, whilst 
remaining open to inductively adapting the structural components of the framework where relevant. Fifth, to ensure that the 
framework is generalisable beyond the English post-Brexit agricultural sustainability transition, the results of step four were 
cross-checked with the results of previous empirical research from other contexts, as identified during the literature reviews from steps 
one and two. Additionally, only those aspects that can be linked to the general disruptive, normative, and political nature of sus
tainability transitions were included; excluding aspects that were specific to the agricultural sector. In the sixth and final step, the 
framework has been presented at the European Society for Agricultural and Food Ethics Conference 2022, the Countryside and 
Community Research Institute seminar series in 2023, and the Nordic Environmental Social Science Conference 2024 for additional 
expert validation and final revisions.

Fig. 1. Schematic overview of development steps of the Sustainability Transition Governance framework.
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4. Results

4.1. Heuristic, diagnostic, and integrative framework of social acceptability evaluation dimensions within transition governance

The basis of the framework consists of five structural transition components around which people form their social acceptability 
evaluations, beyond the specific, concrete content of the transition. They include the macro context; foundation; innovation processes; 
output and outcomes; and governance system. They interact and are characterised by duality of structure (Giddens, 1984). For each of 
these, the framework describes governance-related variables that influence the normative social acceptability evaluations of the 
people affected by transition efforts, as summarised in Fig. 2.

4.1.1. Macro context
This component constitutes macro societal and ecological structures such as macro-political developments, biodiversity, and the 

climate. Alterations in these, or in our perception thereof, form drivers of change and provide motivational forces for a transition 
(Hazell and Wood, 2008; van Vliet et al., 2015). These motivations can develop top-down, starting from changes in the macro context; 
bottom-up, starting from changing perceptions; or through a combination thereof. The macro context is the place where first normative 
and political dynamics arise: when are alterations in (our perceptions of) the macro context such that they are seen as requiring a 
transition and what should the transition goals be (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022a)? Key variables influencing social accept
ability evaluations regarding the macro context are Alignment with interests and Interlinkage. Alignment with interests captures percep
tions on whether the prioritisation of problems that should be addressed and aimed for transition goal(s) align with personal interests 
or perceived societal interests (Mills et al., 2021; Vringer and Carabain, 2020; Wironen, Bartlett and Erickson, 2019; Zeweld et al., 
2019), including whether they are ethically and morally defendable. Whilst the exclusion of problems or transition goals that are 
regarded as important has a negative impact on social acceptability evaluations, the inclusion of additional problems or transition 
goals beyond personal interests is often not regarded as less acceptable (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022b). Interlinkage relates to 
perceived clarity in linkage between the goals and problem formulation of a transition as well as to the wider context within which the 
transition takes place (Huntjens and Kemp, 2022; Oliver et al., 2021).

In the English post-Brexit agricultural sustainability transition, these variables were visible through the ways in which stakeholders 
representing all four interest categories and farmers talked about the goals of the transition, being generally satisfied with the overall 
goals, but being more critical on sub-goals, their interlinkage, and the level of importance that was perceived to be placed on various 
sub-goals over others. Furthermore, in terms of interlinkage to the wider context within which the transition is taking place, especially 
farmers’ social acceptability evaluations were negatively impacted by a feeling that the government did not take a holistic view on the 
possible costs, monetary and otherwise, that they may incur due to the transition within the context of wider environmental, economic, 
and societal processes, such as climate change, natural disasters, outbreak of war, and market changes. Extending this view on the 
importance of a holistic approach beyond England, both farmers and other stakeholders representative of all four interest categories 
highlighted that the transition plans became less acceptable because they did not seem to consider that focusing more on environ
mental goals and potential reductions in food production in England might lead to transferring negative environmental impacts of food 
production to other countries (see also: (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022b, 2024)).

Fig. 2. Heuristic, diagnostic, and integrative framework of social acceptability evaluation dimensions within transition governance.
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4.1.2. Foundation
The foundation comprises the immediate context within which a transition takes place, stakeholders’ innovative and adaptive 

capacity, and their psychosocial factors. It influences the ease with which a transition can be implemented and how it impacts in
dividuals. Simultaneously, the foundation must be altered or disrupted for a transition to take place (Kivimaa et al., 2021). Here, the 
normative, disruptive, and political nature of transitions shows itself through how the foundation empowers some to benefit from a 
transition whilst putting others out of the power to adapt (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022a). Key variables influencing social 
acceptability regarding the foundation include Goal achievability, Credibility, and Respect and understanding. Goal achievability highlights 
that if the (sub)goals of a transition are regarded as unachievable, given the foundational structures, social acceptability evaluations 
are negatively affected (Grothmann et al., 2013; Ruhrort, 2023). Credibility reflects the actions that government takes and how they 
relate to the set goals (Rogge and Reichardt, 2016). A lack of trust in government and governmental actions that are perceived as 
contradictory to transition goals, negatively influence social acceptability evaluations (Grothmann et al., 2013; Lockwood et al., 2015). 
Respect and understanding relates to the degree to which actors in the immediate context show understanding and appreciation for the 
work of stakeholders who need to adapt to a transition. This links to the mental health of stakeholders, where being in the right mindset 
to handle change is a prerequisite to be able to engage with a transition (Mills et al., 2021).

In the English post-Brexit agricultural transition, these variables were evident when all interviewed stakeholders mentioned that 
whilst they support the goals of the transition as presented by Defra, they did not perceive the current policy structures to be such that 
the goals would be achievable. The stakeholders representing all interest categories and citizens differed in their views as to what the 
ultimate prioritised transition goals should be (profitable food production vs improving the state of the environment, with especially 
farming, forestry, and landowner stakeholders arguing for a dual goal encompassing both) and the kinds of policy instruments that 
should be used to reach those goals (increasing food prices vs restructuring the food industry vs result-based or effort-based payments 
for environmental improvements). However, all interviewees were unanimous in their views that a general lack of consistency be
tween problems, goals, and instruments and between the transition and other governmental activities negatively impacted their social 
acceptability evaluations. It made them less confident in the effectiveness of the transition efforts and the achievability of the transition 
goals. Especially farmers were not confident that the government has a genuine desire to make the transition work, and environmental 
stakeholders were equally concerned, which made them more hesitant to get on board with the transition. Furthermore, both farmers 
and organisations supporting farmers through the transition highlighted a perceived lack of respect and understanding for the work 
that farmers do as a demoralising factor and that they would be more willing to engage with the transition if they would feel more 
respected (see also: (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022b, 2024)).

4.1.3. Innovation processes
This component relates to generic stages that every transition goes through, albeit on different scales, timelines, etc. They include 

problem and goal identification; idea generation; concept development; concept testing; implementation; and monitoring and eval
uation. These stages overlap and feedback loops between them occur (Kline and Rosenberg, 2010; Sutherland et al., 2012; Tidd, 
Bessant and Pavitt, 2005). The disruptive, normative, and political nature of transitions shows itself here through decisions and 
how they are made throughout the innovation processes (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022a). As this component draws and builds 
on the macro context and foundation, the variables that are relevant for social acceptability evaluations regarding those components 
also indirectly influence social acceptability evaluations regarding the innovation processes. However, two additional variables, 
Specificity and Perceived control and ownership, have a direct influence. Specificity highlights that social acceptance increases when 
decisions made on (sub)goals are stable and (sub)goals are broken down into specific, measurable targets, linked to specific timelines, 
and described in clear wording that does not leave room for multiple interpretations (Gupta et al., 2010). Perceived control and 
ownership emphasises that when stakeholders feel like they can control and have ownership over adaptation pathways even when the 
end-goal of the transition is fixed, they are more likely to accept them and make required changes (Akkari and Bryant, 2017; Eakin 
et al., 2016; Gupta et al., 2010; Zeweld et al., 2019).

In the context of the English post-Brexit agricultural transition these variables were evident in all interviewed stakeholders’ views 
that the acceptability of the transition was reduced because the sub-goals were so unspecific that they were in essence meaningless. 
Furthermore, statements of organisations supporting farmers through the transition highlighted that farmers will not engage with the 
transition if they feel like they have no control over their actions within it (see also: (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022b, 2024)).

4.1.4. Output and outcomes
Transition processes produce output and outcomes. Output refers to specific changes such as new policies whilst outcomes describe 

how these take shape (Emerson and Nabatchi, 2015). Outcomes are the result of a combination of intended and unintended conse
quences of transition processes and their output and often reveal the disruptive nature of transitions (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 
2022a). They can impact all structural components, create lock-ins, and influence room for future changes (Voss and Kemp, 2006), 
which makes them political. This component is primarily relevant later in a transition process. However, anticipated output and 
outcomes can influence social acceptability evaluations even before actual output has been produced and outcomes are achieved. 
Important key variables here include Alignment with occupational identity, Effectiveness, Interlinkage of the output, and Fairness. Alignment 
with occupational identity highlights that when output is regarded as encouraging good work practices, social acceptance improves 
(Marshall et al., 2012; Morton, McGuire and Cast, 2017). Effectiveness of output to bring about desired outcomes is also key (Suchman, 
1995; Upham et al., 2015; Vringer and Carabain, 2020). A mixture of policy instrument types is generally perceived to be more 
effective than using few or similar instruments, taking better account of diversity in circumstances, behavioural motivations, and 
learning styles and limiting the chance of exclusion by design (Pedersen, Nielsen and Daugbjerg, 2020). Interlinkage of the output relates 
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to the extent to which output in the form of specific policy instruments and actions are linked to each other and to the (sub)goals and 
problem formulation of a transition (Rogge and Reichardt, 2016). Fairness highlights the importance of considering how individuals 
are impacted by transition measures (Schuitema, Steg and van Kruining, 2011; Schuitema and Bergstad, 2019), that output does not 
create unclarity or gaps in the changeover between old and new policies, and that it does not create unfair working conditions in 
comparison to other countries. Similarly, relating to outcomes, considering the appropriate (i.e. ethically and morally defendable) 
geographical scale (local, regional, national, or global) when assessing impacts of a transition is important (Smaal et al., 2020; Stevis 
and Felli, 2020; Wieliczko, Kurdyś-Kujawska and Floriańczyk, 2021b). This variable is closely embedded in one’s ethical and moral 
positioning, which for some may also include paying attention to intergenerational or multispecies justice (Celermajer et al., 2021; 
Knappe and Renn, 2022; Tschakert et al., 2020; Winter and Schlossberg, 2024).

In the English post-Brexit agricultural transition, the variable Alignment with occupational identity became evident through state
ments by farmers who were in general supportive of the ideas behind the transition but who either thought that the transition design 
required them to undertake tasks that they considered not to be related to farming or tasks that they considered as incorrect farming 
practices, which made them more sceptical towards the transition overall. The variable Effectiveness was visible in statements from the 
stakeholder organisations representative of all four interest categories, who had in general a positive perception of the various types of 
proposed policy instruments to bring about the transition, but who thought them to be unacceptable because their perceived inef
fectiveness to help fulfil the transition goals. In terms of Interlinkage of the output, stakeholders from all interest categories were 
concerned that the different aspects of the transition where not well interlinked and this made them evaluate the transition more 
negatively. The variable of Fairness was prevalent especially in farmers’ views, where they perceived there to be a lack of fairness both 
in terms of gaps between previous and newly proposed support schemes and in terms of requirements placed on them versus on farmers 
in other parts of the world. Furthermore, most stakeholders, representative of all four interest categories, thought that the government 
needs to be more alert to differences between farmers and farm types to ensure that no farmers are excluded by design and that all 
receive an equal opportunity to engage with the transition (see also: (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022b, 2024)).

4.1.5. Governance system
Finally, the governance system describes how societies make and implement decisions related to public affairs (Jordan, 2008; 

Kemp, Parto and Gibson, 2005), in this case sustainability transitions. It reaches across and influences all structural components, and 
its specific form can change over time and differ per transition process. It forms a central platform through which the nature of 
transitions can be addressed. However, it is itself also embedded in political dynamics which are shown through who is involved or 
excluded, whose interests are considered, who makes decisions, and on what grounds (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022a). As the 
governance system reaches across and connects all components, the variables that play a role in social acceptability evaluations that 
are linked to the governance system also indirectly influence social acceptability evaluations around all other components. They 
include Responsiveness, Distributional principles, Meaningful stakeholder inclusion, Knowledge type, and Transparency. Responsiveness re
lates to whether decision-making and implementation processes are set up so that they can quickly respond to (unexpected) changes in 
the macro context or foundation, such as the outbreak of war or natural disaster (Gupta et al., 2010). Distributional principles highlight 
the role of the moral principles (i.e., equality; equity and need; entitlement; and merit) that are used in decision-making on the dis
tribution of transition costs and benefits, and is closely tied to one’s ethical positioning in terms of distributional justice (Bennett et al., 
2019a; Liebig, Hülle and May 2016; Rasinski, 1987; Rothmund, Becker and Jost, 2016). Meaningful stakeholder inclusion emphasises 
that inclusion can positively impact social acceptability evaluations, depending on the degree of stakeholder involvement, which 
stakeholders are considered, the distribution of power in decision-making processes, and the extent to which stakeholder input is acted 
upon. Expectation management and clear communication is important here, as it can clarify what stakeholders can expect from 
engagement from the outset. Perceptions related to this variable are grounded in one’s ethical positioning regarding both legitimacy 
and procedural and recognitional justice (Braun and Busuioc, 2020; Crowe and Li, 2020; Kaljonen et al., 2021; Schlossberg, 2013; 
Smaal et al., 2020; Steffek, 2019; Upham et al., 2015; Wieliczko, Kurdyś-Kujawska and Floriańczyk, 2021b). Closely related, the 
Knowledge type (i.e. scientific or local/traditional knowledge) that is recognised and used as input into decision-making processes 
throughout a transition further influences social acceptability evaluations (Burchardt & Craig, 2008; Stevis and Felli, 2020; Velicu and 
Barca, 2020). Finally, Transparency of decision-making and implementation structures and processes is paramount. Even when 
decision-making processes or the resulting decisions are regarded as going against the interests of the person making the social 
acceptability evaluation, overall social acceptability of decision-making processes or decisions improves when it is transparent how 
and why they were reached (Bennett et al., 2019a; Gupta et al., 2010; Upham et al., 2015; Vringer and Carabain, 2020).

In the English post-Brexit agricultural transition, the variable of Responsiveness became prominent due to the unfolding war in 
Ukraine and its impact on the global economy. Especially farmers highlighted that a perceived lack of responsiveness of the gov
ernment to these changes made them less able to engage with the transition. The variable Distributional principles was visible during the 
interviews both with stakeholders and farmers, where emphasis was primarily placed on a combination of the moral principles of 
equality and merit. On the one hand, it was pointed out by stakeholders within all four interest categories and farmers that support 
should be equally available to all farmers, no farmers should be excluded by design, and requirements on English farmers should be 
similar to those on farmers in other countries (equality). On the other hand, it was stated especially by farmers and organisations 
supporting farmers in their transition efforts that farmers should be rewarded for their efforts to improve the environment (merit). The 
general English adult population in the survey leaned especially to the moral principle of equality as a perceived just way to distribute 
the costs and benefits of the transition. In terms of the variable Meaningful inclusion, there have been many opportunities where 
stakeholder organisations and farmers could be involved in the transition design, including through consultations, policy roundtables, 
a stakeholder engagement group, test and trials of schemes, national pilots, workshops, webinars, and inquiries from the Environment, 
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Food, and Rural Affairs Committee into proposed schemes. However, whilst most stakeholder organisations and farmers were happy 
with the existence of these opportunities to express their diverse views on what they think the transition should look like, the way in 
which they were executed, how it was communicated what was done with stakeholders’ input, and a perceived lack of action on their 
input created frustration and disappointment with the overall transition amongst all interviewees. It was also regarded by stakeholders 
from all interest categories that there was inequality between different stakeholders within the processes, with some stakeholders 
having more access to governmental inside information, which created a negatively perceived power imbalance between stakeholders. 
The variable Knowledge type was evident in that farmers felt that the government was not building the transition on sound knowledge of 
how agriculture works, which made them more hesitant to engage with the transition, the general adult population in the survey 
highlighted that a combination of scientific and local/traditional knowledge would be important to use, with most emphasis on local/ 
traditional knowledge. Finally, in terms of the variable Transparency, both stakeholder organisations representative of all four interest 
categories and farmers expressed a perceived lack of transparency in the transition design processes and in what it really is that 
government wants from the agricultural sector, which negatively influenced their social acceptability evaluations of the transition (see 
also: (de Boon, Sandström and Rose, 2022b, 2023, 2024)).

4.2. Propositions for governance

The combined empirical material and insights from previous literature as presented in the heuristic, diagnostic, and integrative 
framework of social acceptability evaluation dimensions within transition governance show that there are several components, var
iables, and governance characteristics that influence social acceptability evaluations of a transition beyond the specific contents of the 
sustainability transition, thereby providing entry points for changes in governance practices to increase social acceptance of transition 
efforts, without watering down their ultimate objective. Drawing practical lessons for governance from these insights leads to the 
following propositions. which are summarised in Fig. 3.

First, to improve social acceptance of sustainability transitions, transition governance needs to be well integrated, and the tran
sition goals should be made clear. Governance needs to ensure that there are clear interlinkages between the problems a transition aims 
to address, its goals, and the instruments chosen to bring about a transition, and between sub-goals and instruments internally. 
Additionally, transition goals and instruments should be in line with wider governmental activities, clearly worded, specific, and stable 
enough to accommodate for planning cycles of the businesses in the sector at which a transition is aimed.

Second, it is important for social acceptability evaluations that decision-making and implementation processes are transparent and 
clearly communicated and generate trust and credibility. It should be clear what information decisions are based on, whose input was 
used in what way, and who is responsible for decisions and their implementation. Closely related, governance efforts should be 
directed towards building trust and showing the credibility of a transition. This includes following through on promises made and 
ensuring that instruments to bring about a transition run smoothly.

Third, to take account of the complexity of transitions, decision-making and implementation processes should not be compart
mentalised into sub-aspects that are considered in isolation. Instead, a holistic approach should be taken. A decision, and how it is 
made, at one point during a transition related to one sub-aspect will have implications for the overall transition and can influence social 
acceptability evaluations not only in that moment but also further down the line. Therefore, decision-making should not happen in 

Fig. 3. Propositions for governance to enhance social acceptance of sustainability transitions.
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silos. Potential consequences need to be explored holistically within the society within which the transition takes place and at a larger 
geographical scale.

Fourth, because social acceptability evaluations are diverse and heterogenous also within a single society, governance needs to 
allow room for diversity. Whilst prioritisation is necessary (Meadowcroft, 2011), governance should, where possible, take a 
comprehensive approach and aim to include and recognise diverse framings of the problem(s) that a transition aims to address, allow 
for multiple transition pathways to occur, and examine where there is room for multiple transition goals to coexist.

Finally, for governance to be able to consider social acceptability evaluations, these evaluations need to be assessed and monitored 
in the society within which a transition takes place. What social acceptability evaluations look like in this specific society, and thus how 
governance could be designed to reflect these, can only be stated after an assessment is completed. Continued monitoring of social 
acceptability evaluations is required, as they can change during a transition process and governance should be flexible enough to be 
able to change course when social acceptability evaluations change.

5. Discussion

The existential need for sustainability transitions to address the current triple planetary crisis (Oliver et al., 2021; Schandl et al., 
2025; UNEP, 2021) coupled with the recent patterns of active protests against transition efforts followed by transition policy 
dismantling (Förell and Fischer, 2025; Schaub, Tosun and Jordan, 2024; Winkel et al., 2026) emphasises the importance of identifying 
ways in which social acceptance of transition efforts can be increased without watering down the ultimate aims of sustainability 
transitions, balancing both the environmental, economic, and social pillars of sustainability. For sustainability transitions to be 
implementable and socially sustainable in a democratic society over the long term, the outcome of social acceptability evaluations of 
transition efforts by the majority of people needs to result in passive connivance at a minimum.

The here presented heuristic, diagnostic, and integrative framework of societal social acceptability evaluation dimensions within 
transition governance can be used diagnostically to examine past and current transition governance efforts, and it can support the 
design of ongoing and future transitions. The framework should not be used as a panacea (Ostrom, 2007). The variables presented 
provide anchoring points for examinations of societal social acceptability evaluations of a transition. These can then provide detailed 
insights for the specific context under consideration. It is likely that for each specific transition in a particular context there will be 
additional components and variables that play a role in societal social acceptability evaluations, but the here presented framework 
offers a starting point. The propositions, on the other hand, can be treated as general instrumental guidelines on how to structure and 
organise transition governance to increase the likelihood that transition efforts will be regarded as socially acceptable.

The framework and propositions contribute to existing literature by reducing fragmentation, taking account of the normative, 
disruptive, and political nature of sustainability transitions, providing deeper insights into dynamics between transitions and public 
opinion, and by showing how governance plays a role in influencing societal social acceptability evaluations. It adds to the dominant 
approaches in the literature by placing societal social acceptability evaluations front and centre without adding in a predefined, 
normative, stance. The propositions contribute to insights on governance as presented in literature related to adaptive governance 
(Allen, Malekpour and Mintrom, 2023; Chaffin, Gosnell and Cosens, 2014; Sharma-Wallace, Velarde and Wreford, 2018), reflexive 
governance (Feindt and Weiland, 2018; Hendriks and Grin, 2007; Pickering, 2019; Voss and Bornemann, 2011; Voss and Kemp, 2006), 
and collaborative governance (Ansell and Gash, 2008; Emerson, Nabatchi and Balogh, 2012) by connecting these insights with each 
other, linking them to social acceptability evaluations, and showing how they apply to sustainability transitions in particular.

It was beyond the scope of this study to explore how stakeholders (can) make strategic use of (the lack of) social acceptance for their 
own gains and to stall transition efforts, and indeed, how the overall emphasis on the need for social acceptance of transition efforts 
itself could become a political pawn in the transition debate. This political and contested nature of social acceptance itself, as well as 
the ways in which dynamic social acceptability evaluations can be strategically shaped or even manipulated through power relations, 
political contestation, and competing transition imaginaries needs further attention. Future research can enrich the here presented 
work with such a focus. Future research to further develop the framework could also focus on the role of timescales, the social (in) 
acceptability of taking certain decisions or actions versus not taking them, and questions around trade-offs and either-or decisions. 
More research is also needed to provide more detail on the social acceptance of specific, detailed transition policies. As the framework 
currently only takes account of social acceptability evaluations of the specific society at which a transition is aimed, even though a 
transition may have implications for others beyond that society (Tschersich and Kok, 2022), another area for future research could be 
centred around the question of how to incorporate social acceptability evaluations from outside of the society within which a transition 
takes place. Examining this could broaden the geographical scope of the disruptive, normative, and political dynamics that can be 
considered.

6. Conclusion

The here presented heuristic, diagnostic, and integrative framework of societal social acceptability evaluation dimensions within 
transition governance and propositions for governance can help policy makers govern transitions in a way that increases their social 
acceptance without watering down transition objectives, by instead focusing on the extrinsic social construction processes through 
which the social acceptance of sustainability transition efforts is negotiated, and they can support researchers in examining links 
between transition governance and social acceptability evaluations. As such, it is not the aim of the framework to superficially manage 
resistance to predetermined transition goals, solely changing social acceptance on a surface level. Rather, it is presented as a tool to 
untangle and getting to grips with underlying dimensions that contribute to social acceptability evaluations, genuinely engaging with 
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the concerns, perceptions, and normative moral and ethical positioning of those who are affected by transition efforts. Paying more 
attention to stakeholders’ differing moral starting points and value prioritisations within their social acceptability evaluations can 
enrichening and deepen the democratic debate and increase understanding for diverse positions. Only then can efforts to increase the 
social acceptance of sustainability transitions become a truly democratic participatory endeavour. The framework can support policy 
makers to find a balance between the existential need for sustainability transitions and the moral foundation of democratic societies to 
giving due consideration to societal perceptions, differing value prioritisations, and the potential negative impacts of the disrup
tiveness of transition efforts. Whilst there exists no panacea that can ensure that sustainability transitions are regarded as socially 
acceptable by all, following the propositions for governance and engaging with the here presented framework can form a starting point 
to increase the likelihood that they will be evaluated as such by more people.
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