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Abstract 

This master’s thesis focuses on the environmental movement’s visions and strategies for a 
sustainable economic system. In recent years, the environmental movement has focused 
increasingly on climate change. As the link between economic status quo and climate 
change becomes more evident, the environmental movement faces a new challenge in 
addressing this issue. This paper presents a critical examination and theoretical discussion 
of the environmental movement’s approach to institutional change of the economic system, 
by asking how the organisations envision a sustainable economic system, and what their 
chosen strategies to pursue this goal are. It further uses theories of institutional change and 
institutional entrepreneurship, and social movement theory, as tools for explaining the 
environmental movement’s relationship to issues of economic change. These perspectives 
are complemented by Social Justification Theory as a mean for explaining the inherent 
contentions and impediments for actors seeking institutional change. Empirically, the 
analysis and discussion is based primarily on data collected from 12 semi-structured 
interviews with representatives from four of the world’s largest and most influential 
environmental organisations, WWF, Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth and 350.org. The 
empirical part of this study was conducted between April and August 2016.  

On the basis of the analysis, the thesis reveals a significant gap between ambitions and 
actual visions and strategies for economic change of the targeted organisations. The thesis 
also concludes that social movements do not just differ in terms of strategies as defined by 
theory, and identifies several other organisational elements that can aid the understanding of 
this internal heterogeneity. Four key reasons for the lack of organisational visions and 
strategies related to economic change were identified: lack of competence and legitimacy; 
organisational legacy; dependency on the status quo, and; need for measurable results and 
wins. The thesis also identified four key factors that are needed to move forward on these 
issues: movement building; cross-sector cooperation; concrete alternatives and solutions to 
advocate, and; promote innovation and institutional entrepreneurship. The potential and 
contribution of this thesis lies in the addition of explanatory dimensions and factors to 
explain the internal heterogeneity of social movements. With regards to theories of 
institutional change, the inclusion of social justification theory constitutes a theoretical 
contribution to the understanding of contentions and impediments for actors seeking 
institutional change. For future research, the study of environmental organisations and other 
social movements seeking institutional change is a crucial field to gain knowledge of 
potential opportunities and obstacles for economic, societal and environmental 
development. By identifying and analysing the gap between required action and actual 
measures taken, research on institutional change and social movement theory can become 
essential tools for moving towards a more sustainable society.     
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1. Introduction  

“what we do now can have only a limited effect on the climate over the next 40 or 50 years, 
but what we do in the next 10-20 years can have a profound effect on the climate in the 

second half of this century”  
(Stern, 2007) 

The concentrations of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in the atmosphere have increased 

since 1750, leading to a rise in the global average temperature (IPCC, 2007.a). The impact of 

this global temperature rise is what we commonly know as climate change. Climate change 

has been referred to as the greatest and widest ranging market failure ever seen, and is already 

changing the social, economic and ecological conditions of life on earth. In order to prevent 

dangerous changes in the climate, scientists believe that global warming needs to be contained 

below two degrees Celsius (IPCC, 2007.b). The connection between climate change and 

economics has been the cause of scientific dispute for decades. Mark Carney, the governor of 

the Bank of England and head of the Financial Stability Board, characterized climate change 

as a systemic threat to the global economy (Lederer, 2016). Historically, growth in GHG 

emissions has been driven by economic development (Stern, 2007). However, there is no 

scientific consensus regarding whether a solution to the climate crisis is feasible within the 

framework of our current economic system. What we do know is that the intimate linkage 

between global warming and economic vitality implicates almost every aspect of a nation-

state's economy. 

The global environmental movement is a collective term for the diverse social, scientific and 

political movement addressing environmental issues. Environmentalists advocate sustainable 

development and stewardship of the environment by the use of diverse methods. The 

environmental movement is represented by a range of organisations – from large international 

organisations to local grassroots groups. Defined in wider terms, the movement also includes 

private citizens, professionals, religious communities, politicians and scientists. As a result of 

this diverse membership, the movement is not always united in its goals and organisational 

values, beliefs and objectives may vary a great deal. In recent years, the environmental 

movement has focused increasingly on climate change as one of the top issues. Combined 

with the urgency of the issue and potential extent of impacts if no progress is made, climate 

change places significant burdens on the established global institutions that have developed 



 2 

over the last century; institutions that are facing serious critique from the environmental 

movement for having been unable to effectively reshape themselves and move fast enough to 

deal with this unique challenge. Furthermore, as the link between economic status quo and 

climate change becomes more evident, the environmental movement faces a new challenge in 

addressing this issue.   

Recent work in transition economics, economic history, economic development and 

institutional theory has underlined the importance and complexity of institutional change, and 

led to some significant advances in our understanding of the topic. However, the relevant 

literature on institutional change is vast and diffuse. A profusion of terminology, much of 

which is defined and used in different ways by different authors, makes institutional change a 

difficult field to study. There is currently no common understanding on how to conceptualize 

either institutions themselves or the process of institutional change. As a contribution to this 

field of research, this thesis will investigate the topic of institutional change through the lens 

of the environmental movement’s visions and strategies for economic change. Theories from 

social movement research will be combined with theories of institutional change to 

investigate four global environmental organisations, WWF, Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth 

and 350.org, and understand the new era of institutional change for the purpose of achieving 

sustainability. Moving beyond the scope of traditional research on institutional change and 

social movements, social justification theory will also be introduced as a tool for analysing 

the inherent impediments for actors seeking institutional change. The environmental 

movement and the issue of economic change will be investigated as a real life case of social 

movements working on institutional change primarily by the method of semi-structured 

interviews. Thus, this thesis will examine both institutional change as a practical element in 

the work of social movements, and the theoretical dimensions of potential opportunities and 

obstacles to achieve institutional change.  

1.1 Research questions and delimitations 

The overall purpose of this thesis is to critically explore and assess the economic visions and 

strategies of environmental organisations, thereby contributing to the study of this 

contemporary theoretical and empirical phenomenon and to the literature of institutional 

change and social movement theory more generally. The collected primary and secondary 
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data from the targeted organisations will be coded and analysed by the tools provided in the 

theoretical concepts of the literature review. In a comparative analysis of this information, the 

following questions will be answered;   
1. How do the organisations envision a sustainable economic system?  

2. What are their chosen strategies to pursue this goal?  

To answer these questions, a number of sub-questions are needed to uncover and evaluate the 

process of developing these visions and the underlying ideological discussions and 

fragmentations within the organisations that have led to these results. At the same time, these 

sub-questions provide a structure for answering the main research questions. The sub-

questions ask the following: 

a) On what dimensions do the visions and strategies of the targeted organisations differ?  
b) What factors could explain these variations?  
c) To what extent do current visions represent original ideas from the organisation?  

In the answers provided by these questions, a new perspective on institutional change and 

social movement theory will be provided. The intersectional approach of analysing the 

specific case of the environmental movement’s work on economic change by the use of 

theories of institutional change and social movement theory will render a new understanding 

on the practical application of both theories. Furthermore, the issue of climate change and the 

link between climate change and economics is increasingly relevant for researchers to 

explore. By identifying and analysing the gap between required economic action provided by 

research on climate change and actual measures taken, research on institutional change and 

social movement theory can become an essential tool for moving towards a more sustainable 

society.     

1.2 Thesis structure  

The present section has presented a motivation for the research topic and delimitation of the 

following research. The following section provides an introduction to the main theories and 

concepts that will be explored. This will be done through a literature review focusing on 

institutional theory and social movement theory to provide a theoretical framing for the 

coming analysis. The third section will discuss the role of environmental organisations as 

political actors, and present the organisations targeted in this research. Section four will 

review the link between sustainability, economics and the environmental movement to 
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provide a historical overview and research context for the environmental movement’s 

involvement in institutional change of the economic system. Section five will serve as 

justification for the choice of methodology, and briefly present the philosophical perspective 

guiding this choice as well as the research approach employed. The succeeding section builds 

on the theoretical framing and secondary data collection and will present an analysis of the 

primary data collected from the targeted organisations. The concluding section will attempt to 

provide an answer for the research question and present a discussion of research limitations 

and perspectives for future research.    

 

2. Theoretical foundation  
According to researchers Rick Delbridge and Tim Edwards, one of the major pitfalls of 

institutional scholars is the consistent prioritizing of structure over agency (Delbridge & 

Edwards, 2013). The dominant approach to institutional analysis has been a “downward” 

view of action, where agency is treated as a second-order concept. As a contribution to the 

emerging field of actor oriented studies, the following analysis will focus on agency and the 

actors behind institutional change. Actor-oriented research within institutional theory has 

traditionally meant single-case, longitudinal studies of individual actors, organisations or 

movements. The focus of attention is often centred on results (usually defined in political 

terms as policy creation) rather than the actual processes of change. In the modern era of 

institutional change more emphasis is needed on the non-governmental areas of contestation 

and change processes that go beyond the scope of individual actors and policy creation. 

Therefor, the following essay will focus on the long-term visions of institutional change and 

the chosen strategies for three environmental organisations to change the economic system. 

To this end, the literature review will first explore the theoretical background of institutional 

change. Then, I will provide an overlook of social movement theories to explain the need for 

research on market-oriented institutional change, and provide tools for a later analysis of the 

targeted organisations different pathways to initiate change and their chosen strategies to 

pursue their goals. Finally the literature review will present an entrepreneurial perspective of 

institutional change, which provides the rational for focusing on several cases in the 

forthcoming analysis.  



 5 

2.1 Institutional Change  

In line with the pivotal work of Meyer and Rowan (1977) neo-institutional theory defines 

institutions as established, socially constructed programs or systems of rules that function as 

constraining environments. Institutional change and human agency have historically received 

limited space in the field of institutional research. In 1991, Freidland and Alford described 

society as an inter-institutional system, where human agency is created in the context of 

“individuals competing and negotiating, organizations in conflict and coordination, and 

institutions in contradiction and interdependence” (Friedland & Alford, 1991, pp. 240– 241). 

As remarked by Dimaggio and Powell (1991), the implicit conception of practical action in 

neo-institutional theory highlights the professedly unreflective conception of human conduct, 

where actors and interests are characterized as themselves created by institutions. As a result, 

the neo-institutional approach to institutional change privileges reproduction over 

transformation, effectively reducing agency to enactment. The macro-social theories of 

institutional change have a tendency of overlooking the influence of micro processes in the 

form of strategies, projects and mobilizing efforts from concrete actors, organisations and 

social movements. Much of the existing literature on institutional change presupposes the 

neo-institutional order where micro processes are seen as mere conduits of systemic 

imperatives or institutionalized environments, and where action is theoretically equated with 

enactment. A common view among more deterministic scholars is that institutions are “sticky, 

resistant to change, and generally only change in “path-dependent” ways” (Campbell 

2010:90). Path-dependency, as described by Campbell, is a process where contingent past 

decisions or events limit and to a large extent determine the range of options available to 

actors in the future. The theory of institutional path-dependency has been criticised for its 

over-emphasis on historical determinism. Institutional continuity is a dynamic process of 

reproduction and adaptation, which is overlooked in a more static view on institutions. 

Furthermore, institutional change cannot be understood by only analysing the mechanisms 

that block change – an analytical approach which Campbell referrers to as logical trap (2007). 

Campbell recognizes the limitations of the path-dependency perspective, which primarily 

focuses on the factors that steer incremental change and pays little attention to what might 

create fundamental institutional change, also called “critical junctures”. These critical 

junctures may be caused by either exogenous shocks or a combination of internal and external 

factors (such as for example when environmental thresholds or “tipping points” are reached). 
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However, critical juncture research focuses on institutional change as a consequence of 

exogenous shocks and generally does not recognize fundamental change resulting from 

internal inconsistencies and conflict of an institutional arrangement (Schneiberg 1999).  

Streeck and Thelen (2005) and Mahoney and Thelen (2010) categorize institutional change as 

displacement, layering, drift and conversion. Displacement describes the process when 

existing rules, norms etc. are entirely replaced, whereas layering is defined as the introduction 

of new rules and norms alongside existing ones. Drift is defined as when institutions do not 

initiate changes and formally stays the same, but the changes in their context alters their 

influence and impact. Finally, conversion describes the process when institutions remain 

unchanged, but actors actively reinterpret or redeploy them to have a new meaning and 

impact.  

It is useful to separate the result of change and the process of change. Many studies have dealt 

with the prior concept, analysing the indirect and primarily direct effects of institutional 

change. This essay will focus on the process of change, with the aim of providing a deeper 

understanding of the actors and visions driving these processes. As a theoretical base, the 

following analysis will focus on the concepts of institutional entrepreneurship and social 

movement theory. The chosen theories are aligned with the purpose of developing a 

methodological framework for analysing the visions and strategies of the environmental 

organisations under investigation.      

The rationale for focusing on social movements is that the key focus lies not on the 

organisation in question, but on the broader environmental movement to which these 

organisations are connected.  Greenpeace, WWF and 350.org are not social movements, but 

have been chosen as representatives of different parts of the social environmental movement.  

The study of social movement has historically focused on the question of why people join 

these movements. Social science scholars have dug deep into theories of collective behaviour, 

relative deprivation and rational choice theory seeking an explanation. Recently a new wave 

of research has begun to analyse the cultural aspects of social movement participation, 

identity formation and the post-material politics of contemporary movements. As this essay 

will focus on the visionary and strategic elements of social movements within the 

environmental sector, the questions of why and how individuals engage in movements will be 

left for other researchers to explore.  
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2.2 Social movement theory 

McAdam et al. define social movements as manifestation of change-oriented contestation by 

groups that are not content with the status quo and oppose the unequal distribution of power 

in society and institutions (1996, p. 21). In contrast to other forms of political expression, 

social movements use strategies of “repeated public displays” (Tilly 1999, p. 257) against 

elite power holders.  

In economic-sociology, many researchers are now turning their eyes to social movements and 

other change-makers in an attempt to understand the contentiousness of markets. Encouraged 

by the success of social movement theory in political sociology, more and more political 

economists are incorporating a sociological perspective in the analysis of sources of agency 

and identity mobilization in change processes of markets. As illustrated by economic 

sociologists and others, social factors and collective mobilization are imperative in the 

creation and diffusion of markets and economic institutions. (Scott et al. 2000) Adding to this 

research a “new organizational synthesis” has emerged, which goes beyond the study of 

movements as movement organizations, focusing instead on how social movements shape 

organisations and markets, and vice versa. This new synthesis shifts the explanatory focus 

“from isomorphism and diffusion to contestation and the production of multiple logics within 

fields”, thus reintroducing agency and politics to the field of institutional analysis (Schneiberg 

et al, 2008). 

The field of social movement research has traditionally focused on opposition to states and 

government regulation (McAdam et al. 2001). However, globalization and the dominance of 

neoliberal ideology have shifted the power structures of markets in favour of private entities. 

As remarked by Seidman (2007, p. 26) “[g]lobal competition seems to ‘thin’ the national 

state, limiting states’ ability to tax corporate profits, regulate corporate behaviour, or protect 

workers from unfair labour practices.” As regulatory oversight becomes more globalized the 

political concerns related to markets and corporations expand beyond the influence and 

control of national regulation (Drezner 2007). Therefor, many social movements have shifted 

their focus to businesses and international institutions (Smith 2001). Another reason for this 

development is that many movement’s goals are “tangential to government regulation”, (King 

& Pearce, 2010) as social movements often oppose specific values, beliefs or identities. Much 

of the recent research on social movements still recognizes the link between governments and 
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markets, but focuses on movements direct interventions in markets.  

The American sociologist Tim Bartley defines markets as locations of “negotiated settlements 

and institution-building projects that arise out of conflicts” (Bartley 2007, p. 299). Market 

behaviour is thus shaped by continuous political competition for control of institutional 

structures. Regardless, or perhaps in spite, of this contestation markets and market behaviour 

remains relatively stable over time. This persistence can be partly explained by the fact that 

markets are dominated by influential incumbents that benefit from the status quo (Fligstein 

1996). Furthermore, markets are built on cultural anchors (categories and institutional logics) 

that legitimate and sustain current arrangements (Friedland & Alford 1991). Institutional 

change therefor often entails changing both the power relations and cultural infrastructure of a 

given field or market.  

King and Pearce (2010) identify three prominent pathways for social movements to initiate 

change; Challenging corporations directly, creating transnational systems of private 

regulation, and creating market alternatives through institutional entrepreneurship. When 

analysing the different types strategies employed by social movements, the forthcoming 

analysis will differ between strategies within organizations and extrainstitutional strategies. 

Within organizations, actors face severe resistance from internal actors when opposing current 

arrangements. This resistance is manifested in both direct and indirect threats to employment 

and legitimacy for opponents of the status quo within the organization. Therefor, strategies for 

initiating change within organizations often rely on conflict-reducing mechanisms. 

Techniques such as framing issues in accordance with existing market logics and using social 

comparison with similar organisations effectively reduce the contentiousness of opposition 

(Lounsbury 2001). An important feature in many strategies for institutional change within 

organizations is the use of elite allies. These allies help movements build legitimacy and 

render important insights into the local bureaucratic structure (Binder 2002). For movements 

that lack allies, there are some legitimate channels such as shareholder-resolutions that may 

be used to publically demonstrate concerns and opposition (e.g., Rao & Sivakumar 1999). 

However, these channels provide limited access and are often most responsive to elites or 

institutional investors.  

Protests, boycotts and other confrontational tactics are commonly used in extrainstitutional 

strategies. These tactics are arguably useful when movements do not have control over “the 
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means of producing wealth” and/or lack insider influence and opportunities to voice their 

concerns within organizations (Piven & Cloward 1977, p. 1). Extrainstitutional tactics 

generate influence by persuasion and disruption. Persuasion is used to “communicate a 

movement’s message to a broad audience, make claims that politicize and vilify a practice, 

and convince third parties of the need for immediate change” (King & Pearce, 2010). To 

activate other groups to enter the conflict and build support for the cause, social movements 

often rely on media channels. Media coverage of protests and boycotts can raise awareness of 

the negative impacts to which the activists hope to point out, and damage the public image of 

the target through “naming and shaming” (Ibid.). By damaging the targets reputation, 

extrainstitutional strategies such as protests and boycotts can render significant extra costs for 

the target, and impede it’s operating ability (Luders 2006). Previous studies have shown that 

boycotts that render national media attention have a 25 percent rate of success in influencing 

the targeted company in the desired direction. (Friedman 1985). This relatively high success 

rate is somewhat surprising, as prior research has shown that boycotts do not have a strong 

impact consumer preferences nor do they have a significant impact on sales revenue (ex. 

Miller & Sturdivant 1977). Despite having limited disruptive effect, the success rate of 

boycotts may be partially explained by the significant impact on brand reputations. Another 

tactic employed to change market conditions is the creation of private regulatory bodies. 

Research shows that private regulation seems most effective when the link between social 

responsibility and financial performance is made clear to the targeted corporations (Etzion & 

Ferraro, 2010). In their study of the Global Reporting Initiative, an NGO created to develop 

guidelines for economic-, environmental-, and social performance reporting, Etzion and 

Ferraro showed that the organisation gained legitimacy by analogizing sustainability reporting 

to financial reporting (Ibid.).  

Another important feature of social movements is their ability to mobilize external actors. 

Swaminathan and Wade (2001) argue that social movement underlie the creation and 

transformation of markets mainly by providing tools and resources to [institutional] 

entrepreneurs. In their research, the authors present four ways in which movements contribute 

to entrepreneurs, namely; Helping entrepreneurs’ mobilize resources; Building infrastructure; 

Providing collection action frames and identities, and; Creating alternative organizational 

models (Swaminathan & Wade, 2001). Accordingly, social movements have both direct 

effects (providing resources) and indirect effects (shaping the normative and cultural context) 
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on the creation and transformation of markets. There are several examples of successful 

institutional change of markets.  

Empirical evidence has shown that the contentiousness of markets can encourage innovation 

and change perceptions of what is considered as acceptable market practices, thus effectively 

increasing market dynamism (Rao 2009). For instance, social movements have played a 

pivotal role in encouraging business to create corporate social responsibility programs (Soule 

2009); and successfully impeded the production of genetically modified foods (Schurman & 

Munro 2009). Collective action in the form of social movements activates the political aspects 

of consumption, investment and other market transactions and thus acts as political catalysts. 

These catalysts often represent a conflict between those in power and an opposing, powerless 

group. As new market practices become legitimated, they lose their contentiousness (as seen 

with for example corporate social responsibility programs). However, it is the initial conflict 

that enables a questioning of the status quo, which over time can set a wave of change in 

motion. 

Social movement analysis has previously been mostly theoretical, or reliant on one or a few 

case studies. According to Schneiberg et al, we thus have a deficient academic understanding 

of causal relationships. This includes a lack of understanding of whether movements “affect 

organizations directly, by pressuring organizations, serving as carriers of new forms, or 

organizing challengers; indirectly, by creating political and institutional climates favourable 

to challengers or new forms; or conditionally, depending on the political or institutional 

context” (Schneiberg et al., 2008). As with institutional entrepreneurship, social movements 

are affected and shaped by the context in which they operate. Prior work suggests that the 

potential degree of influence of movements is dependent on the opportunity structures 

(McAdam1996; Tarrow 1998), institutional mediation (Amenta et al. 1992), and dynamics of 

contention, which collectively shape the political and institutional context in which 

movements mobilize and operate. Scholars of social movements have found that certain 

issues and policies may be very difficult for movements to influence, including policies (a) 

closely tied to the national cleavage structure, (b) for which high levels of political or material 

resources are at stake, (c) regarding military matters, or (d) on which public opinion is very 

strong (Amenta et al, 2010). However, research suggests that even “defeated” movements can 

create sustaining effects on markets. Empirical proof of this hypothesis can be found in the 

work of Haveman et al. and (2007) which serves to illustrate the legacies of social movements 
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in the proliferation of new institutional logics, categories, or organizational systems. Scholars 

often overlook these indirect effects of social movements, as they are difficult to quantify and 

analyse. As a contribution to this body of research, the forthcoming essay will provide an 

analysis of the desired direct effects and short-term strategies as well as the visions and long-

term strategies of the targeted environmental organisations.  

2.3 Institutional Entrepreneurship  

The notion of institutional entrepreneurs was coined by DiMaggio in 1988, and defined as 

actors who initiate changes targeted at creating new institutions, or transforming existing ones 

(DiMaggio, 1988). Modern scholars have added the criterion of active participation in the 

implementation of these changes, and rationalized that the organizations and individuals that 

meet these criteria should be considered institutional entrepreneurs ”independent of whether 

the initial intent was to change the institutional environment and whether the changes were 

successfully implemented” (Battilana et al, 2009). 

Institutional entrepreneurship was introduced to the field of institutional analysis in an attempt 

to provide further analytical tools for the explanation of how actors contribute to changing 

institutions despite the apparent power of inertia favouring the status quo. Actor agency 

played an important role in early institutional analysis (Selznick, 1949), but was later 

overlooked in favour of focus on exogenous shocks and factors generating institutional 

change. The notion of institutional entrepreneurship effectively led to a re-introduction of 

actor agency and endogenous explanations to the field of institutional change.  

One remaining obstacle to the inclusion of actor agency in institutional theory is the ”paradox 

of embedded agency”, as explained by Holm (1995) and Seo and Creed (2002). The paradox 

refers to the tension between institutional determinism and agency. Proponents of the 

deterministic perspective view norms and collective beliefs as institutionally determined. 

Arguably institutional entrepreneurship ignores the foundations of institutional pressures on 

which institutional theory was originally built. Nevertheless, researchers argue that 

institutional entrepreneurship provides one of the most promising arenas for developments of 

institutional theory (Phillips et al. 2004). As a recent addition to the literature on institutional 

entrepreneurship, scholars have begun to develop theories of collective institutional 

entrepreneurship (CIE). CIE is defined as “the process of overcoming collective inaction and 
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achieving sustained collaboration among numerous dispersed actors to create new institutions 

or transform existing ones” (Wijen & Ansari, 2007). The concept can be seen as a mixture 

between traditional institutional entrepreneurship theory and social movement theory. This 

new body of literature emphasises the need to include intermediate agency structures to create 

a fuller understanding of institutional change.  

Due to the embedded agency and the collective action problems related to institutional 

entrepreneurship and CIE, these actors constantly seek internal and external sources of power. 

The former relates to behaviour and social repertoires and is achieved through “motivating 

actors to look beyond short-term interests and develop collaborative rules and routines within 

the emerging network” (Bockhaven et al., 2015). External power concerns outcomes and 

structures, and is sought through “innovation that disrupts the cognitive, normative and 

regulative schemata of the field in which their movement is embedded” (Ibid.). Two key 

categories of enabling conditions for institutional entrepreneurs are field characteristics and 

actors’ social position. In identifying and analysing field conditions, researchers have mainly 

focused on levels of institutionalization and fragmentation. A lower level of 

institutionalization is theoretically linked to higher levels of uncertainty in the institutional 

order, which may provide agents with a window of opportunity for strategic action  

(DiMaggio, 1988; Phillips et al., 2000). In regards to fragmentation, previous studies have 

shown that a high degree of heterogeneity may be preferable for institutional entrepreneurs. 

Findings suggest that these actors are more likely to emerge and act in the intersection 

between fields. Also, when exposed to contradictory institutional arrangements actors are less 

likely to leave existing arrangements unquestioned, and more likely to diverge from them. 

The social position of actors affects both their field perception (Bourdieu, 1977) and their 

access to tools and resources required to engage in institutional change. This category is 

highly linked to the previous, and it is impossible to determine the potential agency of an 

actor (regardless of whether this actor is at the centre or periphery of a field) without also 

taking the field’s degree of heterogeneity and institutionalization into consideration. However, 

more comparative research is needed to examine and understand the nature of this 

relationship.  
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2.4 Complimentary theoretical perspectives 

This thesis will recognize both the reproductive and reconstructive dimensions of social 

action by including theories of institutional entrepreneurship and social movement theory in 

an attempt to complement existing neo-institutional research on institutional change. A 

comprehensive theory of change must depict master trends as well as delimited phases of 

change, which requires explanatory theories and schemes that account for these trends and 

phases by reference to both environmental circumstances beyond individual control and 

complementary, in-depth analysis of the innovating actors, organisations and social 

movements that actively contribute to a transformation of the institutional order. The theories 

of institutional entrepreneurship and social movement theory will be used to explain the 

emergence of the global environmental movement and the development of organisational 

visions and strategies challenging the economic status quo. However, contemporary research 

on institutional entrepreneurs and social movements often fails to consider the related 

difficulties of sustaining a social movement that challenges the status quo.  

As a contribution to this field of research, the present thesis will introduce system justification 

theory (SJT) as a complementary perspective to shed light on the cognitive mechanisms that 

could explain why some social movements become less radical and challenging to the status 

quo. A multi-theoretical approach to institutional change, including perspectives of 

institutional entrepreneurship, social movement theory and social justification theory, will 

provide a deeper understanding of the underlying factors influencing the rise and potential fall 

or regression of organisational visions and strategies within the environmental movement. 

The theoretical combination will also help explain the attitudes and interests of actors and 

stakeholders within the environmental movement who are benefitting from the economic 

status quo, and why these actors would likely want to maintain its longevity.  

System justification theory was originally developed as an analytical tool to investigate why 

actions against authority are so rare (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). STJ assumes that actors 

within society are motivated to rationalise and justify the status quo to strengthen the overall 

perception that existing social, political and economic arrangements are fair and legitimate 

(Jost & Hunyady, 2005).  

In terms of applicability, system-justifying beliefs have been empirically shown to better 

predict collective inaction as compared to the normal variables studied by collective action 
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researchers (such as injustice/grievance, group efficacy, group identification) (Stroebe, 2013). 

These system-justifying beliefs are observable at an implicit, non-conscious awareness level, 

creating an implicit motive for actors within a system to justify and sustain it (Carter, 

Ferguson, & Hassin, 2011). The theoretical framework of SJT is based on socio-structural 

effects on human behaviour, and focuses on perceptions of legitimacy and stability. These 

factors are used as an explanatory basis for understanding why disadvantaged, low status 

groups may perceive a system as legitimate and favour its persistence, even when the 

premises of the system conflicts with the interest of the group (Jost et al., 2004). A growing 

body of evidence has shown that actors from both advantaged and disadvantaged groups tend 

to internalise rather than reject existing hierarchical structures in institutions and society at 

large, despite these structures favouring the advantaged over the disadvantaged on implicit 

measures (Jost & van der Toorn, 2012).  

Relevant to this essay, studies in the US, UK and Greece (Jost et al., 2012) have revealed a 

positive correlation between decreased system or political system justification and the 

likelihood of participation in disruptive and non-disruptive forms of collective action. Also, 

research from Feygina, Jost, and Goldsmith (2010) has shown that high-system justifiers were 

more likely to align their behaviour with sustainable initiatives when potential changes were 

framed as ‘system-sanctioned’ (i.e. as patriotic and consistent with sustaining the status quo 

social system).  

The perspective of STJ will be used in this essay as a tool to explain and understand the 

internal and external impediments of working with issues of systemic critique within the 

environmental movement. As a theoretical contribution of this essay, the analysis of the 

targeted organisations aims to move beyond the scope of traditional social movement research 

and also aim at uncovering the reasons why the targeted organisations are experiencing 

difficulties in developing concrete visions and strategies for economic change. In this process, 

STJ will provide a crucial perspective.  

We still know very little about the organisational processes of developing visions and 

strategies targeting institutional change, and how these organisations deal with different 

fragmentations that might arise in the process. This knowledge is especially relevant to the 

study of value-driven organisations (such as environmental organisations) where performance 

is dependent on voluntary efforts and members are driven by a common objective to change 
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some element of society. Examples of such organisations might be social justice 

organisations, grassroots movements, NGO’s, foundations, to name but a few. By including 

the theoretical perspective of SJT, the analysis of environmental organisations’ visions and 

strategies for institutional change of the economic system will go beyond the scope of 

traditional research within institutional theory, and provide necessary tools for the 

examination of the implicit beliefs and perceptions that form the basis of these organisations 

and organisational processes. Furthermore, as institutional theory is a widely diverse field 

including individual, organisational and community processes, multi-level studies could 

provide an important tool to better understand situations where institutional change cannot be 

attributed to one person or organisation, but rather stems from divergent actions from 

numerous coordinated or uncoordinated actors. The need for comparative studies that go 

beyond the scope of single, in-depth, longitudinal case studies that has previously dominated 

the field is one of the key motivations for focusing on several organisations in the 

forthcoming analysis. 

3. Research context 
To uncover and analyse the targeted organisations’ approaches to institutional change of the 

economic system one must first consider the context of within which this relationship has 

occurred. Thus, this section will provide an overview of the historical context and link 

between sustainability, climate change, economics and the global environmental movement.   

3.1 Climate change and sustainability 

In 1992, 172 of the world’s governments came together at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro 

to discuss the future of our planet. The international environmental treaty that was negotiated 

during the conference marked the beginning of global negotiations on climate issues. The 

treaty was named the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 

and was created with the objective to stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations in the 

atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the 

climate system (UN, 1992). Since 1995, the parties of the convention have met annually in 

Conferences of the Parties (COP) to negotiate the way forward on climate policies. At the 
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COP of 1997 the Kyoto Protocol, the United Nations first legally binding climate treaty, was 

adopted. The Protocol’s first commitment period started in 2008 and ended in 2012. During 

the COP of 2012 the Doha Amendment to the protocol was adopted, and a second 

commitment period was agreed to begin in 2013 and last until 2020. In 2015 all parties to the 

convention adopted by consensus the Paris Agreement, which is set to follow the second 

period of the Kyoto Protocol. The Paris Agreement is aimed at limiting global warming to 

less than two degrees Celsius, with the addition of pursuing efforts to limit the rise to 1.5 

degrees Celsius (in accordance with new scientific recommendations). The agreement is to be 

signed in 2016 and will enter into force upon ratification by 55 countries, representing over 55 

percent of global greenhouse gas emissions  (UNFCCC, 2016.a).  

The UNFCCC is the world’s largest institution dedicated to issues of climate change. 

However, several critics argue that the negotiations of the UNFCCC have less to do with the 

climate, and more to do with economics. The US Climate Change envoy Todd Stern 

expressed the challenges of the UNFCCC process in the following way during a speech given 

at his alma mater; “Climate change is not a conventional environmental issue...It implicates 

virtually every aspect of a state's economy, so it makes countries nervous about growth and 

development. This is an economic issue every bit as it is an environmental one” (U.S 

Department of State, 2012). The UNFCCC has also been criticised for being an inefficient 

system for enacting international policy. The framework system includes over 190 countries 

(currently 197 (UNFCCC, 2016.b)) and as negotiations are governed by consensus, small 

groups of countries are able to block policy decisions and stall progress.  

The world economy is heavily reliant on energy sources and manufacturing techniques that 

release greenhouse gases at almost every stage of production, transportation, storage, delivery 

and disposal. According to estimates from the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change the world can only burn around 1 000 gigatons of carbon to remain a 

reasonable chance of containing global warming below two degrees Celcius (IPCC, 2014).  

This number is referred to as the world’s ”carbon budget”. However, according to recent 

estimates, the world is sitting on 2 800 gigatons of proven reserves—at least three times the 

available carbon budget. Scientific projections of emission scenarios are wide-ranging, given 

uncertainty about the rates at which productivity will grow, energy intensity will improve, and 

emerging and developing economies will converge toward the living standards of advanced 
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economies. Even studies based on the widely used Special Report on Emissions Scenarios 

(SRES) developed by the IPCC show significant variations in projected emission growth. 

However, the results from IPCC’s research are clear; without changes in policy, GHG 

emissions are projected to accelerate (IPCC, 2014). A number of factors make climate change 

a difficult problem from both political and economic perspectives. Climate change is a long-

term, intergenerational problem, where associated benefits and costs are distributed unequally 

both within and across countries. Furthermore, decisions on climate policies need to be made 

with incomplete information and scientific and public opinions on the topic often diverge 

(Stern, 2007).  

Climate change is perhaps the best-known and most urgent environmental issue. However, 

there are many more issues and aspects of the environmental problems that the world 

currently faces. The concept of sustainability has become a popular term in political, 

economic and environmental circles. There is no current consensus regarding the definition of 

sustainability. However, most definitions include the three pillars of sustainability – namely 

social sustainability, environmental sustainability and economic sustainability. The complete 

solution to a sustainability problem must arguably include sustainability of all three pillars. 

Economic sustainability is defined by the Business Directory as “The use of various strategies 

for employing existing resources optimally so that that a responsible and beneficial balance 

can be achieved over the longer term. Within a business context, economic sustainability 

involves using the assorted assets of the company efficiently to allow it to continue 

functioning profitably over time” (Business Dictionary, 2016). In 1997 the World 

Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), commonly known as the 

Brundtland Commission, released a report that officially coined and defined the meaning of 

sustainable development. In Our Common Future, often referred to as the Brundtland Report, 

sustainable development is defined as ”development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs". It contains 

two key concepts: the concept of "needs", in particular the essential needs of the world's poor, 

to which overriding priority should be given; and the idea of “limitations imposed by the state 

of technology and social organization on the environment's ability to meet present and future 

needs" (WCED, 1987). The Bruntland definition of sustainable development sees the 

concepts of environment and development as inseparable. Furthermore, it insists that 
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development concerns not only how poor countries can improve their situation, but what the 

entire world, including developed countries, can do to improve our common situation. The 

Bruntland definition has been adopted by scientists and politicians all over the world, but has 

rendered critique from some notable commentators who sees the Commission’s work as "self-

defeating and compromised rhetoric" (Manns, 2010). 

3.2 The science of climate change  

CO2 and other green house gases are so-called stock pollutants. In effect these gases 

continuously accumulate and persist in the atmosphere for decades or even centuries, 

continuing to affect the global climate long after they are emitted. Stabilizing emissions at the 

current level will thus not solve the problem of climate change. Major reductions in GHG 

emissions are required to prevent ever-increasing atmospheric accumulation, to a level 

consistent with the absorptive capacity of the planet. According to estimates presented in the 

2010 World Development Report, the planet’s absorptive capacity is calculated at around 20-

50 percent of current human induced carbon emissions, implying a necessary reduction of at 

least 20-80 percent of these emissions (World Bank, 2010).  

As previously mentioned, there is considerable uncertainty regarding expected global 

warming in the coming century. For this reason, the work of IPCC is mainly based on 

scenario analysis, where several possible future scenarios are considered and compared. As 

part of their fourth assessment report, the IPCC has provided a mapping of possible effects of 

climate change under different global warming scenarios. Based on this mapping, the main 

negative outcomes from global warming are: loss of land area, including beaches and 

wetlands, to sea-level rise; loss of species and forest area, including coral reefs and wetlands; 

disruption of water supplies to cities and agriculture; health damage and deaths from heat 

waves and the spread of tropical diseases; increased costs of air conditioning, and; loss of 

agricultural output due to drought. Some of the potentially beneficial outcomes include: 

increased agricultural production in cold climates; lower heating costs, and; fewer deaths 

from exposure to cold (IPCC, 2007.a). Furthermore, the IPCC predicts that the potentially 

positive effects will diminish and the negative effects intensify with increasing emissions and 

higher temperatures. Combined with research included in the Stern report (2007) the possible 

effects of climate change at different global warming scenarios are summarized in Table 1.  
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Table 1: Possible effects of climate change 

Type of 
Impact  

Eventual Temperature Rise Relative to Pre-Industrial Temperatures  
1 degree 
Celsius 

2 degrees 
Celsius 

3 degrees 
Celsius 

4 degrees 
Celsius 

5 degrees 
Celcius 

Freshwater 
Supplies  

Small glaciers in 
the Andes 
disappear, 
threatening 
water supplies 
for 50 million 
people  

Potential water 
supply decrease 
of 20-30 percent 
in some regions 
(Southern 
Africa and 
Mediterranean)  

1-4 billion 
more people 
suffer water 
shortages  

Serious 
droughts in 
Southern 
Europe every 
10 years  

Potential water 
supply decrease 
of 30-50 
percent in 
Southern 
Africa and 
Mediterranean  

Large glaciers in 
Himalayas 
possibly 
disappear, 
affecting 1⁄4 of 
China’s 
population  

Food and 
Agriculture  

Modest increase 
in yields in 
temperature 
regions  

Declines in crop 
yields in tropical 
regions (5- 10 
percent in 
Africa)  

150-550 
million more 
people at risk 
of hunger  

Yields likely 
to peak at 
higher 
latitudes  

Yields decline 
by 15-35 
percent in 
Africa 

Some entire 
regions out of 
agricultural 
production  

Increase in ocean 
acidity possibly 
reduces fish 
stocks  

Human 
Health  

At least 300,000 
die each year 
from climate- 
related diseases  

Reduction in 
winter mortality 
in high latitudes  

40-60 million 
more exposed to 
malaria in 
Africa  

Potentially 1-
3 million 
more people 
die annually 
from 
malnutrition  

Up to 80 
million more 
people exposed 
to malaria in 
Africa  

Further disease 
increase and 
substantial 
burdens on 
health care 
services  

Coastal 
Areas  

Increased 
damage from 
coastal flooding  

Up to 10 million 
more people 
exposed to 
coastal flooding  

Up to 170 
million more 
people 
exposed to 
coastal 
flooding  

Up to 300 
million more 
people exposed 
to coastal 
flooding  

Sea level rise 
threatens major 
cities such as 
New York, 
Tokyo, and 
London  

Ecosystems  At least 10 
percent of land 
species facing 
extinction  

Increased 
wildfire risk  

15-40 percent of 
species 
potentially face 
extinction  

20-50 percent 
of species 
potentially 
face 
extinction  

Possible onset 
of collapse of 
Amazon 
forest  

Loss of half of 
Arctic tundra  

Widespread 
loss of coral 
reefs  

Significant 
extinctions 
across the globe  

Source: Stern, 2007; IPCC, 2007 
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In early 2014, IPCC released a synthesis report with estimates of how much CO2 the world 

can emit while retaining the rise in global average temperatures to below 1.5, 2 or 3 degrees 

Celsius above pre-industrial levels (IPCC, 2014). In the beginning of 2011, the carbon budget 

for a 66 percent chance of keeping the temperature rise below 1.5 degrees Celsius was 400 

billion tonnes of CO2. Adding global emissions between 2011 and 2015, this budget has 

almost halved to 205 billion tonnes. According to estimates from the Carbon Brief, as of the 

beginning of 2016, five years and two months of current CO2 emissions would use up the 

entire 1.5 degrees Celsius budget (Carbon Brief, 2016). Many of the available 1.5 degrees 

celsius scenarios are based on the assumption that negative emission technologies, such as 

bioenergy with carbon capture and storage (BECCS), will be applied to help offset emissions. 

However, several voices from the scientific community and the environmental movement 

question the feasibility of large-scale application of these technologies (Ibid.).     

3.3 The economics of climate change 

In 2006 the Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change was released for the British 

Government. The Stern Review was not the first economic report on climate change, but is 

widely considered as one of the most influential and discussed reports of its kind. The main 

conclusion of the report is that the benefits associated to strong, early action on climate 

change by far outweigh the costs of inaction (Stern, 2007). According to the author, Sir 

Nicolas Stern, the overall costs of non-action on climate change would be equivalent to a loss 

of at least five percent of global gross domestic product (GDP) per year, indefinitely. 

Expanding the scenario to include a wider range of impacts and risks could increase this 

figure to 20 percent. In contrast, Stern estimates that the necessary investments to prevent the 

worst effects of climate change, in accordance with the two degrees Celcius target, would 

amount to one percent of global GDP, annually. In June 2008 this estimate was revised to two 

percent, to account for faster than expected climate change (Stern, 2008).  

In economic analysis, GHG emissions represent both an environmental externality and the 

overuse of a common property resource. Furthermore, climate change can be viewed as a 

public good issue. As the effects of climate change are likely to be severe, it is in everyone’s 

interest to lower GHG emissions for the common good. The scale of the problem implies that 

the actions of individual firms, cities or nations will be inadequate.  
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Thus, climate change is an issue that requires collaborative action on a global level (Stern, 

2007). From an economic standpoint, there are several assumptions that justify strong action 

to lower GHG emissions. However, the results of economic research vary greatly depending 

on choice of time preference, the elasticity of marginal utility, the costs of climate change, the 

nature of uncertainty and the way in which we react to this. Most economic modelling of 

climate-related issues has been done in the context of one-good, one-country models. As a 

result, several economic issues related to climate change remain unexplored. In particular, the 

impact of climate change on our natural capital has yet to be fully understood from an 

economic perspective. To reach such an understanding will require more disaggregated 

models than those that have been previously applied.  

3.4 Climate change, economics and the environmental movement 

Since its conception by founding fathers such as Adam Smith, there have always been critics 

of the conventional, marketplace approach to economics. However, the economy has been 

tremendously efficient in many respects during the current paradigm. The economic 

development during the latest century marks an exceptional phase in human history. 

Economic growth has never before been so rapid, widespread and transformational in a 100-

year period. According to traditional neoclassical economists, the dominant drivers of and 

explanations for this rapid expansion include technological development, new and improved 

forms of organisation, private enterprise and entrepreneurship, institutions to protect 

ownership rights, trade liberalisation, globalisation and fast-rising labour productivity. These 

factors made possible the extraction and exploitation of natural resources that were previously 

inaccessible, effectively speeding up economic growth, but also speeding up global warming. 

Research shows a clear correlation between economic growth and global carbon emissions 

(IPCC, 2001). Regardless which explanatory model is chosen, there is a broad agreement that 

the current climate crisis and other negative economic trends of the past few decades show 

that the present-day economy needs reforming if it is to address the great challenges now 

facing the world. However, there is strong disagreement regarding the way forward. In the 

movement for strong action on climate change there is a clear divergence between those who 

favour solutions within or outside the framework of neoclassical economics. Proponents of 

the current economic paradigm advocate a “de-coupling” of economic growth and carbon 
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emissions, whereas other voices believe that this is not possible within the conventional, 

marketplace approach.  

The environmental critique of the economic status quo led to the avocation of a range of 

potential alternatives. These include buzzwords such as blue economy, circular economy, 

collaborative economy, sustainable economy and, perhaps the most commonly known, green 

economy. There is no common consensus regarding the definition of these concepts, which 

are being advocated by both proponents and opponents of the current economic paradigm. 

Internationally, the concept of “green economy” was established when it was chosen as a 

main theme of the United Nations Conference of Sustainable Development in Rio in 2012 

(commonly referred to as “Rio+20”). In the year leading up to this conference, the United 

Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) presented their vision of a green economy. 

According to this definition, a green economy is “one that results in improved human well-

being and social equity, while significantly reducing environmental risks and ecological 

scarcities” (UNEP, 2011). 

“Green economy” is a broadly accepted and utilised term also within the global 

environmental movement. Definitions of the concept vary widely across the movement, and 

across the targeted organisations of this paper. However, a common feature in definitions of 

green economics is that they all leave room for interpretation. The vagueness and lack of 

consensus regarding these definitions and of all definitions of concepts related to sustainable 

economics have created difficulties in the coordination of economic critique from the global 

environmental movement. As most organisations hold to their own interpretations of the way 

forward for sustainable economics, there has traditionally been and remains a lack of 

coherence between different initiatives targeting the economic system. There are however 

several points where the initiatives overlap. Almost all environmental organisations agree that 

the economic status quo is unsustainable, and needs serious reforming to enable a scenario of 

below two degrees Celsius global warming. Another commonality, although not explicitly 

expressed by all organisations, is the propagation of the abandonment of economic growth as 

a superordinate goal for society.  

The status quo economic system is most often referred to as capitalism within the 

environmental movement, and the common perception is that capitalism in its current form 

has “failed us”. This anti-capitalist streak in the environmental movement saw an uptick with 
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the publishing of Naomi Klein’s This changes everything – capitalism vs. the climate in 2015. 

In her highly influential book, Klein argues that capitalism is the root cause of not only 

climate change, but of all of the various issues, concerns and struggles that we are currently 

contending with – from tar sands, to fracking, from nukes and uranium mining to biofuels, 

from oppression and incarceration to poverty, sexism, racism and a lack of basic rights. Klein 

propagates for the union of all these different social justice movements in a common cause to 

change the economic status quo, with the task being “to articulate not just an alternative set of 

policy proposals but an alternative worldview to rival the one at the heart of the ecological 

crisis—embedded in interdependence rather than hyperindividualism, reciprocity rather than 

dominance, and cooperation rather than hierarchy. /…/ Because in the hot and stormy future 

we have already made inevitable through our past emissions, an unshakable belief in the equal 

rights of all people and a capacity for deep compassion will be the only things standing 

between civilization and barbarism" (Klein, 2015 p. 462). However, as Klein also remarks in 

her book, there is currently a lack of coherence and coordination not only in the 

environmental movement but also in other movements and actors challenging the economic 

system. The critique of status quo capitalism has become more widespread, but there is no 

consensus on an alternative economic system or the way forward to change the existing one. 

As a global movement, the economic initiatives of environmental organisations are 

fragmented and often target specific projects – such as the Stop the Keystone pipeline 

campaign and the Greenpeace campaign to stop Shell from artic drilling.  

4. Methodology  
This section is aimed at outlining the qualitative data collection process by discussing the 

philosophical stance serving as point of departure in gathering data and the research approach 

employed. Furthermore, the methodology section will present the limitations of the chosen 

methods of data collection in relation to the research questions of the paper, and explain the 

relevance of utilizing a combination of primary and secondary data. The study extended over 

a six-month period from April to August 2016, during which I conducted multiple interviews 

with activists and employees from each targeted organisation. My interpretation and analysis 

of the collected material is based on my experience as an active member in the Swedish 

environmental movement since 2005 and as a journalist reporter covering the activities of the 
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global environmental movement at the five consecutive UNFCCC Conference of the parties 

leading up to the writing of this thesis.  

4.1 Methodological considerations 
 
The underlying philosophical stance of this thesis is based on the theory of critical realism. In 

line with this theory, the concepts with which we try to make sense of the world are not given, 

but rather in need of constant reflection and development. World events and political changes 

within the era of climate change and economic development are changing the foundations 

upon which our knowledge of the interface between environment, economy and society is 

built. As the meaning and scope of institutional change is in constant development, the 

contributors to this literature must be able to explore and analyse events beyond the current 

models of thinking. Therefore, the analysis will be based on an exploratory study with the aim 

of uncovering the motivations and strategies of actors that are challenging the status quo of 

institutions and our understanding of those actors.  	  

The critical realist approach incorporates the assumption that the use of different 

methodologies yields the best possible point of departure for generating knowledge. Using a 

mix of empirical sources to gather information creates a better base for acknowledging and 

trying to understand the underlying, non-observable structures of social reality. As expressed 

by Sayer, “compared to positivism (naturalism) and interpretivism (constructivism), critical 

realism endorses or is compatible with a relatively wide range of research methods, but it 

implies that the particular choices should depend on the nature of the object of study and what 

one wants to learn about it” (Sayer, 2000; cited in Moses & Knutsen, 2007). Thus, the 

following analysis is based on information from naturalist sources such as official documents, 

organisational guidelines and historical data as official empirical data to supplement 

subjective sources in the form of personal interviews. The aim of using this mix of empirical 

sources is to accumulate the highest possible level of knowledge, despite the principal critical 

realist assumption that true knowledge will always be impossible to completely understand.  

4.2 Critical realist philosophy of science  
 
This paper relies on a critical realist philosophy of science, which is used to frame and gauge 

the analysis of the economic visions and strategies of the global environmental movement 
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aimed at achieving institutional change. As originally presented by Roy Bhaskar, critical 

realism combines transcendental realism with critical naturalism to explain the process of 

generating knowledge, although this knowledge can never be certain or definite. According to 

the philosophy of critical realism, the nature and hierarchical structure of the world is 

organised in different strata. These strata are emergent, which in effect means that the 

uncovering of one strata of reality poses new problems and properties at other strata. The aim 

of this thesis is to explain and analyse the environmental movement’s development of visions 

and strategies in the area of economics while being attentive, but analytically passive, to 

emergent structures in other strata and fields of interest for the organisations, due to the 

limited scope of the paper. The methodological reasoning will be leveraged through 

retroduction. As presented by Lawson (1997), retroduction involves moving from a 

conception of some phenomenon of interest to a conception of a different topic, which in turn 

could have generated the given phenomenon. In summary, retroduction is a method of 

backtracking by focusing on the question “what must be true in order to make this event 

possible?” (Easton, 2010). Retroduction will be used particularly for the analysis of primary 

data sources in the form of interview material, to infer the process of generation of the visions 

and strategies from the targeted organisations.  

According to critical realism the production of knowledge is a social process, meaning that 

knowledge can never be certain or definite. Reality is considered open, stratified and 

differentiated with only a few regularities. Therefor the focus of critical realist research is on 

explanation rather than predictive measures. The ontological difference in the critical realist 

view of nature and society leads to the epistemological conclusion that social structures can 

only be understood by observing the activities, ideas and material objects generated by human 

beings. This principle will be manifested in the analysis of the underlying internal processes 

and conflicts that are materialised in the objects of organisational visions and strategies for the 

targeted organisations. Another underlying principle of the critical realist approach is that of 

agency versus structure. The critical realist view of this relationship is subsequently divided 

into two subsets of study; structuralism and individualism. The structuralistic approach seeks 

to explain how structures shape and constrain an agent’s actions, effectively acting as the 

explanatory variable of actor behaviour. Individualism, on the other hand, is used to explain 

how agents function as the explanatory variables of structures. From this perspective 

structures are seen as the intentional outcome of agents’ actions. In order to assess the critical 
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realist perceptions of structure and agency this paper will use social justification theory, path 

dependency and other elements of institutional theory as well as theories of institutional 

entrepreneurship and social movement theory, with critical realism as a point of departure. 

The prior set of theories will allude to the powers of the economic status-quo in explaining the 

activities of the global environmental movement, whereas the theories of institutional 

entrepreneurship and social movements will instead assess the potential of agents within the 

environmental movement in shaping the structures in which they operate.  

4.3 Theoretical framing 

Due to the various theoretical disciplines informing the research questions, the theoretical 

framing of the theory is based on an eclectic choice of theories. The hybrid focus on actors, 

strategies and visions necessitates multiple angles of analysis to convey the underlying 

structures and processes at play. The theories of institutional change and social movement 

theories will be the main theoretical tools used in an intersectional analysis of the collected 

data. The intention of this thesis is not to either support or discard the adequacy of the theories 

being used, but rather to create a basis for possible future developments in the field of 

institutional change. As supplement to the main theories, theories of institutional 

entrepreneurship and social justification theory will be used as a basis for the analysis. 

4.4 Research design and data collection  
 
Due to the inherent limitations of relying on only one type of source, this thesis will 

incorporate both primary and secondary data as sources of information for the following 

analysis and discussion. The main material for this purpose is comprised of interviews with 

key representatives and experts, research articles and publications and internal documents 

from the targeted organisations. To identify their relevance for different parts of the analysis, 

one must first understand the advantages and constrains of each respective source. The 

primary sources used in this thesis are the original material from interviews with 

representatives and experts from WWF, Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth and 350.org, four of 

the world’s largest and most influential environmental organisations. These interviews were 

also complimented with internal documents, roadmaps and explicitly stated missions and 

objectives from the organisations. Secondary sources consist of second-hand information, and 
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in this thesis includes the use of textbooks, articles and newspaper interviews that are 

collected from external sources. A research approach based on solely secondary data risks 

being reliant on out-dated and distorted information, whereas an over-reliance of primary 

sources may lead to a biased analysis from a narrow basis of information. Thus, the research 

approach used in this thesis will encompass both primary and secondary sources in an attempt 

to circumvent these shortcomings. The approach contains a descriptive element in the 

outlining of organisational visions and strategies, as well as common assumptions on the topic 

from an academic perspective and from the organisational representatives’ point of view. In 

relation to the data used for the analysis, the approach is mainly deductive, based on relevant 

literature in the field and constructed through personal reflections and interpretations of the 

collected data. Furthermore, the approach is both explanative and exploratory as the data 

collection method of semi-structured interviews sets a more informal frame from which the 

interviewees are allowed to build a context and reflect on the issues presented more freely. 

The technique of semi-constructed interviews permits the interviewer to ask open-ended 

questions (Saunders et al., 2007) on an issue characterized by biased assumptions and 

interpretations. The chosen organisations capture the large diversity that exists within the 

environmental movement, as they differ greatly in organisational heritage, structure, 

strategies, goals and objectives. Furthermore, the common features of being four of the 

leading environmental organisations, all operating on an international scale and having 

climate change as one of their key campaigning issues, creates a good basis for comparison.  

The interviews were divided in two sections to provide a better basis for understanding and 

comparison. In the first section the research targeted top-names within the international board 

of directors or their equivalent in each organisation. These interviewees were chosen for their 

expertise of the targeted organisations, and chosen as representatives of the global 

organisation. These four interviews (one representative per organisation) were conducted over 

Skype, with the exception of one email interview with the representative from 350.org, as this 

person was not available for a Skype interview. The spoken language in all interviews was 

English, and all Skype interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes. For the sake of proper 

quotation and contextualization of the statements made, all interviews were audio-recorded. 

Given the inherent sensitivity of questions regarding internal organisational conflicts and 

fragmentations, the first section of interviews was complimented by interviews with lower-

level representatives from each respective organisation. These interviews were conducted 
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primarily face-to-face in locations away from the organisational offices, to provide a neutral 

and more personal setting where the informants would feel more comfortable to disclose 

sensitive information. The chosen language for the majority of these interviews was Swedish, 

as it was the mother tongue of both the interviewer and the respondents and thus limits 

potential discrepancies and misunderstandings resulting from the use of a foreign language. 

Furthermore, by allowing the interview flow to be directed by the informant, the influence of 

the interviewer’s own preconceptions and assumptions on the talk were minimized in order to 

capture the informants own interpretations as they organized their accounts more freely. The 

informants chosen for the interviews in the second section were selected based on their 

expertise and personal experience of the internal organisational processes. These respondents 

were also chosen for their personal relationship with the researcher, which would allow for a 

more in-depth conversation on the topics covered.  

The reason for drawing on my own network in conducting these interviews was to provide a 

research context in which I would also be able to use my own expertise and experience from 

active involvement in the environmental movement to inform and structure the interviews. To 

ensure the anonymity of all interviewees the exact office and position is not disclosed in the 

thesis. Some of the respondents specifically required their anonymity to be ensured in the 

process. As the environmental movement in general, and some of the targeted organisations in 

particular, is highly interconnected and characterized by the small-world phenomenon, the 

researcher has carefully chosen which information to reveal about the interviewees. Some of 

the names of specific projects in which informants have been involved, as well as names of 

colleagues and partners they have been working with, have therefore been censured. The data 

collected from the 12 interviews was coded according to the theories and concepts used in the 

theory section of this essay, and quotes were grouped together according to these themes. This 

material formed the basis of the analysis.   

The targeted organisations’ visions and strategies for achieving a sustainable economic 

system will be examined in a comparative analysis covering the dimensions of power 

dynamics, organisational legacy and internal fragmentations. These dimensions were selected 

based on the fact that all are recurrent elements in social movement research, and are 

particularly relevant in the setting of environmental organisations. All environmental 

organisations share the feature of having a strong ideological conviction, which is evidenced 

in their organisational legacy. Furthermore, these organisations are shaped by power 
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dynamics that determine the level of internal and external influence Finally the dimension of 

internal fragmentation was selected based on the personal experience of the researcher as an 

active member of the global environmental movement, which has witnessed particularly 

strong disagreements in organisational discussions of sustainable economics. Furthermore, to 

provide a better understanding of the inherent difficulties of working on issues of economic 

change within the environmental movement, social justification theory was combined with 

empirical evidence from the conducted interviews in an analysis of the underlying factors 

behind this situation.  

4.5 Participating representatives  
 
Table 2: Participants in interviews 

4.6 Limitations and reflections 

Reliability of data refers to the extent to which “data collection techniques or analysis 

procedures will yield consistent findings” (Saunders et al., 2007). According to Easterby-

Smith et al. (2002, cited in Saunders et al., 2007), reliable data implies that research methods 

Organisation Office Position  Interview date Code  

 

WWF 

 

WWF Europe  F.D project manager 2016-06-13 WWF 1 

WWF Europe  Spokesperson 2016-04-14 WWF 2  

WWF Europe  Spokesperson 2016-06-08 WWF 3 

 

Greenpeace 

GP international Board of directors 2016-07-22 GP 1 

GP Europe Chief executive 2016-07-14 GP 2 

GP Europe Campaign leader 2016-07-07 GP 3 

 

Friends of the 
Earth 

 

FoE International Board member 2016-07-26 FoE 1 

FoE Europe Board member 2016-06-16 FoE 2 

FoE International Program Coordinator 2016-08-09 FoE 3 

 

350.org 

 

350 Global  Founder  2016-04-05 350.org 1 

350 Europe Organizer 2016-06-09 350.org 2 

350 Europe Campaign manager 2016-07-22 350.org 3 
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would render the same results when replicated by other researchers, ensuring comparability of 

observations and transparency in processing the data. The interview scripts designed for each 

respondent were based on identical themes, in order to ensure a common understanding of the 

basic themes to be pursued in the research question and in order to capture the essential 

differences in the statements and assumptions made by respondents. To further ensure data 

reliability, the use of semi-structured interviews has been complimented by other research 

methods. The complimentary use of secondary data in the form of internal documents, 

roadmaps and explicitly stated views from the organisations allows for data triangulation, 

which increases the reliability of the data used for the theoretical analysis.  

In terms of data validity of the interview material, the interview scripts were designed to 

enable a multiple angle-approach to the issues covered. Validity is “concerned with whether 

the findings are really about what they appear to be about” (Saunders et al., 2007). By 

utilizing the informant interview technique, the respondents were encouraged to an in-depth 

contextualisation of the topics presented. The aim of using this technique was to ensure an 

accurate identification of the issues discussed when approaching the themes under 

investigation in the research questions. However, primary data collected through interviews is 

not easily verifiable and risks being assumption-based. In light of these limitations, and to 

avoid the author’s bias in relation to data interpretation, the information provided by 

respondents in the interviews is quoted in the analysis. The quotes from the in-depth 

interviews conducted in Swedish were translated to English. This may have affected the 

translation process, as English was not the interviewer’s mother tongue.  

Due to the scope of this thesis and the limited resources at the author’s disposal, there has 

been a conscious decision not to include additional components, such as organisational 

visions and strategies relating to other fields of institutional change. Additionally, due to these 

constraints, a specific set of interview targets have been defined.  

Unfortunately, some of the targeted respondents have been unavailable to participate, but 

have referred to other participants of similar organisational stature. It has further been decided 

to defer from contacting regional offices of the organisations and potential respondents 

outside the strategic scope of the targeted organisations, as to delimit the research scope. 

Instead, representatives working on strategic issues at the global offices of each organisation 
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have been contacted and complimented with respondents at the Swedish branches of each 

organisation to encompass a holistic approach of reference in the thesis.  

4.7 Participating environmental organisations 

4.7.1 WWF 

The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) was founded in Switzerland in 1961. The 

international NGO was originally named World Wildlife Fund, which remains its official 

name in Canada and the United Stated. Since its conception, WWF has been working for 

wilderness preservation and the protection of nature. WWF is currently the world’s largest 

conservation organisation with more than five million supporters worldwide and offices in 

over 80 countries. The organisation has supported over 13 000 projects over the 50 years 

since it was founded, and estimates to have more than 3000 projects on-the-go at any one time 

(WWF, 2016.a). The global mission of WWF is “to stop the degradation of the planet’s 

natural environment and to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature, by: 

Conserving the world’s biological diversity, ensuring that the use of renewable natural 

resources is sustainable, and promoting the reduction of pollution and wasteful consumption” 

(WWF, 2016.b). WWF international operates as an independent foundation and reportedly 

received 51 percent of its funding from WWF offices, 30 percent from public sector sources 

(such as the World Bank, the Department for International Development, United States 

Agency for International Development), six percent from individuals and four percent from 

corporations in 2015 (WWF-INT, 2015). The foundation is registered under Swiss law and 

the central secretariat, called WWF International, is located in Gland, Switzerland. A Board 

of Trustees under an International President governs WWF. The organisation also has a 

President Emeritus, a position currently held by HRH The Duke of Edinburgh. The central 

office in Gland is the home of WWF’s secretariat for the global organisation.  

The role of WWF International is to lead and coordinate the network of WWF offices around 

the world, which is done through “developing policies and priorities, fostering global 

partnerships, coordinating international campaigns, and providing supportive measures” 

(WWF, 2016.c). WWF offices around the world are divided in two categories: 1) offices that 

are allowed to raise funds and carry out work autonomously, and 2) offices that must work 

under the direction of one of the offices from category 1. Both categories are involved in 
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different types of conservation work such as practical field projects, advising politicians on 

environmental policy, promoting environmental education and raising awareness of 

environmental issues. The specialist WWF office in Brussels focuses specifically on lobbying 

the European Union, while a second WWF office in Washington DC targets global 

institutions involved in economic issues, such as the World Bank (WWF, 2016.c). 

4.7.2 Greenpeace 

Canadian environmental activists founded Greenpeace in 1971. The organisation sprung from 

the ”Don’t make a wave committee”, a group committed to protesting the United States’ 

planned underground nuclear weapon test in Amchitka, Alaska. There is some uncertainty 

regarding the actual time when the committee became Greenpeace. Official records date the 

time of the name change to 1972 (Brown & May, 1989). During the 70’s Greenpeace moved 

beyond the sole focus on nuclear testing to become an active campaigner in a wide range of 

environmental issues. The organisation grew rapidly and gathered supporters and members 

from all around the world. Today Greenpeace is present in over 55 countries, with offices in 

41 countries and 2.8 million supporters worldwide (Greenpeace, 2016.a). The organisation is 

governed by Greenpeace International (Stichting Greenpeace Council) with its main office in 

Amsterdam.  

The mission of Greenpeace International is to monitor the organisational development of 

national and regional Greenpeace offices, oversee development and maintenance of 

Greenpeace’s fleet of ships, coordinate planning and implementation of the global campaigns 

and monitor compliance with Greenpeace’s core policies. Greenpeace International is 

governed by an International Board with four board members and a chairperson. Each 

national or regional office is licensed to use the name Greenpeace, and governed by a separate 

board. The national and regional boards are responsible for appointing a representative 

(trustee), which annually meets all other Greenpeace trustees to discuss the long-term strategy 

of the organisation and to agree on the overall governance structure and make changes where 

necessary. The board of trustees is also responsible for setting a ceiling on spending for the 

budget of Greenpeace International and electing the International Board. The International 

Board is responsible for approving the annual budget, and appointing and supervising the 

International Executive Director. The Executive Director works alongside Greenpeace’s 

senior managers and national office staff to lead the entire organisation. Regarding financial 
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funding, Greenpeace does not accept funds from governments, corporations or political 

parties. Instead Greenpeace relies on voluntary donations of individual supporters and grant 

support from foundations (Greenpeace, 2016.b).  

To reach its organisational goals, Greenpeace relies on research, lobbying and quiet 

diplomacy. However, these methods are complimented with non-violent actions (often 

involving civic disobedience) for which Greenpeace is perhaps best known (Ibid.). According 

to its mission statement, the overall goal of Greenpeace is to “ensure the ability of the earth to 

nurture life in all its diversity”. Therefore the organisation seeks to ”protect biodiversity in all 

its forms; prevent pollution and abuse of the earth's ocean, land, air and fresh water, and; end 

all nuclear threats, promote peace, global disarmament and non-violence” (Greenpeace, 

2016.c).  

4.7.3 Friends of The Earth  

In 1971 four organisations from France, Sweden, England and the US came together and 

founded Friends of the Earth International. The organisation started as an anti-nuclear group 

with the main mission of locking up and preventing further development of nuclear energy. 

Today Friends of the Earth is the world’s largest grassroots environmental network with 75 

national member groups, around 5 000 local activist groups on every continent and over two 

million members and supporters worldwide (FoEI, 2016.a). The secretariat of Friends of the 

Earth International (FoEI) is based in the organisation’s main office in Amsterdam. Every two 

years a Biennial General Meeting (BGM) is held where the Executive Committee of FoEI is 

elected and the overall policies and activities of the organisation are agreed upon. The 

Executive Committee consists of a chairperson, a representative from of the organisation 

hosting the next BGM and representatives from up to seven member groups. The tasks of the 

Executive Committee include employment and oversight of the International Secretariat in 

Amsterdam. In addition to the work that is coordinated at the international level, national FoE 

groups are free to independently carry out campaigns, as long as these activities do not 

contrast with the policies and mission of FoEI. The structure of Friends of the Earth allows 

for only one member-group per country (FoEI, 2016.b). Friends of the Earth International are 

funded by contributions from member groups and donations from governments and 

foundations. In 2014 Friends of the Earth International received the majority of its income 

from donations, with the main source of income being membership fees (FoEI, 2014).  



 34 

The organisation campaigns on “today’s most urgent environmental and social issues”, and 

participates in a wide range of issue-oriented networks. It has consultative status with the 

Economic and Social Council of the United Nations (ECOSOC) and all relevant UN bodies. 

The mission of Friends of the Earth is “to collectively ensure environmental and social 

justice, human dignity, and respect for human rights and peoples' rights so as to secure 

sustainable societies; to halt and reverse environmental degradation and depletion of natural 

resources, nurture the earth's ecological and cultural diversity, and secure sustainable 

livelihoods; to secure the empowerment of indigenous peoples, local communities, women, 

groups and individuals, and to ensure public participation in decision making; to bring about 

transformation towards sustainability and equity between and within societies with creative 

approaches and solutions; to engage in vibrant campaigns, raise awareness, mobilize people 

and build alliances with diverse movements, linking grassroots, national and global struggles, 

and; to inspire one another and to harness, strengthen and complement each other's capacities, 

living the change we wish to see and working together in solidarity” (FoEI, 2016.c). 

4.7.4 350.org 

In 2008, Bill McKibben, author of one of the first books on global warming for the public, 

joined forces with a group of university friends in the United States to found the organisation 

350.org. The name 350.org came from the research of James E. Hansen from the Goddard 

Institute for Space Studies, who posited in a 2007 paper that 350 parts-per-million (ppm) of 

carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is the upper limit of CO2 to avoid a tipping point leading to 

dangerous climate change (350.org, 2016.a). 350.org was founded with the initial and 

withstanding goal of building a global grassroots movement to raise awareness of human-

driven climate change and to cut global emissions of carbon dioxide to prevent the world 

from going beyond 350 ppm. The organisation’s main methods are online campaigns, 

grassroots organizing and mass public actions, which, like those of Greenpeace, often include 

civic disobedience. Today 350.org works in almost every country in the world. Over 300 

organisations are listed as allies of 350.org, and the organisation has enlisted “350 

messengers” who are public allies of its goals and mission, including prominent public figures 

such as Archbishop Desmond Tutu (350.org, 2015). All of 350.org’s work aims to leverage 

“people power to dismantle the influence and infrastructure of the fossil fuel industry, and to 

develop people-centric solutions to the climate crisis” (350.org, 2016.b). The core financial 

support for 350.org is rendered by grants and contributions from  foundations and individual 
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supporters (350.org, 2015). The main organisation of 350.org is governed by a Board of 

Directors and an International advisory council. The U.S remains the organisations main area 

for action and is governed by its own U.S advisory council. The organization also manages 

350 Local, a resource hub for local community groups and organizations. 350 Local is 

designed to ”connect, facilitate, and empower the 350 network online to spur powerful 

climate action in local communities everywhere” (NGO pulse, 2016).  The main organization 

provides information and support to 350.org’s partner organizations, while providing 

resources to community groups through 350 Local. The network still maintains a traditional 

hierarchy of information sharing while allowing for autonomy in partner organizations and 

community groups (Ibid.). The mission of 350.org is to; keep carbon in the ground; help build 

a new, more equitable low-carbon economy, and to; pressure governments into limiting 

emissions (350.org, 2016.b). 

5. Analysis 

5.1 Visions of a sustainable economic system  

Revisiting the concept of green economy, the targeted organisations’ different definitions of 

the term provide an introductory outline of the diverse views on the topic of sustainable 

economics. Most organisational definitions are similar to the official definition of the United 

Nations Environmental Program, namely that a green economy is “one that results in 

improved human well-being and social equity, while significantly reducing environmental 

risks and ecological scarcities” (UNEP, 2011). However, an analysis of the seemingly small 

deviations from this definition can provide principal insights regarding the overall visions and 

theory of change of each respective organisation. 

A commonality across organisations is the lack of concrete visions for a sustainable economic 

system. All organisations interviewed in this thesis agree upon the need for a transformation 

of the status quo, even if there is some disagreement regarding how radical this 

transformation needs to be. However, there is no organisational agreement on exactly how 

this transformation should take place, and what the alternative should look like. Some believe 

that “we are in a transition anyway” (WWF 3, interviewed 2016-06-08), and several of the 
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interviewed representatives question whether it is even the role of the environmental 

movement to challenge the economic status quo. Those who do believe institutional change of 

our economic system should be part of the movement’s broader environmental mission 

display major differences in their critique of the status quo. Overall there is greater coherence 

between representatives from the same organisation. Even so, there are also intra-

organisational varieties, which implies some degree of internal fragmentation. These 

fragmentations will be revealed and further analysed in the following description of the 

targeted organisations’ different visions. The collected data also demonstrates fundamental 

differences in the level of ambition of their respective visions. Some, like Friends of the 

Earth, want to see “a change of the entire economic and political system, globally, and are 

pushing for a new way of doing politics and economics“ (FoE 1, interviewed 2016-07-26), 

whereas WWF advocates for “not necessarily a completely different system replacing the 

existing one overnight, but rather an evolution of our system, which involves an evolution of 

the private sector” (WWF 3, interviewed 2016-06-08).  

In summary, the collected data shows a range of commonalities and differences between the 

targeted organisations visions for a sustainable economic system. The analysis in this section 

aims to illustrate and explain these commonalities and differences. In particular, the analysis 

will focus on the dimensions and elements presented in the table below.  

Table 3: Dimensions and elements in analysis of organisational visions 

DIMENSIONS OF ANALYSIS 

 
 
 
ELEMENTS 
ANALYSED 

Definition of green 
economics  

Focus areas  Type of institutional 
change sought  

Alignment with 
UNEP definition 

Underlying principles Preference for drift, 
layering, conversion or 
displacement  

Alignment with 
mission statement 

Targeted influencers  Degree of critique against 
status quo  

5.1.1 WWF 

“Green economies improve people’s wellbeing, and restore, maintain and enhance the 
healthy natural environment that people and other species need to survive and thrive” 

(WWF, 2012) 
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Along similar lines to Greenpeace, WWF argues that social equity must be part of a green 

economy and the ultimate objective should be “to achieve equitable, sustainable human 

development. In green economies, economic growth would not be an end in itself” (WWF, 

2012). A deeper analysis of the final segment provides an interesting insight to the 

organisation’s stance on the issue of economic transformation. By clarifying that economic 

growth “will not be an end in itself”, WWF advocates for a shift of the imbedded priorities of 

goals in the economic status quo, without demanding a total replacement of economic growth 

as a goal. Several representatives further stressed the need for “not a completely different 

system”, but rather an evolution of new economic priorities. Another indication of WWF’s 

predisposition for evolutionary rather than revolutionary economic change comes from the 

organisation’s favouring of private sector involvement in this process: “ultimately the goals 

and rules of the system as a whole need to be changed, but I don’t think a purely 

confrontational approach to the private sector will achieve that” (WWF 3, interviewed 2016-

06-08). This perspective separates WWF from the other targeted organisations. Rather than 

seeing the private sector as an enemy or obstacle to the transformation of the economic 

system, WWF views corporate actors as key partners. The favouring of economic evolution 

and private sector partnerships reveals an organisational preference for institutional change as 

conversion. As presented in the theoretical foundation, conversion describes the process when 

institutions remain unchanged but actors actively reinterpret or redeploy them to have a new 

meaning and impact (Streeck and Thelen, 2005; Mahoney and Thelen 2010).  

WWF’s approach to green economics and economic change does not perfectly align with the 

organisation’s mission statement. The global mission of WWF is “to stop the degradation of 

the planet’s natural environment and to build a future in which humans live in harmony with 

nature, by: Conserving the world’s biological diversity, ensuring that the use of renewable 

natural resources is sustainable, and promoting the reduction of pollution and wasteful 

consumption” (WWF, 2016.b). At first glance, the mission statement does not entail a 

transformation of the economic system and thus does not contradict the organisational 

preference for solutions within the economic status quo. However, the term “to stop the 

degradation of the planet’s natural environment” provides evidence of a far more extensive 

and radical approach to sustainability than is portrayed in WWF’s approach to economic 

issues.  
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WWF has led several projects and initiatives investigating sustainable economics as a driver 

and method of achieving sustainable development. However, apart from the organisational 

definition of green economics WWF has no official opinion on the process of institutional 

economic change, and no articulated vision for the configuration of a sustainable economic 

system. The organisation’s external critique of the economic status quo has been, and 

remains, less articulated and radical than that of the other targeted organisations. This can be 

explained as an active, strategic choice by the head of the organisation: “it was best 

articulated by a senior WWF person who said ‘we understand the agenda, but it’s currently 

more an away game than a home match’” (WWF 1, interviewed 2016-06-13). Furthermore 

the lack of articulated economic visions can also be linked to an operational element of WWF, 

where the organisation fundamentally “sees themselves as in the business of solving 

problems, not creating societal visions” (WWF 1, 2016-06-13).   

5.1.2 Greenpeace 

A green economy is; “one that provides sustainable livelihoods for all while fully respecting 
ecological limits – our planetary boundaries. In a truly Green Economy, the economy will be 

a mechanism to deliver societal goals, and economic growth as an end  
goal in and of itself will be abandoned”  

(Greenpeace, 2012) 
 
The phrase “planetary boundaries” was mentioned in several interviews, and is explicitly 

included in Greenpeace’s definition of green economics. The concept is used there as an 

overarching frame which is meant to surround the field of economics. Similar to WWF, 

Greenpeace also points to the necessity of abandoning economic growth as an ”end goal in 

and of itself”, but does not proclaim that economic growth, one of the main foundations of the 

current economic system, should be abandoned as an economic driver altogether. One crucial 

difference from the approach of WWF is that while Greenpeace does not explicitly advocate 

the abandonment of economic growth, Greenpeace does emphasise the need for economic 

alternatives: “We are at a stage where there is not one solution. There will be solutions, 

economies. In fact, we already have different forms of economics, but they are not being 

recognized – a small baker in Kenya is a whole lot different compared to Coca Cola. So we 

need to be careful. When we go against capitalism we need to be smart, understand it’s 

complexity and how it affects people differently around the world” (GP 1, interviewed 2016-

07-22). The promotion of economic alternatives in Greenpeace’s economic vision is best 

aligned with the category of institutional change known as layering. Layering is defined as the 
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introduction of new rules and norms alongside existing ones (Streeck and Thelen, 2005; 

Mahoney and Thelen 2010), which in the case of Greenpeace would be the frame of planetary 

boundaries and the introduction of societal goals as prioritized over economic goals. The 

organisational view on economic change and preference for the category of layering is not in 

direct conflict with its mission statement to “ensure the ability of the earth to nurture life in all 

its diversity” (Greenpeace, 2016.c). In addition to this primary goal, Greenpeace seeks to 

”protect biodiversity in all its forms; prevent pollution and abuse of the earth's oceans, land, 

air and fresh water, and; end all nuclear threats, promote peace, global disarmament and non-

violence” (Ibid.). The dual focus on environmental and societal issues is captured in the 

organisational definition of green economics, but does not seem to be particularly entrenched 

internally. When asked to freely explain their view of the organisation’s overall goal, most 

respondents only referred to the environmental commitment of the organisation. As one 

representative described, “our main goal is to achieve sustainability, to stop environmental 

degradation” (GP 3, interviewed 2016-07-07). 

Greenpeace is currently undergoing an extensive process of organizational development. 

Within the new ten-year framework, which was adopted in June 2016, Greenpeace has 

declared a new organizational focus on the root causes of climate change. This framework is 

proclaimed to mean a shift to a more radical stance in terms of the organisation’s position on 

system change, including change of the economic system. However, the framework is mostly 

a strategic document, and does not contain any specific developments of the organisation’s 

visions for a sustainable economic system. Therefore, it will be left for further examination in 

the following section on organisational strategies.   

5.1.3 Friends of the Earth 

“A green economy is one that respects nature’s limits and delivers a good quality of life for 
all people – rich or poor”  

(FoEI, 2010) 
 

When only viewing the organisational definition of green economics, Friends of the Earth 

seem to have the least extensive and radical vision for a sustainable economic system. The 

concept is defined along similar lines to that of the UNEP, with one crucial difference: “a 

green economy is one that respects nature’s limits and delivers a good quality of life for all 

people – rich or poor.”. Whereas the UNEP only speaks of the reduction of environmental 

risks and impacts, and improvement of social equity, Friends of the Earth proclaims that a 
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green economy must respect nature’s limits and deliver a good quality of life for all. In 

contrast to WWF and Greenpeace, the definition of green economics held by Friends of the 

Earth places an equal emphasis on social equity as to that of environmental protection. The 

focus on the social aspects of institutional economic change was also prominent in all 

interviews with representatives from Friends of the Earth, and has been internalized in the 

organisational vision for economic transformation: “Our long-term vision is broadly what we 

call system change. This [new] system will be characterised by a change that ensures that 

nature is not commodified, privatized or financialized and that all inequalities created by 

neoliberal capitalism are addressed so the new system won’t have to take in those 

inequalities” (FoE 1, interviewed 2016-07-26). This holistic view and relatively radical 

approach to economic change fits into the category of institutional change as displacement, 

which describes the process when existing rules, norms etc. are entirely replaced (Streeck and 

Thelen, 2005; Mahoney and Thelen 2010). As proclaimed by one organizational 

representative, ”the only way you can save the environment is by doing away with capital.” 

(Ibid.) The focus on social aspects is also aligned with the mission statement of Friends of the 

Earth, where the first of many goals is “to collectively ensure environmental and social 

justice, human dignity, and respect for human rights and peoples' rights so as to secure 

sustainable societies” (FoEI, 2016.c).  

5.1.4 350.org  

“The true ‘green economy’ is not just about taxes, tariffs, or technologies, but rather about 
the transformation of society as a whole and its attitude vis-a-vis the world.”  

(350.org, 2014) 
 

In their organisational definition of green economics, 350.org differentiates what they call the 

true green economy. In contrast to what is then seen as a false green economy which only 

deals with issues of taxes, tariffs or technology, 350.org argues that green economics is about 

”the transformation of society as a whole and its attitude vis-a-vis the world”. What exactly 

this transformation and new attitude entail is not further described, but the vision includes to 
“break the power of the fossil fuel industry so we have some hope of speeding the transition 

off coal, gas and oil in time to make some difference about climate change” (350.org 1, 

interviewed 2016-04-05).  

As in the case of Friends of the Earth, 350.org strives for institutional change as displacement, 

with complete replacement of existing rules, norms etc. (Streeck and Thelen, 2005; Mahoney 
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and Thelen 2010). Similar to Greenpeace, several representatives emphasized the fact that 

there are several solutions to the problems of the economic status quo. However, 350.org 

continuously stresses the need for a transition away from neoliberal capitalism and fossil fuels 

in all potential solutions: “To be honest, the fossil fuel is at the heart of the economy but there 

are many ways in which we need to and can transition nation states and economies” (350.org 

3, interviewed 2016-07-22). The interviewee went on to explain that ”it’s our responsibility to 

shift the conversation and continue to tell the story that a rapid and just transition is needed 

and possible – we need to lift up success stories /…/, and to create more confidence in major 

institutions, public sectors and nation states that are currently investing in that structure“ 

(Ibid.). The organisational stance on economic issues is also aligned to 350.org’s mission 

statement, where the main goals of the organisation is to: keep carbon in the ground; help 

build a new, more equitable low-carbon economy, and to; pressure governments into limiting 

emissions (350.org, 2016.b). 

5.2 Strategies for achieving a sustainable economic system  
 
As explained in the literature review, the globalization of regulatory oversight and the fact 

that many social movements’ goals are tangential to government regulation has created 

incentives for many movements to shift their strategic focus to businesses and international 

institutions (Smith 2001). Regarding the latter dimension, the environmental movement in 

particular has always had an underlying aspiration to change specific values, beliefs and 

identities related to the environmental destructiveness expressed by modern civilisation. All 

organisations targeted in this study maintain some degree of focus on governmental 

regulation, but are to different extents moving towards a greater focus on business and/or 

international institutions.  

The organisational legacy of the targeted organisations, which will be further discussed in the 

following section, shapes their current choice of strategies. The original ideas, visions and 

theory of change were continuously mentioned in the interviews as a prominent reason for the 

organisational choice of strategic focus and activities. These factors in general, and the 

organisational theory of change in particular, also explain the choice of organisational 

structure as being top-down (where strategic decisions largely extend from the international 

board of directors or equivalent) or bottom up (where decisions are driven by members in a 
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grassroots-structure). In the case of 350.org the theory of change is to “create an international 

grassroots movement that holds our leaders accountable to the latest climate science” (350.org 

3, interviewed 2016-07-22), whereas WWF holds a theory of change which is more focused 

on consumers as being the main leverage point and businesses as the main target. The 

underlying perception of the world entailed in these theories of change also shapes the 

organisational focus on different actors, such as individuals, businesses, institutions and/or 

governments.   

All three of King and Pearce’s (2010) pathways for social movements to initiate change: 

challenging corporations directly, creating transnational systems of private regulation, and 

creating market alternatives through institutional entrepreneurship, were identified in the 

strategies of the targeted organisations. The challenging of corporations directly is a 

prominent strategy of especially Greenpeace and 350.org, both of which have run many 

campaigns targeting specific companies. WWF on the other hand uses a less confrontational 

approach and maintains a strategy of creating transnational systems of private regulation, with 

initiatives such as the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) for sustainable forestry and the 

Maritime Stewardship Council (MSC) for sustainable fishing practices. The creation of 

market alternatives through institutional entrepreneurship is the most difficult strategy to 

define and identify. However, WWF and Friends of the Earth both mentioned specifically 

during interviews that their support for entrepreneurs working on sustainability is an 

important part of their strategies for achieving a sustainable society.  

In accordance with the theoretical foundation of this essay, the strategies of all organisations 

have been categorized as strategies within organisations or extra-institutional strategies. In 

this regard, WWF stands out as the main proponent of strategies within organisations. As 

previously mentioned, WWF has initiated and supports several initiatives on private 

regulatory schemes. Private regulation is one example of a conflict-reducing mechanism, 

where issues are framed in accordance with existing market logics and social comparison to 

similar organisations is used to effectively reduce the contentiousness of opposition to the 

status-quo (Lounsbury 2001). Another important feature in many strategies for institutional 

change within organizations is the use of elite allies (Binder 2002), which is also an important 

element within the work of WWF. These allies help movements build legitimacy and render 

important insights into the local bureaucratic structure. As explained by one WWF 

representative; “part of the strategy is working with corporations rather than against them – 
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getting around the table, into the boardrooms so you actually influence them in a less 

confrontational way” (WWF 3, interviewed 2016-06-08). Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth 

and 350.org, on the other hand, rely mostly on extra-institutional strategies. These strategies 

include protests, boycotts and other confrontational tactics and generate influence by 

persuasion and disruption (King & Pearce, 2010). Protests, demonstrations and manifestations 

are common tactics within all three organisations. Greenpeace is also known for taking 

initiative for several boycotts, one example being the 2010 campaign against Nestlé’s famous 

candy bar Kit Kat, which after eight weeks of campaigning resulted in a zero deforestation 

policy from Nestlé in its palm oil supply chain. As mentioned in the theory section, research 

has shown a relatively high success rate of boycotts (Friedman 1985). Boycotts hold limited 

disruptive effect but can have a significant impact on brand reputation, which, as in the case 

example of Nestlé, can lead to success in specific areas. A commonality that separates 

Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth and 350.org from WWF is the extensive use of “naming and 

shaming” to damage the public image of their targets. Examples of such initiatives include 

Greenpeace’s previously mentioned campaign against Nestlé, Friends of the Earth’s campaign 

in 2015 against Harvard University to stop their investments in an environmentally 

detrimental plantation in Argentina, and 350.org’s numerous initiatives targeting the fossil 

fuel company Exxon.   

An interesting feature discovered in all targeted organisations is the localization and 

adaptation of strategies based on the geographic area of activity. The reported level of 

strategic adaptation varied, but all organisations mentioned localization as an important 

enabler of their organisational effectiveness. One representative from WWF referred to the 

organisation as a big “amoeba”, in the regard that “to some extent our work is done at national 

level and then spread to a global level” (WWF 2, interviewed 2016-04-14). The ability to 

mobilize and provide resources for institutional entrepreneurs was also discussed in the theory 

section of this thesis. According to Swaminathan and Wade (2001) there are four ways in 

which movements can contribute to entrepreneurs: helping entrepreneurs mobilize resources; 

building infrastructure; providing collective action frames and identities, and; creating 

alternative organizational models. All the targeted organisations mentioned entrepreneurship 

of some sort in at least one of the conducted interviews. However, none of the interviewees 

mentioned the mobilization and aid of entrepreneurs as a specific element of their 

organisational strategies. In general, the organisations all seem to believe that institutional 
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entrepreneurs are an important element in a sustainable transition from the status quo, but 

focus mainly on the indirect effects of shaping the normative and cultural context to aid these 

entrepreneurs. Friends of the Earth and WWF also mentioned in their interviews specific 

investments in projects, mostly situated in the global south, which were said to target social 

entrepreneurs. At the same time, one representative from WWF explained the situation as 

problematic; “we need to have the courage to use our strong brand to help entrepreneurs, but 

at the same time we’re afraid to, exactly because we have a strong brand” (WWF 1, 

interviewed 2016-06-13). The overall impression is that institutional entrepreneurship is 

prominent throughout the environmental movement on a theoretical level, albeit not 

(intentionally) promoted and operationalized. Along similar lines, several representatives 

discussed cross-sector collaboration with other actors both within and outside the 

environmental movement to create the conditions and resources needed to create institutional 

change of the economic system. None of the respondents mentioned the term collective 

institutional entrepreneurship (CIE), but their explanations were perfectly aligned with the 

definition of the concept. Thus, CIE also seems to be a prominent concept in the 

environmental movement, but as in the case of institutional entrepreneurship, CIE is not 

officially advocated for nor worked on.    

To illustrate and provide a deeper understanding of the common and distinct features of the 

targeted organisations’ strategies, the following analysis will focus on the dimensions and 

elements presented in table 4.  

Table 4: Dimensions and elements in analysis of organisational strategies 

DIMENSIONS OF ANALYSIS 

 
 

ELEMENTS 
ANALYSED 

Institutional 
orientation 

Strategic focus Strategic 
development 

Strategies within 
organisations/ 
extra-institutional 
strategies 

Collaborative/ 
confrontational approach  

Evolution of 
strategic direction  

 

5.2.1 WWF 

The inclusion of strategies within organisations and specific focus on working with 

corporations is a choice that separates WWF from the other targeted organisations. WWF has 
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a collaborative approach to actors within the economic status quo, and is reliant on the use of 

elite allies. The affiliation with corporate partners is internally described as consultative, 

where WWF “ participates in seminars as speakers or participants and discusses these issues 

with corporate representatives in place. This can also be complemented with personal 

meetings where our representatives can present reports and other material. After illustrating to 

the companies or departments if they are part of the problem or part of the solution we can 

provide specific examples of what such a company or department should do, based on their 

conditions” (WWF 2, interviewed 2016-04-14). However, as presented in their financial 

statement, WWF also receives direct funding from several of their corporate allies, which 

indicates a financial dependency on these corporate partnerships. In general, the collaborative 

approach to the corporate sector separates WWF from the other targeted organisations, and 

illustrates a distinct philosophy of sustainable economics; “it comes down to whether you see 

business as part of the solution to transition to a sustainable world, or if your philosophy is 

that we need to move beyond capitalism and heavily regulate business through government 

policy” (WWF 3, interviewed 2016-06-08). 

Regarding target audiences WWF follows a “catch-them all” logic in their strategies: “all 

target audiences are relevant to us, and reached through different types of communication. We 

do fundraising campaigns, mobilizing, and public opinion campaigns like Earth Hour, where 

we try to link the science to an issue that is understandable to me as a consumer or individual. 

Since there is a large interest for species and animals that are close to people’s hearts, we have 

also chosen to focus on this in our communication” (WWF 2, interviewed 2016-04-14). The 

strategic choice to focus on cute, cuddly animals like pandas and tigers in WWF’s 

communication and conservational efforts has received internal criticism from the 

environmental movement for being “populist”. Furthermore the “catch-them-all” approach 

has raised concerns within the organisation: “we communicate very broadly. Perhaps a bit too 

broadly” (WWF 3, interviewed 2016-06-08). However, the communicative strategy of WWF 

has also created a broad and diverse base of supporters for the organisation, which, according 

to several WWF representatives, is one of the organisation’s biggest strengths.  

The evolution of strategic direction in WWF has not entailed major differences in their work 

on economic issues. In contrast to the other targeted organisations, WWF has seemingly not 

devoted significant time or resources to the development of new ideas and strategies targeting 

economic change. One representative even argued that WWF is going in the opposite 
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direction: “with the current re-organisation, where the framing of our global work with 

climate and energy disappears and we instead focus on six thematic areas, I see us becoming 

more of an implementation agency and less of a system critic. Our targets are no longer 

aligned with the 2050-target of systemic transition but instead based on short-term goals to 

2030, which are not as transformative. Some of the radical elements of WWF’s international 

climate and energy initiatives are now leaving the organisation, or being given new roles, and 

WWF is becoming a little less radical” (WWF 1, interviewed 2016-06-13). From another 

perspective, the current strategic shift in WWF could entail new opportunities for economic 

work in particular: “today we’re one week into working in an entirely new global 

organisation. The difference is that we will be working more with drivers, and have identified 

three key drivers. The first driver is the financial system and how the finance sector needs to 

be strengthened to operate towards our goals – we’ve never had that type of clearly pointed 

out economic driver before. Another driver is markets, which includes our work with private 

regulatory bodies such as FSC [forestry regulation], MSC [fishing regulation] and ASC 

[aquaculture regulation]. Basically setting standards for sustainable production. We call them 

market drivers because we aim at raising the minimum level. This work also goes on within 

climate – one and a half years ago we started with science based targets, where we use the 

latest IPCC report to set targets for companies in line with what science demands in order for 

us to meet the 2 degrees Celcius target. The final driver is policy and governance, which is 

about bringing in a scientific perspective into policy and political decisions” (WWF 1, 

interviewed 2016-06-13).  

5.1.2 Greenpeace 
Greenpeace started out as a purely confrontational organisation, with activism as its strategic 

core. As the organisation grew in size and professionalism, Greenpeace complemented their 

focus on extra-institutional strategies with activities such as the release of scientific reports 

and consultative processes with targeted companies and institutions. However, the strategic 

emphasis on campaign-driven operations has always remained integral. “What Greenpeace is 

good at, and what makes us unique, is our ability to run campaigns and carefully chose issues 

for our campaigns to keep our focus and strength, and win them. We don’t have any 

administrators with the only task of following developments in certain issues – everybody at 

Greenpeace works on specific campaigns with specific targets. There is no other organisation 

that is more suitably structured to be able to engage in advocacy work in that way. Many 
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others have more of a policy commitment, writing consultation responses and things like that 

“(GP 1, 2016-07-22).  

The majority of Greenpeace’s campaign work contains elements of non-violent direct action, 

where “bearing witness” to environmentally destructive activities remains a core principle. 

Regarding localization and adaptation of strategies, Greenpeace does have some operational 

varieties related to the geographical location of their different offices. However, all activities 

are guided by the organisation’s “80-20-rule”, which requires 80 precent of all office 

campaigns to be aligned with global strategies, targets and campaigns. The remaining 20 

precent are meant as leeway for campaigns based on locally relevant issues and activities, but 

are, according to one interviewee “there as a principle, but not really meant to be used” (GP 2, 

interviewed 2016-07-14).  The work on strategies within institutions is not as prominent in 

Greenpeace as in the case of WWF, but the organisation has “been working with companies 

on innovation and to take the lead on sustainability issues – our work on palm oil and the 

Detox campaign being two examples” (GP 2, interviewed 2016-07-14). A perhaps unique 

feature of Greenpeace is their operation as innovation-driver in the market for sustainable 

products. As mentioned by the interviewee, the most prominent examples of such work are 

Greenpeace’s direct involvement in the development of F-gas free refrigerators and fuel-

efficient cars (Ibid.).  

As previously mentioned, in June 2016 Greenpeace adopted a new ten-year framework, which 

will provide guidance for the development of organisational strategies and tactics in the 

coming ten years. The framework contains several elements could potentially change the 

current direction of the organisation. One of the major changes is the triangle of goal 

descriptions, where system change has been included as a new area for setting organisational 

goals. “The new framework contains a triangle of goal descriptions, where the third pillar is 

system change /…/ We can evaluate projects or create them based on any or all of these 

pillars. Previously we only worked with environmental goals and smart objectives, but now 

all pillars are valued equally” (GP 2, interviewed 2016-07-07). The practical implications of 

this strategic shift are yet to be seen, but the framework does provide support for more 

operational work on challenging the economic system. “Our analysis is that we’ve always 

advocated and worked for system change, but we’ve never before evaluated it and 

deliberately worked on it as a goal in itself” (GP 1, interviewed 2016-07-22). However, the 

framework in itself does not contain specific guidance for strategies targeting the economic 



 48 

system: “all the framework says is that we will be working on system change, which includes 

some issues in which all members are pretty much in agreement – for example making sure 

that the democratic space doesn’t continue to shrink. Another issue that has been given a lot 

of attention is the economy, where we have not identified a particular solution to advocate. 

There are some concepts being discussed, but nothing has been determined” (GP 2, 

interviewed 2016-07-14). Furthermore, the inclusion of root causes and the equal valuation of 

goals targeting system change in the new triangle-model has been met with scepticism from 

some members in the organisation. ”I for one have been more critical of the system change 

narrative, because we’ve always been doing that work anyway. We’ve taken specific issues 

that point to system change within that area and worked structurally to put focus on that issue. 

That’s what creates commitment, and something that we can communicate. It’s very difficult 

to talk about the whole system and build engagement around that. A picture is worth a 

thousand words, and when that image goes straight into people’s hearts, then the idea of 

explaining the system becomes irrelevant, because people are already open to it” (GP 2, 

interviewed 2016-07-14).  

5.2.3 Friends of the Earth 
Similar to Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth did not start as an environmental organisation. 

The organisation began its work solely focused on the issue of nuclear energy, using 

strategies and tactics similar to those of Greenpeace. However, in contrast to Greenpeace, 

almost all activities of Friends of the Earth are still based on extra-institutional strategies. 

Friends of the Earth does some work within organisations, one example being their work as 

consultative party in the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations (ECOSOC) and 

other relevant UN bodies. However, there is a significant difference between Friends of the 

Earth’s strategies within organisations and those of Greenpeace and WWF: “essentially, we 

get our power from different sources. FoE gets its legitimacy from communities whereas 

Greenpeace, and even more so WWF, serves more as a bridging function that tries to bring 

together different interests. Greenpeace differs from WWF in that they use a lot of direct 

actions and supportive mobilization to give weight to their lobbying efforts” (FoE 3, 2016-08-

09). The representative further stressed the fact that Friends of the Earth “never partners with 

corporations. With communities and entrepreneurial initiatives sure, but never corporate” 

(Ibid.).  

The strategies of Friends of the Earth are locally adapted, and vary depending on geographical 
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location. This localisation of strategies is further fuelled by the fact that all national branches 

of Friends of the Earth consist of different organisations and groups, with their own 

organisational legacies, strategic focus and chosen activities. The only requirement for 

member groups is that they agree on the broader ideology of Friends of the Earth and, like the 

international organisation, are based on a grassroots structure. However, as diverse as the 

member groups may be there are some elements which were pointed out as the core of 

Friends of the Earth’s strategies: “one thing we’ve identified as key to change is working to 

build a movement, building broader popular opposition to development models that are not 

sustainable and building support for alternatives” (FoE 1, interviewed 2016-07-26).  

As a way forward, the organisation has chosen to focus on short-term goals, which are centred 

on “firstly working in different ways to dismantle corporate power over democratic 

institutions – for example the corporate capture of UN institutions. We need to reclaim them, 

and take on the corporate and neoliberal architecture. The second part is the promotion of just 

transition models that move us towards our long-term goals” (FoE 1, interviewed 2016-07-

26). In the strategic development of Friends of the Earth, the extra-institutional strategies of 

civil disobedience and other forms of activism will likely play an increasingly significant role: 

“It’s not really officially pronounced, but I’ve noticed in internal discussions that we place a 

bigger focus on activism /…/ I see a greater willingness to support civil disobedience, and 

there’s more talk in Friends of the Earth International about different kinds of activism. 

Which is a strategy that’s unique for FoE” (FoE 2, interviewed 2016-06-16). The evolution of 

strategic direction in Friends of the Earth has seen major changes since the beginning of the 

century. The major change is the shift in organisational focus from a northern- to southern 

perspective, which has had great impact on their views on sustainability and has caused the 

organisation to take on a more holistic approach. “There was a moment around 2000-2001 

when it became clear to us that we were reproducing the north-south divide, which mainly 

had to do with division of resources within the organization. In our strategy development the 

European perspective was more emphasised and therefore a driver of our strategy, which 

caused an internal rupture. We had to go through an internal development process, where we 

ended up flipping it entirely, so we’re now a southern driven organisation. This process led us 

to take on a more structural analysis, where we see environmental issues from an economic 

and developmental perspective” (FoE 1, interviewed 2016-07-27). Regarding economic issues 

in particular, these issues represent a fairly new area for Friends of the Earth. The operational 
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inexperience of working with economic transition has led to the inclusion of economic issues 

to a field in which the organisation has more experience of working in; social justice. “We 

haven’t been working on bringing in economic issues for very long. It’s something that has 

come up during the last 5-6 years, where our strategy is to talk about a social justice transition 

as something we say yes to” (FoE 3, interviewed 2016-08-09). 

5.2.4 350.org  
The operations of 350.org are based on extra-institutional strategies, where confrontational 

demonstrations, protests and civil disobedience are core activities. As social movement theory 

suggests, these tactics are useful when movements do not have control over the “means of 

producing wealth” (Piven & Cloward 1977). In the organisation’s own words, “since we can't 

match their money we try to build the currencies of movements: passion, spirit, creativity. 

[And] sometimes we need to spend our bodies and go to jail” (350.org 1, interviewed 2016-

04-05). In contrast, or perhaps as a complement, to directly confrontational tactics 350.org use 

more indirect confrontation in one of their central operations – the divestment campaign.  The 

initial phase of the divestment campaign used what could be characterized as a “naming and 

shaming” tactic, where the fossil fuel industry was pointed out as the main culprit of climate 

change, and public institutions, schools, universities etc. were encouraged to remove their 

investments from this “dirty” industry. As a secondary stage, 350.org has been working on a 

set of reinvestment principles, which are to be released in 2016. These principles will serve as 

a guiding tool for where to place the investments withdrawn from the fossil fuel industry at 

the first stage of divestment.  

Since 350.org is still a young organisation, the organisation has not yet seen any major shifts 

in its strategic development. With this said, the coming reinvestment principles will entail a 

new direction for the organisation’s strategies in economic issues. The principles are based on 

350.org’s theory of change, and are seen as a tool to shift the narrative on the economic status 

quo. “Part of the reason I feel confident in the strategy of the principles is firstly that there is 

still work we need to do globally to change the narrative and conversation to the fact that we 

know it’s possible for institutions to change, to make just and equitable investments rapidly, 

and to make investments to future we need. That’s the directive. Secondly, we need to allow 

space for different kinds of solutions that are unique to regions in order for them to really 

thrive” (350.org 3, interviewed 2016-07-22). In accordance, the focus areas of the 

reinvestment principles will be mainly related to redistribution of power and resources and 
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social justice: “the principles will focus on energy, people and impact of people, how to invest 

in infrastructure that isn’t damaging to communities’ health, on the quality of justice and 

peace, access to healthy food, etcetera. The solutions are to be truly rooted in communities 

and wealth redistributing so that communities can advocate for bigger investment in a just 

future”  (350.org 3, interviewed 2016-07-22). 

Similar to Friends of the Earth, the main strategic focus of 350.org is “mass mobilizing, 

against visible targets” (350.org 1, interviewed 2016-04-05). The most prominent example 

referred to as a success story in this line of work is the divestment campaign: “as it has gone 

global, it has become an important step. It has mobilized hundreds of thousands of students, 

unions, communities, provinces – holding them accountable and giving them a moral role in 

stopping climate crisis. Through this, we have shown that global economies don’t need to be 

built on the fossil fuel industry” (350.org 3, interviewed 2016-07-22). What separates 350.org 

from Friends of the Earth and other organisations in their mobilizing efforts is their choice to 

transparently share and spread their strategies. 350.org “believes in engaging in big 

mobilisations and sharing openly our strategies with communities everywhere. This works for 

any Day of Action or big mobilisation. For example, Break Free [a thematic, global month of 

action organised in May 2016] shared transparently our strategy to create opportunity for all 

people to engage and take leadership, understand how and why we wanted to do the action 

and to get our support” (350.org 3, interviewed 2016-07-22). Going back to the theoretical 

categorization of tools used to mobilize external actors as presented by Swaminathan and 

Wade (2001), this sharing of strategies can be seen as an effort to both provide collection 

action frames and identities as well as creating alternative organisational models.  

All strategies of 350.org are based on the bottom-up organisational theory of change, where 

independence is a key concept in the idea of mass-mobilization of grassroots. “Grassroots can 

do whatever they want, because they don’t have any stakeholders to consider”, which 

according to one interviewee is of the rationales behind 350’s strategic choice to base most of 

its activities on grassroots activism (350.org 2, interviewed 2016-06-09).    

5.3 Understanding of organisational idiosyncrasies  

Based on the previously provided information of the targeted organisations differing visions 

and strategies, the following section aims to explain why these differences occur. The main 
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organisational elements that will be investigated in this section to provide an understanding of 

the organisational variances are power dynamics, organisational legacy and internal 

fragmentations. Several other factors are relevant to consider and have been previously 

mentioned in this essay. Examples of such factors include organisational structure, ideological 

orientation, and organisational processes of developing common visions. However, these 

elements will not be analysed in depth in this section due to inherent time and resource 

constraints. Furthermore, the choice of focus on power dynamics, organisational legacy and 

internal fragmentation is based on the primary interview data, where several respondents 

mentioned these factors as especially important for the development of distinctive 

organisational features. In one interview, the respondent described the environmental 

movement as a mosaic of different visions and strategies; “all organisations have their own 

history and stories, which makes them hard to compare. But when you look at their history 

you find the reasons why some organisations are able to move faster and to be bolder; some 

have it in their DNA, some have had bold leaders, sources of power, or funding sources that 

make them independent” (GP 1, interviewed 2016-07-22). Along with internal 

fragmentations, all factors mentioned in this quote were recurrently referred to in interviews 

with all targeted organisations as foundational aspects of organisational identity.  

5.3.1 Power dynamics 
The organisational structure of each organisation inevitably shapes the internal power 

dynamics and potential influence of individual leaders at the top of the organisation. In the 

case of Friends of the Earth and 350.org, the grassroots structure with bottom-up decision-

making arguably shifts the internal source of power away from the heads of the organisation. 

As described by one representative from Friends of the Earth  “a lot of our work is based on 

issues being brought up by active members and local units, while other organizations are 

more top-down governed. Both versions have their pros and cons. It could be an advantage to 

be able to more quickly and effectively decide the direction of different campaigns. For us it 

takes time to anchor our decisions /…/ but it’s also an advantage to be able to take a holistic 

approach and not just run specific campaigns, like other organisations” (FoE 2, 2016-06-16).  

Regarding 350.org, members of the staff, rather than individual members, constitute the 

principal source of internal power. The staff of 350.org participates in all major strategic and 

visionary decisions and “collectively wrote the theory of change that the organisation created” 

(350.org 3, interviewed 2016-07-22). Representatives from Greenpeace recurrently referred to 
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the organisation as democratic, and that the governance structure of the organisation is in 

place only to “make sure that whatever we decide as an organisation, the mission and integrity 

of Greenpeace is ensured. But the process of new ideas comes bottom up” (GP 1, interviewed 

2016-07-22). However, interviewees from both 350.org and Friends of the Earth argued that 

this explanation only holds in theory, while in practice “neither WWF nor Greenpeace started 

out as particularly democratic, and their supporters still don’t have much influence” (FoE 2, 

interviewed 2016-06-16). Several representatives mentioned this structural similarity between 

WWF and Greenpeace, while also stressing the organisations’ operational differences; “At the 

same time there are also major differences within that organisational form – Greenpeace is a 

lot more confrontational in their tactics, whereas WWF focuses on corporate cooperation and 

lobbying” (Ibid.). In contrast to Greenpeace, the internal view of WWF’s organisational 

structure is seemingly aligned with external beliefs. According to one representative “the 

power is mainly held by senior management teams in various offices, but the ultimate 

approval of strategies comes from the Board of Trustees. This means that senior management 

can’t go to the Board with a strategy they know won’t be approved. So you also need to look 

at who’s on the Board of Trustees, because they hold the power” (WWF 3, interviewed 2016-

06-08). Another representative explained the practical implications of this organisational 

structure; “How radical we dare to be is dependent on which leaders that enter WWF” (WWF 

1, interviewed 2016-06-13). Furthermore, the aspect of financial funding was mentioned in 

the interviews as an important element that shapes the external power dynamics of the 

organisation. Representatives from Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth and 350.org all pointed 

to the necessity of finding financial support from sources that permit autonomous decision-

making in the organisation. However, each organisation represents a different definition of 

what would constitute such a financial source, and what autonomous decision-making means 

in practise. As presented in section 4.6, Greenpeace relies on voluntary donations from 

individual supporters and foundations, Friends of the Earth receives funding from individual 

members, member groups, and donations from governments and foundations, and 350.org is 

funded by grants and contributions from supporters and foundations.  

5.3.2 Organisational legacy 
Regarding the historical aspect, all representatives referred to a high degree of continuity in 

their respective organisations. Some mentioned this as a positive aspect, but many also 

discussed the potential limiting effects; “my impression is that our strategies and visions 
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haven’t changed much. We have always been working with the same overall vision, and a 

quite coherent vision globally. Many members have been active for a long time, some even 

since the start, which also contributes to this continuity. However, this also makes the 

organisation rather obstinate” (FoE 2, interviewed 2016-06-16). In general, the overall visions 

and strategic focus of the organisations seem to be the most stable organisational features. 

However, all organisations reported a more dynamic development of specific strategies and 

tactics to reach their overarching goals. Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth and 350.org have 

also undergone extensive changes of their organisational structure; Greenpeace has become 

more centralized in terms of global coordination, while Friends of the Earth and 350.org have 

chosen to focus more on decentralization and local adaptation.   

Another aspect on the dimension of organisational legacy comes from funding sources, which 

can also serve as a lock-in mechanism for certain features and focus areas of the organisation 

in question. As described by one representative from WWF, “funds for environmental 

organisations like WWF come from people who care about conservation. When you get that 

money and spend it on something else, you need to justify that decision. It’s basically about 

levels of abstraction; at the first level we have conservation work on the ground. At the 

second we start thinking about threats to the natural world, which opens up for work on 

climate change, agriculture, and other areas that follow the same logic. At the third level of 

abstraction we start asking why do those sectors – agriculture, energy etcetera, work in the 

way they do, a way that threatens our natural world? This is the level that necessitates work 

on our economic system. But even for something at the second level of abstraction people 

start asking why they should spend money on that, when by the time climate change hits the 

tigers will already be extinct? In a world of limited resources it is hard to justify having a 

team working on economics when the other problems are so obvious. So we all just keep 

working on the symptoms” (WWF 1, interviewed 2016-06-13). According to the interviewee, 

it’s difficult to justify economic work to an inexperienced funding base that gives money to 

species protection. Going back to the leadership element, the representative explained; “it 

takes a committed and intelligent leadership to work on these issues” (WWF 1, interviewed 

2016-06-13).   

5.3.3 Internal fragmentation 
All interviewees reported high levels of unity relating to the overall mission statement and 

theory of change in the organisation. As one representative put it; “there is a high degree of 
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agreement around the heart of our work” (350.org 3, interviewed 2016-07-22). The mission 

statement and overall “heart” of their work were also the elements that the representatives 

referred to as being most stable over time in their respective organisations. The main source 

of internal disagreement in the organisations is reportedly the debate on tactics and strategies. 

In the words of one representative from Greenpeace “we are a 44-year-old organisation and 

the debate and challenges have changed, so our work has also changed. And what has really 

changed are our tactics” (GP 1, interviewed 2016-07-22). The debate on tactics and strategy 

seems most apparent in the targeted organisations that also reported high levels of 

decentralization and local adaptation, namely Greenpeace, 350.org and Friends of the Earth. 

The connection between tactical fragmentation and local adaptation was explained by 

350.org, “there are some tactical differences and nuances to the strategy that we strive for, 

which comes with some pushing, pulling and reworking of plans. For example, our Days of 

Action look different in South Africa compared to the UK or US, and our global divestment 

campaign works differently in Japan than Australia. There are no major disagreements, but a 

lot of powerful work is being done to take our power of speech and shape it to the context 

where our organisations are working” (350.org 3, interviewed 2016-07-22). The work on 

sustainable economics was, according to all targeted organisations, a “sensitive” area, 

characterized by particularly high levels of actual or potential internal disagreements. 

According to one representative from Friends of the Earth “there’s a strong agreement that we 

want to fundamentally transform the economic and social system. But when you split this into 

actual practice you get more fractions on issues like what role the state has in creating change, 

to what level we should work with business and entrepreneurs and so on. Once you get into 

the details you can always fight on everything to the end of the world” (FoE 3, interviewed 

2016-08-09). Similar to Greenpeace and 350.org, the representative from Friends of the Earth 

also argued that this situation is inherently connected to the organisational structure with 

decentralization and a “diverse range of groups with different contexts” (Ibid.). In the case of 

Greenpeace, the organisation has been moving further away from this structure and strategy 

of local adaptation in recent years, which reportedly has also led to some internal 

disagreements and fragmentation. As one representative reported; “At the beginning, about 4 

years ago, there was some tension that we were moving to fast. One theory behind it is that 

nobody is in control of the global thinking – you can do global campaigns and activities from 

anywhere. Every office and all campaigners should be prepared to do and coordinate 
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campaigning, so a global mindset is an important pillar for us. /…/ There was never 

disagreement of the direction, but of how fast we could implement that change” (GP 1, 

interviewed 2016-07-22). Regarding WWF, the organisation’s collaboration with business 

and corporations, one of the organisation’s core strategies, is also a source of internal 

fragmentation; “WWF has a penchant for working with big corporations. We have a culture 

saying that if you work with big companies it means something, while smaller companies 

have a smaller impact. I’m more Schumpeterian in my view on this and how I think WWF 

should be working. We’re the big companies’ friend and protector. And, of course, the 

companies we work with do things a little better than other big corporations, but I think we 

have to be careful here and actually rethink our strategy” (WWF 1, interviewed 2016-06-13). 

An underlying reason for this fragmentation seems to be the internal power dynamics, where 

the ultimate power in WWF lies in the hands of the Board of Trustees. This top-down 

structure of decision-making creates internal disagreements when the will and values of the 

Board of Trustees collides with the desire of autonomy in regional offices. As an example of 

this, one representative mentioned the previous fragmentation regarding the organisational 

stance on the issue of meat consumption. “It used to be a really controversial question for 

WWF. The conflicting objectives and values of the Board [of Trustees] and national offices 

became really clear. The Board didn’t want to point the finger at consumers, whereas several 

national offices were open to the idea” (WWF 2, interviewed 2016-04-14).  

5.4 Understanding of organisational commonalities  

As previously explained, the data collected on all targeted organisations showed a common 

lack of concrete visions and strategies for a sustainable economic system. The following 

section will illustrate and analyse the theoretical and empirical rationale behind this situation, 

and present the interviewed representatives own views on the factors necessary to move 

forward in their work on economic issues.  

5.4.1 Theoretical explanations  
By the end of each research interview, all respondents were asked to compare their 

organisational visions and strategies to those of other environmental organisations. This 

comparative analysis uncovered a clear tendency to glorify ones’ own organisation, which 

points to a lack of self-critique within the movement. The tendency of self-glorification is to 



 57 

be expected, considering the ideological conviction of all representatives and the fact that the 

recruitment of each organisation targets people of similar beliefs and attitudes. As a result, the 

respondents often answered these questions by solely criticising other organisations. Most 

interviewees from organisations other than WWF criticised WWF in particular, mainly for 

being too “corporate-friendly”. WWF was continuously portrayed as a scapegoat within the 

environmental movement, with regard to its stance on economic and transformational issues. 

In accordance with social justification theory, the lack of self-critique regarding one’s own 

organisation’s lack of visions and strategies for institutional change of the economic system 

could be explained as a socio-structural effect of human behaviour. Even if the targeted 

organisations do not officially favour the current economic system, these organisations more 

or less consciously perceive it as legitimate. The absence of self-critique can be seen as a 

symptom of the environmental movement’s lack of belief that they can actually change the 

status quo. Furthermore, as there is no history of working on these issues within the targeted 

organisations, these members of the environmental movement can justify the behaviour and 

inaction of their own organisation by simply thinking “no one else [in the environmental 

movement] has gone any further, so why should we?” (WWF 1, interviewed 2016-06-13). 

System justification theory can also help provide a deeper understanding of the choice of 

WWF and other environmental organisations that rely mostly on strategies within 

organisations.  

Research from Feygina, Jost, and Goldsmith (2010) has shown that high-system justifiers are 

more likely to align their behaviour with sustainable initiatives when potential changes were 

framed as ‘system-sanctioned’ (i.e. as patriotic and consistent with sustaining the status quo 

social system). As a result, these intra-institutional initiatives may be more accepted and 

efficient in achieving incremental changes within the frames of the status quo economic 

system. Another theoretical explanation for the environmental movement’s lack of economic 

visions and strategies is provided by research on social movements, which has discovered that 

certain issues and policies may be very difficult for movements to influence. These include 

policies (a) closely tied to the national cleavage structure, (b) for which high levels of 

political or material resources are at stake, (c) regarding military matters, or (d) on which 

public opinion is very strong (Amenta et al, 2010). Issues and policies related to a 

transformation of the economic system cover all of the above-mentioned factors. The fact that 
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economic issues and policy are so difficult to influence can also explain the reluctance of 

social movements to specifically work on these issues.  

5.4.2 Internal factors  
The collected data from the research interviewes uncovered several recurrent factors that were 

mentioned as explanations for why the environmental movement has not yet developed 

concrete visions or strategies to change the economic system. Most commonly the 

respondents referred to a lack of competence and legitimacy, organisational legacy, benefits 

received within the status quo and the need for measurable results and “wins”. Regarding the 

lack of competence and legitimacy several respondents argued that economic issues lie 

outside their organisational capabilities. As one respondent explained, “to put energy into 

communicating that we need a new economic system requires advanced communication, and 

you open up to being held accountable in an entirely different way. What do we mean with an 

alternative economic system? There will be so many follow up questions and counter-

questions, which we are not capable of answering“ (FoE 2, interviewed 2016-06-16). The 

complexity of economic issues and inexperience of working with them was also recurrently 

mentioned. “Another factor is inexperience. We don’t understand how important this is, and 

all the concepts seem so complicated and complex. It’s hard to get a grasp on issues of 

economics and finance, and it’s even harder to see the connection to environmental issues and 

the climate” (WWF 2, interviewed 2016-04-14). Closely linked to this concern, the 

environmental movement experiences a lack of legitimacy in economic issues. One 

representative from WWF explained the situation as follows; “what economic legitimacy do 

WWF and others have? None. They do have some societal, scientific and conservational 

legitimacy, but no economic” (WWF 3, interviewed 2016-06-08). The lack of legitimacy is 

partly explained by the organisational legacy of environmental organisations, but can also be 

attributed to external power dynamics. “Our major hurdle is that we don’t have enough 

power. FoE might have great ideas, but we don’t have the political and economic power to 

have our visions realized. Corporate actors, media, and other actors have too much power and 

legitimacy” (FoE 3, interviewed 2016-08-09), which, according to the interviewee, makes it 

difficult for an external actor to raise concerns and make their voice heard.  

The second factor that was recurrently mentioned as an internal obstacle for working on 

economic issues is the organisational legacy of environmental organisations. As several 

respondents explained, a majority of these organisations were founded as pure conservational 
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or environmental organisations and do not have a history of dealing with economic issues. 

Furthermore, most environmental organisations operate on a campaign-basis, where they 

advocate solutions to one or a few specific environmental problems at a time, “we don’t have 

previous experience of working on broader issues of our economic or societal system” (WWF 

2, interviewed 2016-04-14), as one representative explained. Furthermore, the environmental 

movement is characterized by strong ideological commitment, and many members remain in 

their organisations for a long time. “We have a lot of old timers, people who have been in the 

organisation long enough to get into a rut. They think our old way of working is perfectly fine 

– it’s worked before, so why change a winning concept?” (GP 3, interviewed 2016-07-07). 

The culture of the environmental movement was also pointed out as an obstacle for 

development; “our entire organisation is made up of a bunch of trouble-makers. We all like to 

provoke, never give up and we’re all stubborn as hell. Those are the people we attract – which 

also makes us our own major obstacle in moving forward” (Ibid.) There is also no history of 

“speaking economics” in environmental organisations.  “Economics is a strange language to 

them. In organisations you get a lot of people who act like an Englishman abroad, asking 

themselves ‘why doesn’t everyone speak English?’. And when nobody answers they just ask 

louder. Environmental organisations ask ‘why don’t you speak science?’, and just keep trying 

to shout louder. This creates a crisis narrative, which feels long-term and, in the context of 

most political or human problems, feels like a problem far off. The natural response is that 

we’ve got more pressing issues like austerity, terrorism, the rise of Russia, Brexit and the fall 

of European Union. Our plate is already full, so why are you talking about stuff that’s 10 or 

15 years down the line? People just don’t understand, and don’t care. Because while science 

is the language of researchers and academics, economics is the language of power” (WWF 3, 

interviewed 2016-06-08). Another reason for the lack of systemic-wide critique from the 

environmental movement can be attributed to the fact that most members of these 

organisations are embedded in a context where economic issues are not as evident or relevant. 

“It’s clear that environmental movement in most regions of world is still a western, middle-

class and status quo movement. It needs to integrate an intersectional approach in the analysis 

of different issues. The environmental movement has not done a good enough job of being 

reflective of society – internalising diversity” (FoE 2, interviewed 2016-06-16). As a result, it 

becomes natural for these organisations to focus on problems that are more apparent to the 
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western middle-class, such as nature conservation, species preservation and renewable 

energy.    

5.4.4 External factors 
The third obstacle to working on economic issues that was identified is that “people, 

organisations and current institutions are benefitting from the status quo” (350.org 3, 

interviewed 2016-07-22). Like other social movements, many organisations within the 

environmental movement are directly or indirectly dependent on the persistence of the status 

quo economic system. Organisations that receive funds from governmental or corporate 

sources, such as WWF, can be seen as direct beneficiaries of the economic system. On the 

other hand, we see organisations like Greenpeace, and to some extent Friends of the Earth and 

350.org, that receive funds and resources from members and other supporters, who, in their 

turn, are financially or socially benefitting from the persistence of the status quo, and can thus 

be seen as indirect beneficiaries of the system. Furthermore, respondents from the targeted 

organisations that mostly, or to some extent, rely on strategies within organisations, referred 

to the need of retaining beneficial relationships within the corporate sector as a reason for 

refraining from a radical approach to economic issues. “We risk losing potential entry points 

to influence bigger corporations that are dependent on this economic system. If we openly 

criticise this system too much we reduce our opportunities to have an impact from within, 

which is exactly what we aim for with a lot of our lobbying efforts” (GP 2, interviewed 2016-

07-14).  

The final reason presented in the conducted interviews was the need for measurable results 

and wins. According to several respondents, their respective organisation is financially 

dependent on being able to provide evidence of success and campaign wins to their members 

and other contributors. As one representative explained; “what Greenpeace is good at, and 

what makes us unique, is our ability to run campaigns and carefully choose issues for our 

campaigns to keep our focus and strength, and win them” (GP 2, interviewed 2016-07-14). 

The need for concrete results and wins in specific areas is also closely linked to the desire to 

create or uphold the reputation of being a successful organisation. “There’s a constant 

challenge to do work on economic issues because there’s a sense that this kind of work is long 

term. It’s hard to quantify the impact, so there’s a reluctance to invest in it. The fact that we 

[the environmental movement] have not found any overarching visions for economic change 

highlights the fact that environmental organisations, with notable exceptions, have a single-
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issue approach. We look at a single campaign or win that we can achieve in 1-3 years and 

break that work down into bits of campaigns or wins, so we’ll have something to show, 

something to make us seem successful. We don’t work on economic issues because 

organisations can’t say they’re going to make a difference in that huge area” (WWF 1, 

interviewed 2016-06-14).   

5.5 Potential ways forward  

In the final section of the interviews, the respondents presented their views on what is needed 

to move forward in their respective organisation’s work on economic issues. From the 

answers provided, four key areas were identified; movement building, cross-sector 

cooperation, concrete alternatives and solutions to advocate and promote innovation and 

institutional entrepreneurship. An interesting aspect of the answers to these questions was the 

apparent disagreement on the necessary steps of action to change this situation. In contrast to 

the mainly consistent answers as to why the environmental movement has not progressed 

further in their work on economic issues, several respondents presented conflicting views on 

the potential solutions. This finding supports evidence from STJ research, which suggests that 

it is simpler to agree on problems of the status quo than to agree on potential solutions and 

ways to implement those solutions.   

5.5.1 Advocacy and cooperation    
The first area of movement-building was the most recurrently mentioned potential solution to 

the inaction on institutional change targeting the economic system. As one representative 

explained; “we need more people taking bolder action and making it impossible for 

institutions to stay neutral. It’s the responsibility of the climate movement to intervene in the 

process and to stop the fossil fuel industry’s ability to expand. We need to connect the rising 

impacts to a call to action to join our movement. We need to lay out clear plans to move our 

politicians away from listening to the fossil fuel industry, and to move people out into the 

streets” (350.org 3, interviewed 2016-07-22). However, one respondent presented an opposite 

view of the issue. The main arguments against placing hope and efforts to movement-building 

were that our modern society is too individualistic, and that the environmental and climate 

related problems we face are too urgent. “The time of popular movements has passed. People 

no longer feel a sense of belonging to a collective or movement. We live in a society where 
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the trend is to be hyper-individualistic, so we may have to adapt our movement-perspective 

accordingly” (GP 3, interviewed 2016-07-07). The interviewee went on to explain, “we don’t 

have to mass-mobilize, we have to streamline. The environmental movement suffers from a 

non-disputed desire to become a global movement, but we still haven’t succeeded in that 

aspect and we won’t be able to succeed in time before climate disaster hits” (Ibid.). 

As a second potential way forward for the environmental movement’s work on economic 

issues, several respondents mentioned the need for cross-sector cooperation with other social 

movements and organisations. Each respondent referred to different potential allies in their 

work on economic change, where unions, consumer groups, social justice organisations and 

the LGBT-movement were some of the mentioned alternatives. And as one representative 

explained, the involvement of other actors is already on its way: ”the coordination of 

initiatives could be much better. But on a positive note I feel that the climate issue has begun 

to engage other actors – from unions, to human rights and peace movements. And I hope this 

goes both ways, that environmental organisations will also get involved in human rights and 

other issues” (GP 2, interviewed 2016-07-14). However, several issues remain to be solved 

for cross-sector cooperation to become a natural element in social movements. “An 

interesting tension within organisations is that often in the strategic processes they try to look 

at what makes them different and how to make a specific contribution, which gets in the way 

of cooperation with other organisations with similar goals. It’s a self-sustaining process where 

organisations see themselves as competitors against other organisations for funds etcetera. “ 

(WWF 3, interviewed 2016-06-08). Several respondents argued that cross-sector cooperation 

must be preceded by, or at least aligned with, coordination and coherence of visions in the 

environmental movement. This perspective was directly or indirectly apparent in most 

interviews, with one notable exception. One representative argued that the variances and 

difference in visions and strategies across environmental organisations is in fact one of the 

movement’s greatest strengths. “Many people who are engaged in a certain issue want 

coordination and coherence among organisations working with that issue. But there is also 

strength in diversity of voices and in having different strengths in a movement. And why 

would we [350.org] necessarily have more in common with WWF than with Black Lives 

Matters? When you think about it, it’s difficult to have a common vision with an organisation 

that does not think critically about the current system” (350.org 3, interviewed 2016-06-09).  
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5.5.2 Creation and promotion of alternatives  
An interesting area mentioned as a potential way forward was the development or advocacy 

of concrete alternatives and solutions for economic change. None of the targeted 

organisations held their own concrete visions or strategies for a sustainable economic system, 

but representatives from each respective organisation argued for the need of such visions and 

strategies. Accordingly, “neoliberalism has not been effectively challenged; no other model is 

seen as comparable. Most people don’t even think about the underlying economic system 

they’re operating in – they think it’s just the way the world is. To change that perception you 

can’t just complain about how the world is, you have to offer a new framing and a new idea 

that can challenge the existing one” (FoE 3, interviewed 2016-08-09). Most respondents 

agreed on the need to advocate concrete alternatives, but disagreed on whose responsibility it 

is to articulate these alternatives. According to some it is the responsibility of the 

environmental movement, whereas others argued that the movements role only should be to 

advocate alternatives from other sources or to “ensure that all potential solutions come from 

people that are affected by the problems of the current system” (FoE 3, interviewed 2016-08-

09). However, the current lack of alternatives and concrete visions does not necessarily mean 

that the status quo will not change, “we need to see more concrete alternatives and solutions 

from all system critic actors. But at the same time, if you look back in history at different 

justice fights, how many knew exactly what they wanted to see instead? You fight, and you 

win. The lack of alternatives to neoliberal capitalism is a weakness, but it doesn’t have to 

mean that we won’t win” (350.org 3, interviewed 2016-06-09).  

The final key area mentioned in the interviews was the promotion of innovation and 

institutional entrepreneurship. The specific need for promotion of innovation was summarised 

as follows: “what I see as a permeating weakness in our own strategy is that we don’t at all 

engage in innovation issues, which is true for the entire environmental movement. At the 

same time I see a light at the end of the tunnel where a lot is happening in innovation, and 

we’re not there to set demands and control this development. If you’re working for a 

conservation organisation like WWF, then that’s almost the opposite of innovation. 

Management at the environmental organisations is in general not interested in innovation, but 

focus instead on making what’s bad a little less bad” (WWF 1, interviewed 2016-06-13). With 

regards to institutional entrepreneurship, representatives from both WWF and Greenpeace 

saw great potential to “use our brand to make small initiatives visible” (GP 1, interviewed 
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2016-07-22). However, some of the more system-critical organisations, such as Friends of the 

Earth and 350.org, experienced internal fragmentations in the organisational stance for 

entrepreneurship; “the concept of entrepreneurship has been captured by the corporate sector.  

We do operationally promote social entrepreneurship, but there is some fragmentation in the 

organisation where some still see entrepreneurship as only a corporate concept. And since one 

of our principles is to never work with corporate actors, it’s difficult to raise internal support 

for working with entrepreneurs” (FoE 3, interviewed 2016-08-09).  

5.6 Summarising remarks 

The collected data from interviews and official organisational documents revealed significant 

differences in the targeted organisation’s approaches to institutional change of the economic 

system. In the organisational visions for a sustainable economic system, a protruding lack of 

concrete alternatives was discovered. All targeted organisations agreed upon the need for a 

transformation of the economic status quo, but disagreed on how radical this transformation 

needs to be. To provide an overview of the conducted analysis, the main findings are 

presented below.   

Table 5: Dimensions covered in analysis  

 

 

 

 

 

 

DIMEN- 

SIONS 

ORGANISATIONS 

 WWF Greenpeace Friends of the 
Earth 

350.org 

Definition of 

green 

economics 

Focus on 
human 
development  

Focus on 
planetary 
boundaries 

Focus on 
social aspects 

Focus on 
transformation 

Focus areas Stop 
environmenta
l degradation  

Ensure ability 
of earth to 
nurture life 

Environment
al and social 
justice 

Equitable, low-
carbon world 

Type of 

change 
Conversion Layering Displacement Displacement 

Institutional  

orientation 
Strategies 
within 
organisations 

Mix Mainly extra-
institutional 

Extra-
institutional 

Strategic 

focus 
Collaborative Mainly 

confrontation 
Mainly 
confrontation 

Mainly 
confrontation 

Strategic 
development 

Stable New focus on 
root causes 

New focus on 
economic 
issues 

New focus on 
alternatives 
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The analysis of organisational visions showed an overall inclination for alignment with the 

official UNEP definition of green economics, with some alterations and additions in line with 

the organisational mission statement. The focus areas of each targeted organisation varied 

according to the organisational theory of change, and were mostly aligned with the 

organisational ideology of green economics. Regarding type of institutional change sought 

both Friends of the Earth and 350.org revealed an inclination towards institutional change as 

displacement, whereas WWF and Greenpeace favoured institutional change as conversion and 

layering. The analysis of organisational strategies discovered substantial variations in the 

targeted organisations. WWF relies mainly on strategies within organisations and retains a 

collaborative approach to actors within the economic status quo, whereas Friends of the Earth 

and 350.org relies on extrainstitutional strategies in a mainly confrontational approach. 

Greenpeace maintains a strategic approach including both intra- and extrainstitutional 

strategies, and has a predominantly confrontational approach. Regarding development of 

strategic direction, all organisations reported a high level of stability in organisational mission 

and overall strategic focus. However, most organisations reported some level of change in 

organisational tactics and strategies regarding economic change in particular.  

To understand and explain the organisational idiosyncrasies discovered, an analysis of the 

underlying factors was conducted. This analysis revealed extensive variances in power 

dynamics, organisational legacy and internal fragmentations. The power dynamics related to 

top-down or bottom-up decision-making and funding constraints were identified as two 

important explanatory factors for internal difficulties in developing new ideas and strategic 

directions. Furthermore, the organisational legacy was also identified as a potential reason for 

the inertia of elder environmental organisations work on economic issues. The level of 

internal fragmentations varied across organisations, but was mentioned as problematic in all 

organisations but 350.org. Most commonly the targeted organisations reported disagreements 

regarding tactical issues and issues related to the organisational approach to economic issues.  

All organisations agreed upon the inherent difficulties of working on issues of economic 

change. These inherent impediments were explained through the lens of social justification 

theory, and complimented by the organisational representatives personal accounts. The 

internal factors of deficient knowledge and legitimacy in the field of economics and 

organisational legacy were identified as key factors explaining this situation. As external 

factors, the most commonly referred to were dependency on the status quo and the need for 
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measurable results and wins. To overcome these obstacles, the representatives presented two 

key areas for improvement; advocacy and cooperation, and; creation and promotion of 

alternatives.  

6. Conclusion  

6.1 Answer to research questions  

The original intent of this thesis was to identify and analyse the targeted organisations’ 

visions and strategies for achieving a sustainable economic system. However, the collected 

primary and secondary data soon revealed a lack of concrete visions and strategies regarding 

these issues, which lead the research down a new path. All targeted organisations agreed on 

the need for economic transformation, but the economic visions that were identified were 

underdeveloped, blurry and often unofficial. Furthermore, several organisations simply 

referred to their overall environmental and social mission as a description of their stance for 

sustainable economics. Based on this insight, the analysis became more focused on creating 

an understanding of why the organisations have not developed concrete visions and strategies 

for economic change, and investigating what steps they deem necessary for this to happen. 

However, the collected data also revealed prevailing differences within the undeveloped 

visions and strategies for a sustainable economic system of the targeted organisations. The 

dimensions of power dynamics organisational legacy and internal fragmentations were used 

in a comparative analysis to explain and understand these variations. Based on the findings of 

this analysis one can draw the conclusion that social movements do not just differ in terms of 

strategies as defined by theory, but also in organisational elements. This insight is necessary 

to understand and implement in future studies to create a better understanding of the 

organisational variations within social movements, and represents an empirical contribution 

of this essay.  

The main dimensions on which the visions of the targeted organisations differ were identified 

as: definition of green economics, focus areas, ideology of green economics and, type of 

institutional change sought. Regarding organisational strategies, the identified dimensions of 

variance were institutional orientation, strategic focus and strategic development. As 
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explanatory factors of these differences the analysis uncovered three key elements; power 

dynamics, organisational legacy and internal fragmentations. Regarding the extent of 

continuity in organisational ideas, all organisations demonstrated a high degree of stability in 

the main mission statement and broader visions. However, Greenpeace and Friends of the 

Earth reportedly have undergone major changes in their organisational structure and tactics. 

Also, the soon to be launched reinvestment principles of 350.org signify a shift in 

organisational strategies. All organisations referred to some definition of entrepreneurship as 

a potentially important element for a transition to a sustainable economic system. However, 

institutional entrepreneurship was not mentioned as an organisational strategy or something 

that the targeted organisations were even working on.    

In the analysis of the environmental movement’s lack of visions and strategies for 

institutional change of the economic system, social justification theory was combined with 

empirical evidence from the conducted interviews. SJT was used to explain and understand 

the gap between organisational ambition to change the status quo and concrete visions and 

strategies to reach this goal. The analysis of the collected data from the interviews combined 

with theoretical explanations provided by SJT identified four prominent reasons why the 

targeted organisations have not progressed further in their work on economic issues. As 

mentioned in previous sections, several representatives also referred to other reasons in the 

interviews, but those most commonly referred to were: Lack of competence and legitimacy; 

organisational legacy; benefitting from the status quo, and; need for measurable results and 

wins. As a final contribution of this thesis the collected data from the interviews also 

identified four key factors that are needed for the creation of concrete visions and strategies 

targeting the economic system. These factors were: movement building; cross-sector 

cooperation; concrete alternatives and solutions to advocate, and; promotion of innovation 

and institutional entrepreneurship. In contrast to the reasons for which the organisations have 

not progressed further in the field, the respondents provided contrasting views to several of 

the identified potential solutions. This finding supports evidence from STJ research, which 

suggests that it is simpler to agree on problems of the status quo than to agree on potential 

solutions and ways to implement that critique.   

The findings of this essay show that organisations within social movements are highly 

heterogeneous. Traditional social movement research often fails to encompass the underlying 

elements of internal heterogeneity. As a contribution to this field of research, the addition of 
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explanatory dimensions and factors presented in this thesis provides supplementary tools to 

understand why these differences occurs. With regards also to theories of institutional change, 

the inclusion of social justification theory constitutes a theoretical contribution to the 

understanding of contentions and impediments for actors seeking institutional change. The 

study of environmental organisations and other social movements seeking institutional change 

is a crucial field of research to gain knowledge of potential opportunities and obstacles for 

economic, societal and environmental development. By identifying and analysing the gap 

between required action and actual measures taken, research on institutional change and 

social movement theory can become essential tools for moving towards a more sustainable 

society.     

6.2 Critical reflections 

In accordance with the critical realist approach, the findings of this essay are offered as an 

interpretation rather than “absolute knowledge” that seeks the accurate and definitive account 

of the organisations and processes under study. The knowledge entailed in the study is mainly 

portrayed through description and conceptually-mediated analysis of the social experiences of 

the targeted representatives. Furthermore, the analysis is based on a field-specific situation 

and incorporates the personal reality of me as a researcher as well as that of the interviewed 

representatives. Combined, these factors can provide difficulties for the researcher to 

convince readers of the validity of the analysis and findings thereof.  

6.3 Perspectives for future research  

The time and resource limitations of this essay did not allow for a deeper look into the 

historical context of each targeted organisation. For future studies, a deeper analysis of the 

organisational legacy could provide important insights of the impact of different leaderships 

on the development of visions and strategies for each organisation. The historical perspective 

is especially relevant for understanding the ideals and ideas of organisations in social 

movements, as these are all value- and ideology-driven organisations.  

In this aspect social movements differ greatly from the example of corporations, where the 

organisational legacy is more relevant to understanding the development of the organisational 

structure and practical operations. For the purpose of gaining knowledge of the organisational 
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ideology, an analysis of the influence of original founders would also be relevant. The 

founders of organisations within social movements are creators and important carriers of 

organisational ideology. An analysis of the influence of different founders would be 

especially interesting when comparing younger organisations, such as 350.org where several 

founders are still alive and active members of the organisation, and older organisations where 

the founders are no longer an active part of operations and the organisation itself is the only 

carrier of the original ideas and ideology. Such an analysis could also uncover the potential 

differences in degree of change and external influence of visions and strategies within the 

targeted organisations.  

A comparative analysis including organisations from other social movements could also 

contribute to a better understanding of the specific conditions and distinctive features of the 

environmental movement. Furthermore, a comparison of this sort would allow for the 

inclusion of an outside perspective on the environmental movements’ visions and strategies 

for a sustainable economic system, which could potentially help explain the inherent internal 

obstacles for working on these issues.  
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Appendix 

1. Interview guide 
Thank you for your participation. The following study is part of my master thesis in 

International Business and Politics at Copenhagen Business School. I have been involved in 

the global environmental movement for as long as I can remember, and have a particular 

interest in the link between sustainability and economics. I am especially curious about what a 

sustainable economic system would look like, and potential strategies for moving in that 

direction. The following interview will therefor focus on these questions.  

You will be interviewed as an expert from the environmental movement, and a representative 

of XXX. Everything you say will be treated with respect. Your name will not be published, 

but the answers you provide will be used as representative for your organisation in the thesis.  

1. Please, tell me about your current role and work for XXX.  
2. What do you see as the primary goal of XXX as an organisation?  

3. In your view, what does you organisation perceive as the main components of a 
sustainable economic system? 

- How does this view differ from that of other environmental organisations?  

4. What are your organisation’s strategies for achieving a sustainable economic 
system?  

- How effective have your strategies been? 

- How do these strategies differ from other environmental organisations? 

5. What do you perceive as the major hurdles and opportunities to change the 

economic system?  
- How are you as an organisation addressing these hurdles/opportunities?  

6. In what way have your organisation’s economic visions and strategies evolved?  
-  To what extent do current visions represent original ideas from the organisation? 

-  What is the extent of consensus regarding the organisation’s chosen visions, strategies 

and tactics? 

7. Do you want to add anything on your visions and strategies for a sustainable 

economic system? Do you have any other questions?  


