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Abstract: To explore what roles incumbent actors take in sustainability transitions, this paper in-
vestigates the current situation in the scientific literature, which reveals a shift from opponents to
promoters and the case of a post-Soviet transitioning economy that is exemplified by examining
five sustainability-oriented incumbent actors in Lithuania. A single case study design is selected as
a methodological approach, illustrated by empirical data from interviews and secondary sources
(corporate websites and sustainability reports). These examples provide insights on the initiatives
the organisations that are already interested in sustainability take to promote sustainability ideas and
be active members of the transition themselves, supporting the contemporary view of incumbents as
agents of sustainable transitions.

Keywords: incumbents; sustainability transitions; sustainability; transitioning economy; case of
Lithuania

1. Introduction

The role of business and organisations in sustainability transitions is receiving in-
creased attention from scholars in the field [1]. Sustainability transition could be explained
by examples in the current trends for the promotion of high value-added sustainable prod-
ucts, alternative and renewable energy sources, and circular or bio-economies [2–4]. The
European Union (EU) recognises the importance of sustainability issues and includes them
in its policy agenda aimed at building a knowledge-based bio-economy [3,5]. Sustainability
transitions refer to purposeful, long-term, multidimensional, fundamental transformations
of socio-technical systems towards more sustainable modes of production and consumption,
requiring participation of different types of actors [6–8] and therefore, certain structures of
analysis. Multi-level perspective (MLP) could theoretically be one of the main mechanisms
to explain these processes [2,6,9].

To understand the sustainability transitions, a holistic picture is necessary. The MLP
framework provides a deconstruction of sustainability transitions into three levels: niche,
regime, and landscape [3,10,11], although it is sometimes considered too simple, rel-
atively straightforward, and unable to capture the inherent complexity of the system
change [12–14]. It is interesting and complementing to look at the organisational level
of the MLP, best described by the regime level. A regime can be defined as a group of
actors sharing a set of rules that are unique to that regime. Interconnectedness and partial
overlapping of different regimes guiding actors in a socio-technical system is referred to as
the socio-technical regime [2]. There are different actors at play when transitioning towards
sustainability, because sustainable development does not address the needs of an exclusive
group, but rather incorporates the interests of multiple groups of social actors and even of
different generations [15]. Organisations are an important part of sustainability transitions,
transforming societies and markets; therefore, the business role in this transition is an
important aspect to be explored, complementing the outlook regarding the type and size
of the organisations [16–18]. Socio-technical regimes that have been long established may
include large, influential organisations at play. These established prominent actors with a

Sustainability 2021, 13, 12877. https://doi.org/10.3390/su132212877 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5475-6976
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132212877
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132212877
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132212877
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132212877
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su132212877?type=check_update&version=2


Sustainability 2021, 13, 12877 2 of 19

lifelong history are large both in terms of personnel and revenue, have political power, but
are often black-boxed and labelled as homogeneous industry structures with predefined
roles and relations, referred to as “incumbent” in the scientific literature [19,20]. Inter-
estingly, incumbent actors, even big players in industry and overall country or regional
development, were overlooked until quite recently (i.e., [4,20–22]) and are being started to
be investigated by researchers of sustainability transitions.

The role of incumbent actors is still being discussed; it is beneficial to look not only
at the developed countries, but also see how these possible game changers might affect
the developing economies or economies-in-transition. It is noted that the current literature
lacks insights from a geographical perspective in the overall context [23]. Research from
Eastern European post-Soviet countries is left at the border of peer-reviewed scientific
journals, with probable lower acceptance rates of submissions [24]. However, the context
of post-Soviet countries is an interesting area for sustainability transition research, mainly
because of the recent and ongoing transition from a socialist planned to capitalist market
economy [25,26]. There was a shift not only in economical arrangements, but also in
social and psychological attributes. The past is not easily forgotten, and some of the
inhabitants of post-Soviet countries may feel reluctant to engage in sustainability due to
the similarity between the communist and sustainability ideas, i.e., shared goods, renting
instead of buying; even some nomenclature might resemble the days under the “regime”
(i.e., corporate “social” responsibility, “socioeconomic”, etc.). However, this paper is not
aimed at studying the psychology behind the willingness to participate in the sustainability
movement. These remarks on the possible hesitation of post-Soviet communities to address
the sustainability issues might be among the reasons why this context is interesting and
should be addressed as part of a worldwide research concern.

It is important to study how businesses contribute to sustainable development. This
paper relates to Targets 8.3, 12.6, and 12.8 of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
encouraging enterprises, especially influential ones, such as incumbent actors, to actively
promote sustainable development, build awareness, and participate in policy and decision-
making, creating a more sustainable environment [1]. This paper looks at how incumbent
organisations promote sustainable development, encourage their stakeholders to be more
sustainability-oriented, and how they act themselves, thus accelerating the progress to-
wards SDGs in the wake of the crises of the modern world [1].

This paper takes an inductive research approach. The idea for this paper came while
investigating contradictions and tensions in corporate sustainability transitions, which
revealed some interesting examples of incumbent actors in the transitioning economy of
Lithuania. As a member of the European Union and one of the post-Soviet countries,
Lithuania might expose some insights on sustainability transitions and the role of incum-
bent actors in them. This paper is structured as follows. Firstly, the theory is presented for
perceptions on incumbent actors in sustainability transitions and the context of post-Soviet
transitioning economy. Secondly, the methodology and a sample of incumbent actors in the
context are described. Following this, the research results are presented. Lastly, conclusions
and discussions are drawn from the observations in the paper.

The research objective of this paper is to explore the initiatives of incumbent actors in
sustainability transitions in a transitioning economy. The research question is formulated as
follows: how do the incumbent actors in transitioning economy contribute to sustainability
transitions?

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Role of Incumbent Actors in Sustainability Transitions

As mentioned previously and agreed upon by sustainability transition researchers,
the role of incumbent actors in sustainability transitions is underexplored and is a topic for
future research. As was discovered during the scientific literature review, several studies
explored the definition of an incumbent actor in sustainability transitions. Their definitions
are provided in Table 1 below.
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Table 1. Definitions of incumbent actor in the scientific literature on sustainability transitions.

Source Definition Keywords

Apajalahti [19]

“By ‘incumbent’ most of the studies I have come
across specify this to be an organisation or an actor
with a longstanding history; it is large in size, both in
terms of personnel and revenue; in most cases it is a
well-known firm; and it has political and economic
power (there are also other actors, such as industry
associations, that hold power in the sense that they
represent the majority of an industry).” (pp. 31–32)

Longstanding history
Large size

High income
Well-known

Power

Borghei [20]

“However, studies in this field have largely
neglected established actors (i.e., incumbents) and
their potential role(s) in facilitating societal
transformations. Incumbents are black-boxed as a
homogenous set of actors with a pre-defined role in
relation to the established industry structures (Geels,
2002; Holtz et al., 2008).” (p. 4, citing [11,27])

Established
Potentially powerful

Homogenous
Inveterate

Sovacool et al. [28]

“Drawing from Johnstone et al. < . . . >, we define
incumbent actors or institutions as those “that often
have vested interests in maintaining the status quo
rather than enabling transitions and will often act to
strategically protect their privileged position” within
a given socio-technological regime.” (p. 3, citing [29])

Status-quo
Privileged
Protective

Hengelaar [30]

“Innovation literature commonly defines
incumbents based on their established nature: “firms
that manufactured and sold products belonging to
the product generation that preceded the radical
product innovation” (Chandy, Tellis 2000,
Henderson 1993, Mitchell 1991, Mitchell, Singh
1993).” (p. 18, citing [31–34])

Pre-radical innovation products
Manufacturers

Kungl [35]

“Incumbents “are those actors who wield
disproportionate influence within a field and whose
interests and views tend to be heavily reflected in
the dominant organization of the strategic action
field” ([4]: p. 13).” (p. 14, citing [36])

Disproportionate influence
Dominance

Strategic field
Field-bound

Smink, Hekkert and Negro [37]

“[I] ncumbents: the firms that mainly have
competencies related to the current technological
regime, and that (financially) benefit from existing
practices.” (p. 87)

Inveterate

These prominent, powerful organisations have a role in sustainability transitions and
general change in local or regional environment development. However, how these actors
shape the landscape, regime, or niche is still being debated. Earlier works assign a sort of
restraining attributes, seeing incumbent actors as keepers of steady, unmovable regimes
to stay the way they are [28]. More current studies note other traits of these prominent
organisations, characterising them as promoters, sponsors of sustainable transition, those
that can notice the change in the market and the needs of stakeholders and are able to
respond to the most current trends and demands. Nevertheless, incumbency can be
attributed not only to monopolies of firms or powerful governmental players, but also to
varieties of different societal dominions, their levels and degrees (market, state, society,
etc.) [38], that are not necessarily associated with large enterprises [17]. Incumbents pose
a category of specific interest due to their potential power to steer change and entrusted
interest [30]. The extracted keywords in Table 1 complement these notions, where authors
mention the status-quo incumbents take [20,28,37], their ability to apply power [19,20,35];
however, the size or type of the organisation is not mentioned as often [19,30]. Research by
van Mossel et al. [2] provided a categorisation of incumbents by their behaviour during
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transition: first to enter, follow into, remain inert, and delay the transition; also supported
by other authors [3]. The exploration of the role of incumbent actors as perceived by
scientific studies is described in the following paragraphs.

Van Mossel et al. [2] studied the behaviour of incumbent firms during transitions.
They began with the notion that incumbents were mostly perceived as locked in their
behavioural patterns and reacted passively to the social environment changes. Agreeing
with this notion, Hörisch [39], Lindberg, Markard, and Andersen [40], Schaltegger et al. [17],
and Turnheim and Sovacool [38] pointed out that incumbents were more likely to invest
into economically sound innovations at the niche level, but not radical innovations that
disrupt the regime, which the incumbents were more likely to preserve. The size of
the company and bureaucratic inertia were among the reasons preventing investment in
emerging innovations [4] and stalling sustainability transitions [2]. Sometimes incumbent
actors show signs of persistent resistance to or slowing down of the transition because their
business models are challenged, and their capabilities and resources are at risk [35,37,40,41],
additionally blocking grassroot initiatives [3]. Therefore, a frequent hypothesis is that
radical innovations are more likely to emerge from new entrants or smaller enterprises
than incumbent actors [28], who commit to existing socio-technical regimes and oppose
sustainability transitions [42] directing their resources accordingly.

The incumbent actors have access to excessive resources and might distribute them
accordingly to their advantage. These resources (money, capabilities, competencies, influ-
ence) are built around the existing processes and routines, resulting in a lack of interest to
invest in emerging technologies and breakthroughs that could disrupt the current status of
incumbent organisations [4,38]. Changing the direction of resource investment would also
require changes in the business model, viewed by the incumbent actors with reluctance
due to the profitable core activities of economies of scale [4] and the current reputational
status. Noticeably, incumbents are not expected to deploy their resources for social collec-
tive prosperity and distributional fairness [38]. Large incumbent firms are immersed in
multiple regimes, which are also often incumbent, and the resources might be suspended
there [2]. Therefore, resources of large incumbents might be a source of power that might
be used for various reasons, not only tilting the areas that sustainability transitions struggle
in [38], but also to assert the advantage politically.

Although incumbents respond to transitions, the response is not necessarily beneficial
for further successful transition [2]; therefore, it is important to understand how incumbents
shape their environment [40]. One of the ways incumbents can influence the sustainability
transitions is to gain access to policymaking. Some sectors, i.e., energy and agriculture, are
particularly politically powerful and might successfully resist fundamental change [42–44].
Possibilities for the incumbents to resist transitions might emerge in forming political
coalitions, networks, or alliances [2,43]. By doing so, incumbents can strategically set
technical standards and shape expectations and visions for stricter regulations [37], alter
and manipulate information and knowledge [38,45]. Incumbent actors tend to favour
their interest by actively shaping public policies [40,46] that might provide them with
competitive advantage [38]. In any case, active response to sustainability transitions does
result in changes in the behaviours of incumbent actors. One way is to resist and try to
diminish the impact of ongoing change on their daily routines. Another solution would be
to alter their own interorganisational habits, transforming their vision, reorienting their
pathways, and gaining benefits by destabilising the existing regimes [38,47].

However, the perception of incumbents as resisters to sustainability transitions has
been challenged. Although empirical insights on the role incumbent actors take on in
sustainability transitions are scarce [39], incumbents are observed to contribute to the
destabilisation or fragmentation of the regime [38,48]. The Schumpeterian look on incum-
bents notes that they are known for improving continuously and incrementally, whereas
radical change is attributed to small new firms and entrepreneurs [30,49]; incumbents do
contribute to developing innovative transitional technologies [50,51]. Newcomers to the
sector could be perceived as challenging not only the market share of incumbents, but
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also their business models [41]. Although incumbents more often might be the keepers of
existing regimes, some cases show their willingness to cooperate and invest in the strategic
reorientation [41,52]. The incumbents collaborate with new entrants (with or without the
intermediation), create common value, and enable newcomers, given their remarkable
financial, human, and other resources [38,47,51]. This could considerably accelerate and
direct transitions towards sustainability. Although incumbents are more likely to partici-
pate in reconfigurational changes, they might bring up and adopt economically optimal
innovations to the regime from the niche level [39]. Precariously, incumbents tend to
hold the significant power of what innovations to pick out and institute at the regime
level [39]. However, there are studies showing that incumbents use their capabilities to
develop several technological alternatives concurrently to change the directions of stable
pathways [20,50]. Overall, there is contemporary research that shows a significant con-
tribution of incumbents to sustainable transitions as proponents and promoters of new
technologies and change [39,50,53].

Irrespective of the way the incumbents choose to participate in sustainability tran-
sitions, there are reasons behind those decisions. As analysed earlier, there are different
behavioural patterns the incumbents might display. As the majority of the scientific liter-
ature suggests, incumbent actors show a tendency to be hesitant in taking an active role
in developing radical innovations and technologies [54]. However, there are internal and
external barriers or restraints for incumbents to participate in sustainability transitions.
Common external impediments include weak institutions that lack directionality in shap-
ing the transitional context, verbalisation of user preferences, straightforward policies, and
regulations [28]. The interorganisational barriers are somewhat harder to define and re-
quire a more thorough consideration. Managers of incumbent firms may fail to adequately
recognise disruptive threats [28] due to resistance to experimentation and transformation of
their stable business processes and models [13]. Lack of knowledge of innovative products
required by the market [4] might be at the core behind the fear of change. Established
networks that support stable routines of organisations are often supported by technologies
and developed competences that are threatened by the emerging new and radical inno-
vations threatening to destabilise the current position of incumbents [20,28,54,55]. This
notwithstanding, some of the incumbents with active resistance strategies focusing on
niche innovations might sustain the carrying out of business as usual [56] for a while, but
eventually, locking themselves into routines, technical capabilities and failure to recog-
nise the destabilisation caused by disruptive technologies might result in the downfall of
incumbent actors [57].

However, there are stimulating factors, promoting and encouraging incumbents to
take an active and positive turn towards sustainability transitions that are being discussed
in the current literature. Firstly, there are economic incentives at play that bring attrac-
tiveness and financial opportunities to push the transition process towards green niche
innovations [42], whose policies have become more favourable for incumbents in the past
few years, easing the transition [57]. Experimenting with new technological paradigms
and niches provides impetus to overcome both internal and external barriers and allows
to adapt to new markets faster, exploiting their current knowledge base and developing
new competencies [4,17] and increasing their chances of survival, even though an incum-
bent might become dependent on the fate of the niche [2]. Introducing incumbents to
sustainability ideas and societal missions might become important pushing these ideas
into political level decision-making, simultaneously making the transition less disruptive,
therefore, more attractive [28,40]. Moreover, incumbents with diverse capabilities and
resource bases are more likely to survive in unstable environments [2]. Nonetheless, when
faced with external pressure of new more sustainable entrants to the market, incumbents
might engage in sustainability in their own way, achieving broader impact with the scale
of the market they already share [22].

An outside stakeholder could bring a better vision and understanding of the current
situation and of the benefits it could bring to the organisations. These external interested
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parties are “transition intermediaries—agents who connect diverse groups of actors in-
volved in transitions processes and their skills, resources and expectation” [28] (p. 1).
Sovacool et al. [28] dedicated a research to incumbent-oriented transition intermediaries
and noted that this field was getting more prominent. Transition agents bring an upheaval
and disruption to the regime, maintaining contact with stakeholders that have different in-
terests in the transition. By becoming involved into these established ecosystems, transition
intermediaries might cause conflict with incumbent business alliances [28,41]. The interme-
diaries are known for their push of new innovations from the niche level to regimes and
protecting them from being overwhelmed by the resisting incumbents. This also requires
intervention into policymaking. Providing acceptable prospects for both newcomers and
incumbents, transition intermediaries might create win–win situations for the stakeholders,
adding a third win for the sustainability transitions as a public good by using their abilities
in either helping mobilise the resources, consulting on technology use, linking actors with
similar interests and complementing resources, pushing environmental innovations and
enabling the growth of niches, or lobbying at the political level [58]. Enabling new technolo-
gies offers a renewal for success that could be used for benchmarking by the incumbents
and their regimes [41]. Collaboration is nonetheless key for enabling incumbents to invest
in sustainability transitions.

Given the resources and capabilities that incumbents possess, they could be the
accelerators of sustainability transitions if they recognised the necessity to reconfigure and
transform [22,28,42,51]. Nevertheless, incumbents could serve as hybrid actors, linking
niche innovations to incumbencies and thus altering and disrupting the regime [47], by
taking part in the activities both in or between the regime and niche levels, bringing a new
set of rules and requirements, even when operating in their own interest, with creation
of links being their secondary concern [59], supporting the stable socio-technical system
with constant fluctuation, never reaching a firm balance [2]. Hybrid organisations also
possess the ability to gain profit not only with the quality of their services and products,
but also to contribute to positive environmental and social change with their mission,
with the profit not being the main objective, blurring the borders between for-profit and
non-profit organisations [60], creating added value both to business and society [16]. This
becomes achievable because hybrid organisations collaborating with the stakeholders of
their social context strive to solve environmental and social issues through their practices
and products, rather than just trying to reduce their negative impact [16,60]. Even when
starting with incremental improvements, incumbents could create radical innovations,
impacting the market when accelerated, and being adapted throughout the regime and
niches [17]. Nonetheless, it is also necessary to keep in mind that these socio-technical
systems are context-dependent and their individual transitions may vary depending on
different circumstances [40].

Incumbents, being prominent actors in their sectors and regions, that can attribute
their resources to influencing other members of the landscape developments, may take
various roles in sustainable transitions, ranging from inhibitors to promoters and leaders:

• Resourceful opposers of sustainability transitions [4,42,56];
• Politically powerful environment shapers [40,42,44];
• Knowledge manipulators [38,45];
• Keepers of existing regimes [41,52];
• Incremental innovators [30,39,49–51];
• Promoters of new technologies and change [39,50,53];
• Hybrid actors [47,59].

Moreover, as some of the scientific literature on incumbent actors’ role in the scientific
literature on sustainability transitions mention the size and type of the firm (large manufac-
turers), these attributes are not necessarily important to address when looking at incumbent
organisations. Incumbency of the organisation relies more on their strategical stance in
the market, where they are established, prominent, with a set of network connections and
stable positions that are not easily moved [61] by shifts during the development and pertur-
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bances of the landscape or the regime, allowing them to take any of the abovementioned
roles.

2.2. Specificity of the Context of Transitioning Economy of a Post-Soviet Country

Lithuania is a country situated on the south-eastern side of the Baltic Sea with only
30 years of independence from the Soviet Union regime that has been shaping the country
for 46 years. Lithuania is in a geopolitically active area with transit roads and most northern
ice-free port of the Baltic Sea, which places the country in a position to successfully develop
its economy. Currently, Lithuania belongs to the EU and NATO, providing both incentives
and safety for successful independent development [25,62]. Sustainable development was
started to be addressed in the early 2000s by being included into the National Strategy for
Sustainable Development [63] and being recognised by companies creating Lithuanian
Responsible Business Association (LAVA—Lietuvos Atsakingo Verslo Asociacija) in 2005,
extending the work of the National Network of Responsible Business Enterprises (NAVĮT—
Nacionalinis Atsakingo Verslo Įmonių Tinklas). Generally, the direction of companies
represents the interests of consumers, shareholders, and other stakeholders, such as gov-
ernments, policymakers, general society, etc. There are studies that investigate transitions
of companies from planned to free market in the post-Soviet bloc [25,64], but not so much
regarding sustainable development of the enterprises or countries. Search on the Web
of Science Core Collection did not provide any results for keywords post-Soviet, sustain-
ability transitions, organisation/business, and their synonyms. This might be due to the
difference between sustainability and market transition, where sustainability is regarded as
socio-technical, and market as a socio-economic system [25]. This notwithstanding, these
systems are highly interlinked and co-dependent.

The Soviet Union did leave an imprint that might be felt in the contemporary society
of the affected countries. The cultural legacy of this regime had multiple indirect negative
impacts [23,65] in a broad variety of areas. Dawson [65] named several attributes linked
with the mentality of post-Soviet countries: “passivity, circumspection, distrust, and a
widespread indifference to environmental issues, pervading society, including governance
systems, at multiple levels” (p. 56). Therefore, instead of gradual transition from one
regime to another, these countries experienced shock-therapy [25,26] and some authors in
the geography field refer to this transition more of as ‘a form of transformation’ [26,66,67].
However, experiencing these transitions, or transformations, possibly prepared the coun-
tries for sustainable transitions. Rodrigo et al. [23] conducted a study on transition dy-
namics and through comparison distinguished four groups of countries in terms of the
way they approach sustainability issues: crossroaders, compliers, athletes, and laggards.
The cluster of compliers contains fifteen ex-eastern bloc nations (except for Uzbekistan)
that do particularly well in the quality of governance, but not in creating wealth cleanly,
though they try to follow more sustainable paths, having not been exposed so much to the
sustainable development concept. Growing economically strong, the compliers’ cluster
is not noted for effective and efficient energy management; however, they are addressing
their effect on socio-environmental conditions, trying to improve it and comply with the
standards raised by alliances such as the EU. Complier countries in the EU or those in
the process of becoming a member must fulfil higher standards; however, they are not
addressing their energy and CO2 emission issues appropriately yet. Lithuania is presented
as one of the exemplar cases complying with sustainability requirements through the use
of some governmental pressures; it adopts improved industrial practices, takes moderate
steps to reduce poverty and CO2 emissions, but uses energy quite inefficiently, however,
trying to develop more sustainably [23]. Citizens of the eastern post-Soviet bloc share
the commonalities of inadequate energy use and a large proportion of the population is
shown to struggle heating their houses in the cold periods and are experiencing energy
poverty [68]; furthermore, are also undecided about the climate change [69].

Some challenges particular to Lithuania include limited availability of public transport;
10.6% of the population do not have access to indoor sanitation; the income of 20% of the
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richest people in the country was 7.1 times higher than 20% of the poorest people [70]; 20th
place in the SDG Index of 2018 among 27 EU countries. Sustainable development principles
in Lithuania are established through the main strategic planning documents of the country:
Lithuania’s Progress Strategy “Lithuania 2030”; 2014-2020 National Progress Programme;
National Strategy for Sustainable Development adopted in 2003; the White Paper on
Lithuanian Regional Policy prepared in 2017. The necessity for sustainable development is
also mentioned in the Law on Territorial Planning of the Republic of Lithuania. However,
it is noted that the topic of sustainable development lacks coherence and specificity in
these documents, while the key issue in this regard is strategy: the National Strategy for
Sustainable Development is more of a recommendatory nature [70]. Correspondingly, the
Lithuanian National Sustainable Development Strategy has not been updated since 2011,
whereas its implementation reports have not been submitted since 2014.

Nevertheless, membership in the EU had a major impact on Lithuania’s development
patterns. Post-Soviet countries that are members of the EU established market economy
faster and performed wider-ranged reforms [62]. Integration in the EU can be seen as a
stimulus for improving governance, having examples set by older members and absorbing
sustainable development goals as part of the strategy [71]. Following the lead of more
prominent EU countries that already have transitional experiences and competencies,
should provide these transitioning economies with a boost for integrating sustainable
development principles in their routines. The similarities between socio-technical and
socio-economical system transformations should help transfer the multilevel concept of
sustainable development to the market transition [25]. However, as the analysis above
suggests, it is not to be expected from an incumbent regime to actively engage and invest
in radical innovations as top-down initiatives do not intentionally generate niches and
evolutionary bottom-up processes [18]. Therefore, it is important to address the initiative
grounds of sustainability transitions, which could lay in incumbent actors in the context.

3. Materials and Methods

As a methodological approach, a single case study was selected to explore the incum-
bent actors’ role in sustainability transitions in Lithuania. The majority of sustainability
transitions’ literature on incumbent actors is focused on energy sector. This landscape of
Lithuania also has one of the main incumbent actors operating in energy sector. Therefore,
information and examples of other incumbent actors will be drawn to better illustrate
how companies in an emerging economy take the initiative and promote sustainable
development. Five sustainability-oriented incumbent organisations in Lithuania were
selected using nonprobability purposive sampling. First selection criterion was that the
organisation had to be a part of the UN Global Compact initiative or a member of LAVA.
The interviewed organisations could be categorised as incumbent actors in their sectors
in Lithuania, being prominent and influential actors of their fields and active members
of society, visible to the broader public, as a second criterion, where only two are large
and have annual income above €100 million. After the second criterion was applied, an
organisation that is not a part of UN Global Compact initiative or a member of LAVA
emerged. Since it manages a national environmental brand label, it was included into the
sample. Homogeneity of the sample is assured following the definition of incumbents
that agrees with the research of Borghei [20], Sovacool et al. [28], Kungl [35], and Smink
et al. [37], describing incumbents as established, prominent, and influential organisations.
Characteristics of the interviewed organisations are provided in Table 2.
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Table 2. Characteristics of respondents.

Organi-Sation Sector Size Income, Mill €
(2019) Years Active UN Global

Compact LAVA Respondent

OrgC Support
services Very small 0.3–0.5 18 + - Director

OrgD Academic Large 8–11 21 + - Sustainability
coordinator

OrgE Gas, water and
multiutilities Large >100 12

(84) + +

Communication
manager for
sustainable

development

OrgM Support
services Small 1-3 17 - -

Environment
and

sustainable
development

policy
specialist

OrgR Bank Large >100 27 + + Sustainability
manager

Semi-structured interviews were conducted online using video conferencing means
in Lithuanian during the period of November 2019 to August 2020. Interview question-
naire was built in consideration of the researches by Van der Byl and Slawinski [72] and
McGrail et al. [73], revealing the organisations’ stance towards sustainability. Representa-
tive questions are provided below:

• Could you tell when and on whose initiative social responsibility or sustainability
became part of your organisation’s strategy?

• Could you provide examples of social initiatives or solutions that your organisation is
implementing?

• Could you provide examples of environmental initiatives or solutions that your
organisation is implementing?

• Could you provide examples of economic initiatives or solutions that your organisa-
tion is implementing?

• What impact have the stakeholders had on the implementation of the social, environ-
mental, and economic decisions you mentioned?

• What value and why did these social, environmental, and economic decisions bring to
your organisation?

Transcripts of the interviews were made adopting a literal transcription strategy.
Deductive qualitative coding [74] was applied to the transcripts where the codes (initiator;
social, economic, environmental initiatives; stakeholders; value) were developed and
complemented with the information from the interviews.

As additional information sources, corporate websites, and sustainability reports (of
those organisations who report) where consulted using the same representative questions.
This strategy was selected to complement the informants’ knowledge with corporate
sustainability communication, check for testimonies and validate the information.

4. Results

This section is dedicated to exploring the examples of five sustainability-oriented
Lithuanian incumbents. Detailed stories and testimonies from the respondents are pre-
sented in Tables 3–7, providing information on why organisations took on the sustainability
approach, their social, environmental, and economic initiatives, their stance towards stake-
holders, and the value they see in being more sustainable.
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Table 3. Testimony from the respondent on the sustainability of OrgD.

Whose initiative
• Environmental institute established in 1991
• Coordinated action since 2010
• Green higher education institution initiative started in 2012

Social initiatives

• No jeans month
• Equal Opportunities Commission
• Blood donation campaigns
• Environment cleaning initiatives
• First smart mobile app in Lithuania that helps the deaf to communicate with the hearing
• Improving the infrastructure for all sorts of accessibility

Environmental initiatives

• Modernisation of heat and electricity facilities on the campus
• Reduction in energy usage
• Setting an example that we can use renewable energy resources
• Development of technologies for disinfection of drinking water, protection against microbes
• Development of an odour-sensitive sensor system that is able to detect air pollution

Stakeholders
• Organisation of events and open lectures for the community
• Representatives participate in various TV and radio shows, provide press comments on various sustainability issues,

spreading the message

Value
• Prestige, representation to the public
• Raising awareness

Table 4. Testimony from the respondent on the sustainability of OrgM.

Whose initiative • While consulting another company for a project, it became clear that we also have to become sustainable

Social initiatives

• Four-day week
• Organising nature festivals
• Family is brought to work
• Staff and management renovated the office sustainably by themselves
• Blood donation campaigns
• Not engaging in sponsorship or philanthropy
• Shaping the political level
• Representing environmental interest of the public in court
• Defending the public’s right to nature

Environmental initiatives

• Renovating the office using green measures, such as adobe floor, or ecological wall paint
• Calculating eco-footprint
• Sorting, weighting their waste
• Calculating trip costs using data from accounting, and deciding whether to take them, being aware where and what

ecologic footprint they leave
• Sustainable requirements for organised events, such as vegetarian food, eco-certified venues
• Curating protected area brand
• Encouraging all small producers in protected areas to put on a brand label
• Training, teaching small producers marketing, sustainability, and responsibility

Economic initiatives

• Economic responsibility is understood more as product responsibility
• Adapting to the economic capacity of partners
• Economic responsibility is linked to the quality of the service
• Quality assurance of services
• Principle of fair price
• Publicity

Stakeholders

• Raising the awareness of politicians
• Raising the awareness of customers
• Most influential interest group is the European Union and international organisations and their demands
• The Green Deal affects all activities strongly
• Other non-governmental environmental organisations are very important as partners
• Influential academic institutions
• Free meetings for business, where they get a lot information from us about environmental sustainability and we find out

what is relevant in the market from them

Value
• Retention of valuable professionals
• Calculating the footprint attracts clientele
• Acting according to their words
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Table 5. Testimony from the respondent on the sustainability of OrgC.

Whose initiative

• From the parent organisation
• Global Compact pushed to document
• Being open and transparent were the inner values when starting the

organisation

Social initiatives

• Very protective of staff
• Transparency
• Public education on IT skills
• Educating and training customers, businesses, and government agencies in

the area of social responsibility
• Talking about waste through creativity and art
• Students and community interact with the waste management facility
• Initiative of public emotional security project
• Supplementary health insurance for employees

Environmental
initiatives

• Educating public sector on green office solutions
• Educating and organising excursions for schools regarding waste

management
• Collaborating with the university regarding the training of hazardous waste

managers
• Educating members and employees of governments and municipalities

regarding waste management
• Initiating emission transparency in waste management facilities

Economic initiatives
• Training economically active people and retirees to use the internet
• Change in the remuneration of employees in public relations agencies

Stakeholders
• Being the initiator of sustainability initiatives
• Avoid spreading disinformation

Value
• Employee loyalty and commitment of employees to adhere to and represent

the principles and to adhere to the organisation’s philosophy
• Actions are in line with the philosophy, which is value for the clients
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Table 6. Testimony from the respondent on the sustainability of OrgE.

Whose initiative
• Requirement of the Stock Exchange
• The importance of social responsibility has risen from subsidiaries, making it

a part of strategy of the group

Social initiatives

• Human rights, zero tolerance for discrimination
• Domestic legislation
• Code of ethics
• Attract more women to technological specialties
• Promoting a culture of safe work
• Internal education campaigns regarding safety at work
• Public education on energy
• Employees tell about efficient energy use to the outside stakeholders
• Maintaining personal contact with communities

Environmental
initiatives

• Supporting and meeting environmental management standards
• Promoting energy efficiency
• Helping both the population and business to have a significant impact on the

environment
• Producing the majority of energy from renewable sources
• Issuing Green Bonds that are used to finance green energy projects or energy

efficiency projects
• Smart energy club
• Developing the network of electric car charging stations
• Joining the United Nations Business Ambition for 1.5 ◦C

Economic initiatives

• Ethics, anti-corruption
• Code of ethics
• Line of trust
• Annual tests for employees regarding anti-corruption
• Testing partners’ responsibility and sustainability
• Work from home
• Utility bills can be paid for free by customers using their self-service website
• Customers experiencing financial difficulties can defer their payments
• Positive impact on the Doing Business rating for Lithuania

Stakeholders

• Clear requirements from the state
• The highest standards of transparency are required by the shareholders and

investors
• Management standards, benefits maximise employee retention
• The media
• Goal—to get stakeholders a little bit more involved so that they would

provide feedback

Value
• Reputation improvement
• Periodic public surveys to evaluate the reputation
• No budget for publicising social responsibility
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Table 7. Testimony from the respondent on the sustainability of OrgR.

Whose initiative
• Most strategic, political sustainability issues come from the parent company in Scandinavia
• Very high level of enthusiasm and support for this topic comes from the CEO of the Lithuanian branch

Social initiatives

• Financial education
• Promoting entrepreneurship
• Building a sustainable society
• Increasing awareness of sustainability
• Employee volunteering initiative
• Equal opportunities and diversity
• Main sponsor of the human rights conference
• Finance laboratory
• Constant communication on personal finance, savings, pensions, investment, macroeconomics
• A diverse programme for small business support
• Endorsing and supporting women and entrepreneurs on innovations

Environmental initiatives

• Helping customers make more sustainable decisions
• Green leasing
• Special financing services for solar power
• Investing in sustainable funds with high indices of sustainability
• Sustainability risks are assessed in the same way as any other

Economic initiatives

• Start-up space for moving to sustainable innovation
• Small Business Growing Programme
• Promoting innovation in start-ups which then transforms into certain indicators of economic growth
• Having sustainability criteria in the funding processes

Stakeholders

• Change of initiatives’ partners is not common
• Employees are always important
• Shareholder and investor relations are always important
• Institutional decision-makers, including the non-governmental sector, other companies with similar values

with whom we can do some joint activities
• Educational mission rather than responding to what clients would like
• We proceed with external initiatives only after coordinating this with our internal audiences
• Internal educational activities about sustainability

Value

• You will not be able to do successful business in any society that is doing badly
• If a company is not sustainable, it will be harder to attract the younger generation of employees
• The international investment community has already made it clear that all investments will be directed only

at sustainable businesses
• Failure to comply with legal requirements has the potential might lead to being expelled from the market
• Public image

OrgD is a one of the top state-owned higher education institutions in Lithuania. This
organisation presents its sustainability approach on its website; however, the report is
outdated. The newest sustainability report can be found on the UN Global Compact
website.

OrgM is a non-governmental non-profit organisation that operates in environmental
protection area. OrgM reveals its mission on its website and on its sustainability report (as
a part of its Activity report). Sustainability-oriented projects, activities, and initiatives can
be found in both information sources (Table 4).

OrgC is a public relations organisation with affiliation to a larger company abroad.
Double-checking the corporate website and sustainability report, little information could be
found. Neither the website, nor the sustainability report mentioned stakeholder testimonies
or their impact on the environment. A sustainability report is not on OrgC’s website but it
can be found on the UN Global Compact webpage (Table 5).

OrgE is a state-owned energy company, the most prominent incumbent in Lithuania’s
energy sector. The organisation has a very detailed approach to their sustainability strategy
both on the website and in the sustainability report (which is a part of the annual financial
report provided both on their website and that of the UN Global Compact) Table 6.

OrgR is one of the largest banks in Lithuania based on Scandinavian capital.
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OrgR has sustainability as a part of their strategy, which is visible both on their website
and sustainability report (which is provided alongside the Financial report). The report
presents their activities, initiatives, and achieved results in great detail. The website shows
consistency on all aspects of sustainability as well (Table 7).

5. Discussion

Interesting insights that illustrate Lithuania’s regime and landscape levels could be
drawn from the interviews and secondary data. A similarity shared by these organisations
is that their top managers are involved in sustainability transitions and are active promoters
of these ideas making them active members of transition towards sustainability both in
their activity area and in the broader society. Some of these organisations became involved
in sustainable movements around early 2000’s participating in the development of the
aforementioned association LAVA, making them prominent and long-lasting members
of sustainability transitions in Lithuania. Nevertheless, respondents did notice that their
clients, general society, and other stakeholders were still somewhat reluctant to address the
sustainability issues, thus making it more complicated to initiate change and push these
ideas beyond the company borders. Additionally, these organisations also face struggles
from within. In example, OrgD encounters problems when broader and larger quantities
of resources are required to implement the projects. In essence, looking at the interview
data, website, and sustainability report, OrgD appears to have a fragmented approach
towards sustainability; though, good intentions. OrgE has an abundance of statistical
information on their report; however, some of the declared numbers that might be seen as
controversial are not extensively elaborated upon, i.e., employee distribution by gender.
OrgR’s commitment to sustainable investment seems somewhat vague and unambitious,
renouncing financing only to destructive activities, such as guns, coal energy, and those
violating human rights.

Respondent from OrgM, who also is an expert in environmental and sustainability is-
sues, noticed a huge difference in terms of corporate social responsibility: big organisations
always have documents with clearly defined principles, and small organisations just have
sustainability rising from within. Sustainability relates not so much to the organisation, but
rather to the people that create the culture within. Those organisations that wanted to start
a movement of change towards sustainability began looking for possibilities to collaborate,
collect the positive examples from other companies, maybe even benchmark themselves
against other sustainability-oriented enterprises, thus creating an informal network of
socially responsible businesses in Lithuania (NAVĮT) in the beginning of 2000’′s. How-
ever, OrgC’s respondent admits that when looking globally, in addressing sustainability,
Lithuania still lags four or five years behind. Therefore, it is necessary to be proactive in dis-
covering sustainability and managing risks in the organisations and other social constructs,
to have a steppingstone to move forward and communicate and consult, and include all
stakeholders, according to the respondent of OrgM. Though the research may not yet show
a strong willingness to pay extra for a sustainability focus in a product or service, that trend
is growing, as noted by the respondent of OrgR. Organisations are also more prone not to
push sustainable ideas actively to the clients, but to focus on philanthropy and sponsor-
ship as an act of sustainability (respondents of OrgM and OrgC). There are organisations
using social events (like marathons) to gather sensitive data on people participating in
them and then promoting their products directly (OrgM’s respondent). Nonetheless, there
are companies that are unequivocally profit oriented and do not have, want to have, or
discuss sustainability. The majority of those who address sustainability still see this as a
responsibility of the communication department. However, respondent of OrgR notes that
unsustainable businesses will not have a place in the future and today, sustainability is
becoming a business topic, an important topic. The enthusiasm that is being expressed
by the respondents of the analysed organisations could be illustrated by the reflection of
OrgM’s respondent: “sustainability and social responsibility are not the implementation of
some standard, they are not the implementation of some postulates, they are not a policy,
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they are not a principle. It’s that jazz that should drive that organisation and should just
be fun, becoming a part of that organisation.” What seems to be clear from the literature
and empirical analysis, is that collaboration between organisations is necessary to tackle
the issues of sustainability [16], with key success factors for adapting sustainability at the
core of the corporation being structure, culture, leadership, communication, employee
qualifications and motivation, and management control [48,75].

Moreover, a trend could be drawn from this small sample of organisations that promi-
nent organisations can dedicate a broad variety of resources to address their corporate
sustainability and the message they send, which is visible in their websites and sustain-
ability reports. Naturally, this does not imply that large incumbents are more interested
in what message to send than actually living up to the promise. Larger organisations
can allocate more resources to various activities, where smaller organisations invest their
limited resources to the actual activities. Additionally, large incumbents ascribe greater
value to SDGs in their communication sources, structuring their messages accordingly:
which SDGs are important to them, to which SDGs do they contribute the most.

This overview on Lithuania’s incumbent actors provides insights that support the
emerging ideas that incumbents are not only stalling the sustainability transition and
anticipating change—they can be active promoters of sustainability ideas who actively
motivate their stakeholders to take the sustainability path and try to educate the larger so-
ciety, taking on initiatives and leading the change, complementing the research of Berggren
et al. [50], Hörisch [39], and Markard [53]. Additionally, OrgM reveals traits that are in-
herent to hybrid actors, linking niche innovations of small enterprises with other market
players [47] and maintaining economic profit while adding value to society and the en-
vironment [16,60]. OrgE provides an example of positive change in the policy of energy
sector acting as a politically powerful environment shaper, bringing up the transition from
inside and supporting decentralisation and green energy ideas, taking action in building a
more sustainable energy supply, whilst other scientific researches provide a more negative
depiction of state-owned enterprises [40,64]. Moreover, even though incumbents as incre-
mental innovators are often referred via technological solutions, OrgR poses as an example
of incremental developer of society, taking small steps for the education of communities in
various directions.

However, the major portion of previous literature on incumbents in sustainability
transitions relies on energy sector examples, whereas the sustainability transitions in the
post-Soviet context focus on urban/rural development and/or agriculture. Consequently,
comparison with other sectors is complicated. Insights on business development and
impact on tackling sustainability issues remain an underexplored area both in the case
of sustainability transitions and post-Soviet country context. Interestingly, Chatzimentor
et al. [24] noted that studies from eastern and post-Soviet countries were often left at the
periphery of peer-reviewed journals, having lower-acceptance rates [76,77]. Nonetheless,
this research, like the larger part of other transition studies, is designed to be more illus-
trative and exploratory than a systematic research, possessing elements of interpretation
and creativity in its methodology [51]. This paper illustrates how organisations of a tran-
sitioning economy take on the initiatives to become more sustainable, empowering their
stakeholders to take a part in the transition towards sustainability, when the government
still lags behind, trying to meet the requirements set by foreign partners and alliances.

6. Conclusions

The aim of the paper was to explore what roles do the incumbent actors take in the
sustainability transitions. The scientific literature review suggested seven roles: resourceful
opposers of sustainability transitions; politically powerful environment shapers; knowl-
edge manipulators; keepers of existing regimes; incremental innovators; promoters of new
technologies and change; hybrid actors. The analysed sample of five sustainability-oriented
incumbent organisations in a transitioning economy revealed that they all are promoters of
change; additionally, one could act as a hybrid actor; two organisations highlighted positive
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attributes of two roles, one being politically powerful shaper and the other—an incremental
innovator. Moreover, the incumbent actors that take on the role of promoting sustainability
are emerging in Lithuania and their positive examples supplement the shifting views
on incumbents in the scientific literature. This paper, as an overview of the situation in
an emerging economy, provides ideas and a steppingstone for future research regarding
the role of incumbents that could be used to advance and facilitate the management of
sustainability transitions.

Limitations of this paper include a purely qualitative approach when investigating
examples of incumbent actors, drawing only from data provided by the organisations:
interviews with respondents who themselves were very interested and vested in sustain-
ability ideas and movement, corporate sustainability reports, and websites. One of the
ways to further develop this research would be to explore the organisations more thor-
oughly, looking within these organisations for clues whether there was interest from certain
individuals, or all members of organisations supported the sustainability ideas. MLP is
better suited for describing events than looking at causal relationships [14,18]; therefore,
this research, aimed at exploring the role of incumbent actors, is limited at the level of
incumbent actors’ initiatives, with only slight insights into why they transition towards
sustainability and their certain manner, contributing more to a geographical perspective of
the sustainable transitions. It could also be interesting to examine whether transition from
planned to market economy provided any advantage transitioning towards sustainability.
Correspondingly, an investigation of how the post-Soviet country mentality shaped the
actions of incumbents could provide fruitful insights into the pathways these organisations
are taking and why. Due to early stages of sustainable development idea implementation
in strategies in transitioning economies, this might be impossible to assess yet.
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dinimo. Valstyb. Žinios. 2003. Available online: https://e-seimas.lrs.lt/portal/legalAct/lt/TAD/TAIS.217644/WPqyZkDuCy
(accessed on 25 October 2021).

64. Tõnurist, P. Framework for analysing the role of state owned enterprises in innovation policy management: The case of energy
technologies and Eesti Energia. Technovation 2015, 38, 1–14. [CrossRef]

65. Dawson, L. Unravelling Sustainability: The Complex Dynamics of Emergent Environmental Governance and Management Systems at
Multiple Scales; Stockholm University: Stockholm, Sweden, 2019.

66. Lynn, N.J. Geography and Transition: Reconceptualizing Systemic Change in the Former Soviet Union. Slavic Rev. 1999, 58,
824–840. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1002/bse.1808
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2019.10.012
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.08.031
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2018.09.003
http://doi.org/10.1080/09537325.2018.1473853
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2019.06.009
http://doi.org/10.1177/0263276414531627
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2013.12.004
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2019.101242
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2013.10.008
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101484
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.124179
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2014.11.009
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2011.02.002
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2014.07.003
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2018.07.045
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2017.10.008
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2004.08.014
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2018.05.006
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2017.05.003
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2018.07.001
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2012.10.006
http://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2933616
http://doi.org/10.2747/1060-586X.25.1.1
https://e-seimas.lrs.lt/portal/legalAct/lt/TAD/TAIS.217644/WPqyZkDuCy
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.technovation.2014.08.001
http://doi.org/10.2307/2697200


Sustainability 2021, 13, 12877 19 of 19

67. Smith, A. From Convergence to Fragmentation: Uneven Regional Development, Industrial Restructuring, and the ‘Transition to
Capitalism’ in Slovakia. Environ. Plan. A Econ. Sp. 1996, 28, 135–156. [CrossRef]

68. Bouzarovski, S.; Tirado Herrero, S.; Petrova, S.; Frankowski, J.; Matoušek, R.; Maltby, T. Multiple transformations: Theorizing
energy vulnerability as a socio-spatial phenomenon. Geogr. Ann. Ser. B Hum. Geogr. 2017, 99, 20–41. [CrossRef]
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