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1.

Introduction

In the past years, many projects have shown that green buildings can equal
conventional ways of construction in terms of costs and quality. Nevertheless, there
are many organisational, institutional and psychological barriers to sustainable
construction which slow down and obstruct the mainstreaming of green building
practices and experiences. In an attempt to understand these barriers, Smith (2007)
suggests that research should focus on the interactions between green niches and
incumbent regimes: how do green niches diffuse into mainstream practices and
replace incumbent institutional regimes?
In this paper, we analyse this diffusion process for a single case, in which a
mainstream real estate developer has decided to go green and design and construct
“perhaps the most sustainable” town hall in the Netherlands. The green ambitions of
the developer are fully supported by the local authorities who have commissioned the
project to this developer because of the green design. The case shows how many,
supposedly ‘small’ decisions taken during the stage from initial to final design,
influence the greenness of the final design.
Analysis of this process shows how actors committed to green building are
influenced by the rules and considerations that play a role in conventional building
and vice versa. The case thus gives us a more precise understanding of how green
niches interact with incumbent regimes. Also, we suggest how management of the
design process can support the achievement of green ambitions.
Outline
Section 2 will introduce the theoretical background of the niche-regime tensions
central in the work of Smith (2006, 2007), and this results in an elementary
framework that we can use to analyze the influence of niche and regime on a
sustainable building project. Section 4 introduces this project, the context within
which it took place, as well as the actors, their relationships and their knowledge and
expertise with regards to building and sustainability thereof. Section 5 presents some
important niche lessons that have been used in the project and how they have been
influenced by the regime. Section 6 concludes with findings on how projects like the
ones studied help to understand the process of mainstreaming of sustainable building
and how this mainstreaming can be improved.
2.

From green niches to regime change: the mainstreaming of lessons on
sustainability

The concept of sustainable development is rooted in a systems perspective of ecology.
With its 1972 report the Club of Rome (Meadows, 1972) showed how overuse of
natural resources with consequences as exhaustion, degradation, erosion and pollution
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would disrupt the current dynamic equilibrium of our ecosystems. Positive feedback
would lead to unpredictable processes of change, which could eventually result in a
new dynamic equilibrium, but perhaps one would not be favorable for the human
condition. The process of disruptive change is very likely to be beyond human control
and it may result in a steady state which will not allow us to carry on our present way
of life, if human life is still possible at all. Maintaining the current equilibrium
requires a change of our natural resource usage, which involves change of our sociotechnological systems and the institutions within them. Especially institutions have a
stabilizing function within these systems; systems change therefore inevitably
involves institutional change (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993). In the remainder of this
section we will hone in on the relationship between institutional change and system
change.
Institutions can be considered as rules of the game (March and Olsen, 2006,
Klijn and Koppenjan, 2004). Formal institutions can range from the institutions of the
state, such as government, parliament and constitution, to our legal rules and
regulations, including voluntary based agreements on behavior, such as self regulatory
covenants and labeling and certification schemes. Informal rules are more implicit,
such as traditions, organizational routines and professional codes of conduct. In our
society, we need institutions to make our life easy. They create a common frame of
reference for our actions and interactions; they make clear which kind of behavior is
expected and accepted. By acting in accordance with institutions, they are confirmed
and reconfirmed time and again and thus become more firmly rooted. From a
transaction costs perspective, institutions are thus very efficient mechanisms. To
fulfill this function, institutions need to be reliable and trustworthy and resistant to
change. And here we touch upon a big challenge for sustainable development;
institutions usually only tolerate incremental changes whereas the sustainability
paradigm requires radical changes. However, history shows that radical changes have
especially been brought about by external factors, such as natural disasters, and that it
is difficult to initiate such changes when actors with dominant decision-making power
within the system experience no sense of urgency to change the system.
The need for radical change is thus contrasted by institutional inertia and
reluctance to change. This dilemma has become an object of study in various research
disciplines. In political and policy sciences this dilemma is framed in institutional
terminology, emphasizing the role of power, with actors safeguarding their vested
interests. In search for more elaborate explanations of why policies fail to enforce
radical institutional change, public policy scholars have turned to concepts which
have been developed in systems thinking and which have especially been elaborated
in organization studies and studies of innovation and technology dynamics. These
studies have inspired policy scientists to use concepts as learning, path dependency
and lock-in, selection environment and co-evolution.
In his article, Adrian Smith (2007) has used these concepts to understand the
diffusion process of sustainable development by studying a case on eco-housing and
on organic food in the UK.
“Historical experience suggests radical changes begin within networks of
pioneering organizations, technologies and users that form a niche practice on
the margin of the regime. Studies suggest these ‘niche’ situations (e.g. niche
applications, demonstration programs, social movements) provide space for
new ideas, artifacts and practices to develop without being exposed to the full
range of selection pressures that favor the regime.” (Smith 2007: 429).
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Strategic niche management has therefore become en vogue by public policy makers
as a means to stimulate sustainable development (e.g. Huber, 2004). However, Smith
considers the assumption that strategic niche management can help niches to branch
out and eventually replace the incumbent regime as too simplistic. In branching out, a
niche interacts with the system it intends to take over. It aims to transfer the lessons
learnt in the niche to the actors in the regime. In this interaction, the system exerts
selection pressure upon the niche and the rules and the lessons that have been
developed within this niche, which will lead to a process of mutual adaptation of the
rules of both the niche and the incumbent system.
As Smith points out, strategic niche management focuses especially on the
development and robustness of a niche, but seems to neglect the influence of the
wider selection environment, the regime, on the processes that take place within the
niche. Especially when niches start to grow and expand, it is inevitable that the
incumbent regime will influence the learning within the niche and the support for the
niche. Niche-regime interaction can then result in a process of mutual adaptation, in
which the niche learns how to frame its lessons in a way that is of use to the regime
and in which the regime recognizes and acts upon some of the lessons developed
within the niche.
When niche-regime interaction remains limited, the actors in the niche might
learn, but these lessons fail to penetrate the system, and vice versa. The niche and
regime then continue to coexist and develop along their own paths. Another result of
niche-regime interaction may be an asymmetrical process of adaptation, in which
usually the incumbent regime exerts its strong selection power over the niche, and the
regime succeeds to incorporate the lessons from the niche in a way that requires least
change.
Smith remarks that especially niches that have evolved out of dissatisfaction
with the incumbent system are prone to develop along parallel pathways. Such niches
are often founded by ideologists who do not wish be committed to the system they
intend to replace at once rather than change step by step. The sustainable building
niche could perhaps once have been classified as being ideology driven, but has
become more realistic over the years. A long ranging history of demonstration
projects have contributed to this. These projects proved the economic and
technological feasibility of sustainable building, which have led to a growing
acceptance of the need for principles, practices and technology for sustainable
building by the incumbent regime: the main stream building industry. Sometimes this
has resulted in strong influence of the building industry over developments which
have started in niches. For example, such asymmetrical adaptations can be recognized
in the development of certification and labeling schemes for sustainability of
buildings or particular parts or aspects of building and buildings. These instruments
only work when they are widely supported by the industry, which will contribute to
the trustworthiness and recognition of these instruments needed for their acceptance
by users. However, labels and certificates that can count on such support are often
developed by the industry itself and strongly influenced by its interests. The
institutional effects of such voluntary based instruments appear to be limited: the
ambitions reflected in the instruments do not involve big changes for the actors who
choose to comply, while the actors for whom compliance would involve considerable
change are free not to comply (Brown and De Jong, 2007).
In the past few years, under the influence of the worldwide attention for
climate change, sustainability is becoming a more main stream concern in the
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building industry. Although the industry is still far away from a transition towards a
sustainable steady state (WBCSD, 2007), it is interesting to explore in more detail
how niche-regime interaction currently works and how the mainstreaming can be
facilitated. To do so, we had the opportunity to study a case of sustainable building, in
which a mainstream building actor had decided to go green and develop ‘perhaps the
most sustainable town hall’ in the Netherlands. The case is a typical example of how
mainstream actors try to make use of the lessons learned in a niche. The next section
will explain the analytical framework used.

3.

Analyzing mainstreaming

The elementary framework used for analyzing the niche-regime interaction in our
case is based on some of the central concepts used by Smith (2007). He suggests
describing the contexts of the niche and the regime by contrasting their differences on
seven dimensions. For our case, we also include a description of the context of the
project, which provides the playground or arena where niche-regime interaction
actually happens. Together with some general information of the case, the project and
the actors involved, this context description gives the background for understanding
the influences of both the niche and the regime on the project. We use the concept of
rules to be able to be more specific about which part of the context influences the use
and adaptation of lessons. The context description is presented in section 4.
In section 5, the most important lessons learnt in the sustainable building niche
and used in the project are described and an analysis is made of how they are
influenced by the rules of the regime. Based on this analysis, section 6 presents some
conclusions on how projects like the one studied can be improved and used to
mainstream actors
Table 1 Analytical framework
Context of the niche, regime and project
Contrasting niche, How can the niche, regime and project
regime and project be characterized by the seven,
distinguishing dimensions? (1) Guiding
principles for actor behavior
(2) Technologies and infrastructure
(3) Industrial structure
(4) User relations and markets
(5) Policy and regulations
(6) Knowledge base for the regime
(7) Cultural, symbolic meanings
underpinning the regime
Niche-regime interaction in the project
Applying and
Which lessons from the sustainable
adapting lessons
building niche have been applied to the
from the niche to
project and how?
the project
How were the niche lessons influenced
by the regime rules?
Altering contexts

How did or could this project contribute
to a change of rules of the regime and
the niche?
How could the context of
mainstreaming projects be improved?

Description of the seven
dimensions based on Smith
(2007) and a literature review
(Van Bueren and De Jong,
2007, Van Bueren, 2009).

Application of lessons as
identified by actors
interviewed and by
researchers.
Rule conflicts as identified by
actors interviewed and by
researchers.
(Potential) changes identified
by actors interviewed and by
researchers.
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To study this case, we had the opportunity to interview the key stakeholders involved
in the design process of a new town hall in a small town in the Netherlands. We have
interviewed these actors at two moments in time: when the preliminary design was
approved by the client – the municipality – and when the final design was approved.
In between, we had several interviews with the project leader of the property
developer.
The research was part of a larger cooperation between a relatively large
property developer and Delft University of Technology (TU Delft). The property
developer has decided to go green and takes this ambition seriously. It has contacted
TU Delft to look for win-wins: the developer wants to give new technologies and
practices a chance and offers its projects as an environment for testing and
experimenting. In return, it benefits from this cooperation in terms of expert advice,
knowledge of cutting edge technologies, potential sustainability benefits and a green
image. The property developer is a business unit of a larger firm, which also includes
units for development of infrastructure and the contracting of infrastructure and
property.

4.

A new town hall: a project between niche and regime

This section will introduce the case and analyze the contexts of the niche, regime and
the town hall project.
A competition for a design and construct contract
The new town hall was subject of a competition for design and construct. The
competition was announced in 2009 and participants had three months to develop a
design. The assignment was to design and construct, which implied that the bid of
participants included an estimation of construction costs. The winner would be
granted a contract for the design and construction of the building. The existing town
hall was outdated and in need of refurbishment and renovation. It was situated next to
shopping mall, whose owner wanted to demolish the town hall to expand. Putting one
and one together, the city council soon decided that it was cheaper to construct a new
town hall on a piece of undeveloped land between the town fringe and a busy
highway.
The competition specified a number of requirements:
• The town hall should contain 4500 square meters of gross floor area to
accommodate a meeting hall for the local council, flexible work spaces for the
civil servants of the town administration and office counters for citizens to apply
for documents.
• The design should accommodate 100 parking spaces, of which 40-50% should not
be visible to visitors.
• The town hall had to be sustainable: the design should score at least an 8.0 on a
scale of 1 to 10 used by the GPR tool, a tool to assess the sustainability of building
designs.
• The design should be usable for other functions; in the future it is highly likely
that the town council and administration will be merged with neighboring
municipalities and will no longer need a town hall of its own.
• The design should be cost efficient.
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The competition was made public on June 10, 2008. Four consortiums competed with
a design. The designs handed in were judged by a jury, consisting of well-reputed
names in the field of architecture and property development, some representatives of
the town, and a university professor specialized in sustainable building. The jury had
four groups of selection criteria. First of all, the requirements had to be met. In
addition, scores were given to the bids: 45% for the design, 35% for the costs and
20% for the project management proposal. On November 21st, 2008, the jury
announced the winner. The consortium led by the property developer of this case had
won. The jury stated that although this design had the lowest price, the price was not a
decisive factor. Instead, it emphasized that the design had the highest sustainability
score, 8.8 instead of the requested 8.0. In addition, it had the right – modest- character
and some challenging design features, such as positioning a restaurant with an
outdoor terrace next to the entrance where local residents would witness how the town
administration was having a coffee break or a lunch, which would of course confirm
the image of ‘the lazy civil servant’. Figure 1 shows an artist impression of the
winning design.

Figure 1

Artist impression of the winning design

The procedures to finalize the prize winning design to finalizing the design
One of the losing competitors contested the jury verdict in court, in vain, but this
delayed the project by almost six months. The contract between the municipality and
the developer was signed in June 2009, which was the start of the phase in which the
bid had to be developed into a preliminary design and from a preliminary design into
a final design, which was ready in March 2010. The preliminary design and the final
design had to be tested for its GPR score and had to be approved by the municipality.
Early May 2010, the test showed that the design still had the same score as the initial
design.
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The actors involved and their relationships
The design and construct bid was prepared by a consortium led by the property
developer. A building team was formed to prepare the bid, in which besides the
property developer and its contractor also an architect, a mechanical engineer and a
structural engineer participated. The property developer hired a well-known
sustainable building consultant to advice the building team. The property developer
signed the contract with the municipality; the other actors involved in the building
team were subcontractors.
The municipality was the principal commissioning the project. For developing
the contours of the project and the competition, it hired a small property management
firm experienced in supporting municipalities with the design and construction
process of town halls. After all, it is not often that a town commissions the
development of property, and relevant expertise is lacking. On the sustainable
building part, it was advised by the Regional Environmental Service, a former
municipal service which had been scaled up to the regional level to be able to develop
and maintain expert knowledge in a number of environmental fields, including
sustainable building. The municipalities in the region were too small to have such
expertise in-house.
Before the competition could be announced, several hurdles of political
decision-making had to be taken. The town council had to approve of the decision to
relocate the town hall to a newly constructed building, to approve of the budget, and
to approve of the requirements for competition. Also, they had to formerly approve of
the selection made by the jury. The town council consists of committed local residents
who have the council ship as a side job. The main responsibility of the town council is
to check and approve of the policy and budget proposals made by the aldermen, who
are elected politicians as well. Each of them is concerned with a specific portfolio and
governs the administrative departments belonging to their portfolio. The aldermen are
supported by a mayor, who is appointed by the provincial governor. The local civil
servants will be the main users of the building. Throughout the design process, they
have been organized in groups concerned with the interior design and use of the
building.
Figure 2 represents the actors involved and their relationships, many of which
are of a principal-agent character, implying that there is an information asymmetry
between the principal and the agent. The principal has formal control over the agent,
but to exercise this control, the principal has to rely on the information provided by
the agent. This gives the agent control over the principal.
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Figure 2

Actors and their relationships

Knowledge and expertise of actors
There are two bodies of knowledge and expertise of these actors that are relevant to
this project: property development and sustainable building. Figure 3 positions the
actors on these two dimensions.

Figure 3

Knowledge and expertise of key actors with property development and
sustainable building
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This figure shows two things. The first is that the key actors involved in the project,
the municipality and the members of the building team, are no experts in sustainable
building. The second, related observation is that they have to hire expertise. As stated,
the municipality got its expertise from the Regional Environmental Service and a
project management bureau. However, during the competition and first design stages,
the project manager taking care of this job did not show much knowledge of or
commitment to sustainable building. His successor was an expert in sustainable
building, who showed more concern for the sustainability achieved in the project.
Also within the building team, knowledge of sustainable building was
relatively modest for an assignment with such high sustainability ambitions. Selection
of the building team members was not based on knowledge of sustainable building,
but on previous experiences with cooperation. In the interviews the actors showed no
surprise that the sustainable building knowledge was no selection criterion, whereas in
the sustainable building niche it is common knowledge that this is a factor that
strongly influences the sustainability of projects.
The sustainable building knowledge of the building team and the municipality
thus had to be delivered by external actors. The building team succeeded to hire a
consultant with a good reputation in this field and with a lot of knowledge of the GPR
tool used, and in this way, the lack of knowledge was compensated and resulted in the
prize winning design with the high sustainability score.
Learning within the project
Some members of the building team acknowledged that they learned a lot from the
sustainable building consultant, for example, on reducing material use, heat and cold
storage combined concrete core temperature control, the GPR tool and on the process
of integrated design. This has raised their curiosity and enthusiasm for sustainable
building and they have stated that they will certainly expand this knowledge and use it
in projects to come. They value the sustainability of the project very high. The
architect stated: “The civil servants will love it; during summer they will be surprised
by the amazing indoor climate”.
However, the sustainable building experts involved in the project – the
sustainable building consultant, the second project manager and the regional
environmental service - were less enthusiastic about the project. Although they all
recognized that the town hall has become a fairly ambitious sustainable building,
especially for a project with such constraints on knowledge and budget, they did not
learn anything new during the project. The project has made use of knowledge and
technologies that have been widely tested and used in the sustainable building niche,
but were new to some of the other project participants. For example, the architect
considered the temperature control of the concrete core highly innovative and risky,
but during an excursion in Switzerland he found out that this technique was already
quite common there, and he used the remainder of his trip to study the interior design
solutions to optimize lighting and acoustics.
Characterizing niche, regime and project context
Table 2 will describe the niche and regime by the seven distinguishing features, as
well as the project, which is considered to be an intermediary environment for
adapting niche lessons to a regime context. This description is based on the work of
Smith (2007, pp. 433-434) on eco-housing and a literature review (Van Bueren and
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De Jong, 2007, Van Bueren, 2009) and adapted to the specific circumstances of the
case, as introduced above.
Table 2 Distinguishing dimensions of niche, project and regime
Dimension

Niche: sustainable
building

Guiding
principles

Maximizing sustainable
development (triple P)
through integrated
design within cost
constraints.

Technologies

Use of materials,
products and
technologies (high-tech
and low-tech; proven
and experimental) that
minimize resource use
and maximize user
satisfaction.
Profit in terms of
financial and
sustainability gains;
lifecycle costing and
longer term involvement
of actors change the
financial cost-benefit
analysis and make
sustainable investments
possible. Lifecycle
costing implies more
risk taking.
Active and highly
involved consumers
who are committed to
sustainability.

Industrial
structure

User
relations and
markets

Policy and
regulations

Knowledge

Culture

Unconventional
understanding of
policies and regulations
is legitimate to
overcome regulative
barriers.
Expert knowledge on
sustainable building;
experience is important
to make use of unique
opportunities of location
and project.
Idealistic: sustainable
building (‘deep green’).
Interactions are based
on trust.

Project: design and
construct of
sustainable town hall
Optimizing between
sustainability
requirements (esp.
energy saving and
carbon emissions) and
costs constraints.
Sustainable and
unconventional, but
tried and tested
materials, products and
technologies. New
suppliers when possible
within constraints of
planning and budget.
Design and construct
against fixed price for
upfront construction
costs. Maintain
promised sustainability
against least costs. Risk
minimizing behavior out
of liability concerns.
Legalistic relationship
with principal.

Regime: mainstream
construction industry

Users are committed to
sustainability, but rely
on requirements and
contract for delivery of
sustainability.
Keep to minimum
contract requirements.
When cost-neutral,
additional effort to
increase sustainability.

Passive and
conservative
consumers.

Expert knowledge on
sustainability is used at
the start of the process.
Expert knowledge of
property development is
considered important
throughout the process.
Pragmatic: sustainable
building at reasonable
costs (‘light green’).
Principal-agent
relationships justify
interactions based on
distrust.

Expert knowledge
relevant to existing
competencies and
business practice.
Standardized
organizational routines.

Satisficing: achieving
minimum societal
requirements for
sustainability with
minimum costs.
Tried and tested
materials, products and
technologies. Routine,
bulk purchasing. Listed
suppliers.

Profit from contracted
price. Price setting
based on up-front
construction costs. Risk
averse behavior out of
liability concerns.
Legalistic relationship
with principal.

Keep to minimum
requirements, lobby for
less constraining
requirements.

Realistic: markets and
regulations should ask
for sustainable building
(‘grey’). Interactions are
based on distrust.
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This table shows that the project is strongly influenced by the context and rules for
conventional property development. However, some lessons from the sustainable
building niche have been used in this project. In the following section we will see how
they have been applied and adapted to the project environment and how they were
influenced by the regime rules.

5.

Adapting niche lessons to the project context

Niche lessons can especially be recognized in the setting the context for the contract,
the project requirements and the competition. Some lessons that were of considerable
influence on the process and the outcome of it –the design- are discussed below. The
discussion will focus on how the lessons have been used and adapted –under regime
influence- to the project.
• Competing for a sustainable design
The idea of a competition is often used in main stream building to commission
projects. However, often such competitions are driven by price or aesthetics: the
cheapest or the most eye-catching design wins. In this competition, sustainability was
made explicitly part of the design. By using the GPR tool and demanding a minimum
score, the sustainability requirements became very outspoken and could be checked
by the jury. Also, by including a sustainable building professor in the jury, the
municipality emphasized that it was serious about this requirement.
The competition, with the sustainability requirement, led to a drastic reduction
of the number of competitors. Eventually four designs were submitted, of which the
one with the highest sustainability score – and the lowest price- was selected. In its
report, the jury stated that the price was appreciated but not decisive. The
municipality, however, was very much pleased with the low price, even though it
appreciated the high sustainability score.
Another effect of the competition was the pressure cooker in which the design
had to be made. In a period of only three months, the design and a price offer for the
construction of the design had to be made. This required an intensive form of
collaboration between the various actors in the building team. In conventional design
processes the design process is highly staged and fragmented: the architect makes a
design, passes it over to the construction and mechanical engineers, who hand it back
to the architect, etc. Only in a late stage the cost calculations for construction are
made. Making a correct estimate takes time and requires a worked out design. But
once the design has reached this stage, big alterations are often considered too costly
and too time consuming.
In this project, there was no time for sequential designing. The design team
met on a weekly basis and had joint working sessions, in which design options were
discussed before being fleshed out. The result was an integrated design with a higher
sustainability score then required and one that remained within the budget constraints.
The collaboration needed for an integrated design was thus encouraged by the
pressure cooker effect of the competition.
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• Using GPR to enforce sustainability
Within the sustainable building niche the function and ambition level of instruments
as the GPR are often questioned. These instruments would lead to instrumental
learning: users would just learn how to smartly apply the instrument instead of
learning about sustainable building. Also, these instruments favor sustainability
options that are easy to quantify and that already have been proven and tested. Once
established, these tools cannot be changed too often or too drastically, which would
slow down innovation and diffusion of innovation. Moreover, as stated in section 2,
the use of these tools is often of a voluntary character, and do not require much effort
of those actors who are already interested in sustainability, and fail to address the
laggards who display unsustainable behavior. Ironically, also the developer of this
project –after his first experiences with the tool- criticized the tool for being
subjective and prone to manipulation; criticism that is also expressed by actors from
the niche.
However, these tools have also proven their value for the mainstreaming of
sustainable building. Experiences with such instruments have shown that the building
industry is very receptive towards these kinds of instruments, and even the idealists of
the early days of the niche have become more pragmatic and recognize that these
instruments are very useful for mainstreaming sustainability. Without such
measurable requirements, mainstream actors would undoubtedly claim that their
projects are sustainable and because of the ambiguous character of sustainability, it
would be difficult to rebut.
The use of the GPR tool had several effects on the project. It resulted in the
hiring of a sustainable building consultant who had much experience with the specific
tool. With the consultant on the team, the bid of the consortium would certainly gain
credibility with regards to the stated sustainability ambitions. The consultant advised
the building team and often attended their meetings. His wide knowledge of
sustainable building and of the instrument made it possible to make the right design
choices, choices that resulted in a high sustainability score. However, it was not
towards the end of this initial design period that the final score could be calculated.
Calculating the score requires a detailed design; a stage at which it would have been
very difficult to make fundamental changes.
None of the other members of the building team had much experience with
this particular tool, and they strongly relied on the input of the expert. In this sense,
the criticism that tools like these result in instrumental learning seem true. Although
they did learn about specific technologies or materials, there was no time for the
members of the building team for any deep learning about the underlying knowledge
and assumptions of the instrument. Once the contract had been granted –the 8.8 was
included in the contract– the influence of the instrument became even more
instrumental. As one of the actors involved stated: “The Mercedes has been bought;
now it just has to be constructed.” This perception dominated the remainder of the
design process, positively and negatively.
Positive influence of this perception was that there was no discussion about
the 8.8 score. Whereas in other project there would have been room to exchange the
0.8 extra score -after all, an 8.0 was required- for budget cuts or perhaps other
qualities, the 8.8 was beyond discussion. For the municipality it was important to
uphold the score since it had been approved of by the town council. It did not know
how the council, who had not been a fan of the entire project at all, would react to a
lower score. Also, it would not be good for the reputation of the responsible alderman.
The property developer considered it too risky to deliver a final design with a lower
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score, since the 8.8 was part of the contract and the developer could be held
accountable for not achieving the promised score. Also, the score was checked by the
Regional Environmental Service, the agency whose idea it was in the first place to
include this requirement. The developer did not have any direct contact with this
Service, and it was therefore difficult to foresee their reaction. Another reason for the
developer to hold on to the score was perhaps the relationship with the contractor.
Although being part of the same firm, these actors have different interests, and the
contractor seemed to be especially motivated by cost reduction. In the negotiations
with the contractor, the developer could use the score as an external pressure.
A negative influence of the GPR on the process was that ‘once the Mercedes
had been bought’ there was no incentive any more for actors to optimize the design
any further. After the competition had been won, the sustainable building consultant
was no longer hired by the developer to advise the building team and therefore also
the knowledge needed to make to continue to make use of opportunities for
sustainability during the design was no longer available. The importance of actor
involvement, and especially of experts, throughout the process is a leading principle
in the sustainable building niche, and the expert concerned was very surprised that his
service was no longer needed. The other actors in the project, however, did not
consider this to be an issue. To them it was quite logical that the remainder of the
process was dominated by efficiency concerns: delivering the Mercedes at the lowest
costs.
• Lifecycle approach: design and construct
The choice for design and construct allows for an integrated design. Being part of the
team, the contractor can feed the team with information on costs and availability of
materials and design options. Separating design from construction is likely to lead to
designs which may turn out to be more sustainable, but which are higher in costs and
therefore not selected. Or, being confronted with an unconventional design, the
contractor hired for the project could decide to construct the design in such a way that
he is acquainted with, and for which he dares to take the legal responsibility. Also, the
contractor who is working at a fixed price will try to maximize profit and perhaps
decide to use cheaper materials, products and practices, not knowing or not caring
about the possible impact of these changes on the sustainability of the design.
The benefits of this choice partly worked out as intended: being part of the
building team, the contractor delivered the cost information to the building team and
the design could also be optimized from a cost point of view. Also, the specialists
involved acknowledge that design and construct formats offer them the opportunity to
bring in their knowledge and requirements in an early stage, when points of no return
in the design have not yet been passed. The construction engineer stated that “It often
happens that I get involved in project too late”.
However, the relationship between the developer and the contractor, while being
part of the same organization, is of a principle-agent character with information
asymmetries. The developer and the building team had to rely on the information
given by the contractor, and had no means to check upon the trustworthiness of this
information. Some of the actors interviewed expect that the contractor is seeking
profit maximization during the process of design and construction. Surprisingly, they
admit that the contractor cannot be blamed for this, since this is what contractors
usually do. Again, actors pointed towards the GPR score as a means to control this
form of strategic behavior. The municipality has decided to use this instrument also
during the process of construction. In addition, it has demanded to see a specimen of
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all materials that will be used during construction. The developer, in consultation with
the contractor, has convinced the municipality that it would be possible to work
without detailed specifications. This would allow them to stay within the budget and
planning of the municipality, and would therefore also be in the best interest of the
municipality.
Although the municipality is satisfied with this procedure, the project manager
hired by the municipality is less pleased. The design and construct contract puts him
too much at a distance from the project. He has to rely on the information of the
developer, and has very little influence on the decisions made during design and
construction. Especially from the user point of view, there are still plenty of decisions
to make, which can have relatively low impact on the blueprint of the building, but
which can have great consequences for the maintenance costs and user satisfaction
with the building. High maintenance costs and dissatisfied users often lead to
premature renovations or even demolition of buildings, with negative consequences
for the sustainability of the building. In the sustainable niche it has therefore is a
common advice to involve users in the design process.
Consequences of niche-regime tensions for the sustainability of the design
Above it has been discussed how the niche inspired to use certain project
requirements. This would stimulate actors to use expertise, to collaborate towards an
integrated and highly sustainable design. However, the full potential of such
collaboration, as anticipated by the niche, was not always lived up to during the
project. The preliminary exit of experts, the limited lifecycle approach, and principalagent relationships and the resulting strategic behavior have been identified as major
discrepancies from the lessons used as intended by the niche. This had consequences
for the role that sustainability played in the later stages of the design process, and
some examples will be presented of how sustainability was no longer used as a factor
for decision-making.
One example was how, halfway during the design process, the municipality
suddenly worried that the green belt around the roof top would be very difficult and
costly to maintain. Together with the argument that town hall visitors would not look
up and notice it, it was removed from the design. This decision was not checked for
its sustainability effects, but assumptions were made that it would be possible to
compensate the belt by putting ‘some more green’ near the town hall.
Other examples of relatively uninformed decisions are those concerning the
contracting out of the heat and cold storage and the use photovoltaics on the roof top.
The developer suggested both as additional options to the municipality, since they
were cost neutral and would even improve the sustainability image of the building.
The contracting out of the heat and cold storage would mean that the capacity of the
storage would be increased for use by multiple buildings. The installation would then
be owned and operated by the mechanical engineer who had also been responsible for
the design. This would imply a longer term involvement of the engineer and it would
also become in his interest to monitor and optimize the system during usage.
However, the municipality considered this construction to be too complex and risky,
and wanted to have full control and ownership of its building.
The decision to put photovoltaics on the roof was prompted by the opportunity
for the municipality to apply for a government subsidy. This would lead to an
investment and a pay-back period that was acceptable to the newly elected town
council that seemed more committed to sustainability than its predecessor. However,
in terms of sustainability, the experts stated that the investment was questionable. The
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efficiency of the system is low and being a public office building, there will be a low
demand for hot water. Nevertheless, since there are no additional costs involved for
the other actors, since the municipality can finance it from a different budget, and it
will probably look good for the sustainability image, the municipality decided to
apply for the subsidy.
These examples show how the sustainability of the design is still influenced
during the design process, which is common knowledge in the sustainable building
niche. However, the other actors do not seem to care much about such influences, as
long as the decisions taken support the sustainability image of the building. but since
sustainability experts are no longer involved during the process and actors have no
incentive to optimize costs and benefits from a sustainability point of view, the

6.

Conclusions: improving the mainstreaming of projects

This paper focused on whether and how the analysis of niche and regime influences
on a particular project could help understanding the process of gradual diffusion of
niche practices into the regime and the inevitable process of mutual adaptation of
niche and regime contexts. In the project studied we have witnessed several of these
processes of diffusion and adaptation, based on which we can give some
recommendations on how to improve project environments to facilitate the
mainstreaming of niche knowledge.
The project studied in the case shows how the sustainable building niche
gradually gains influence over the incumbent regime, the building industry and the
rules according to which it acts. In the case, a context had been created that was
inspired by the niche and that conditioned the sustainability eventually to be achieved
in the project. Especially the GPR tool used played a crucial role in this. Such tools
contain niche lessons on how to build sustainably, but in a form that fits the regime
context. Over the years, the niche players have learned the importance of the
presenting their knowledge in a usable format. However, lessons about the importance
of the collaboration of actors throughout the design process, including experts and
users, worked out less well. The contract format and the resulting principal-agent
relationships between actors were examples of regime rules that also in this case led
to traditional strategic actor behavior in which sustainability did not play an important
role anymore. However, the GPR score was made part of the contract as well, and
maintaining this score had become an issue of concern for the mainstream actors, and
the municipality decided to use the tool for monitoring throughout the construction
and perhaps the use phase of the building. The case thus shows that –with the help of
experts- it is also possible for actors with limited knowledge of sustainability to create
a highly ambitious building.
Based on the case study, it is too early to state anything about changing
contexts and rules. Although the developer in this case had genuine ambitions to go
green, it turns out not to be that easy for a conventional developer who has to operate
within the constraints of its own organizational practices, routines and requirements.
Projects in which sustainability is required by the principal are therefore an
outstanding chance to prove its ambitions to the outside world and to convince its own
organization of the feasibility of these ambitions.
The case also showed that the actors involved in the project learned from it
and would use these experiences to improve their input in projects to come. The
recommendations for improving project environments are therefore pretty

15

straightforward. As long as cooperation within a project is dominated by principalagent relationships, sustainability values should be made part of these relationships as
well. For example, including expert involvement in the project management structure,
can contribute to a continuing input and monitoring of sustainability throughout the
project. Also, an instrument to measure and monitor the sustainability performance of
the design throughout the process seems indispensible to control the incentives for
mainstream actors to disregard sustainability, and this applies to both the principal
commissioning the project and the agent hired. At the same time, it is necessary that
the niche safeguards such tools from being entirely captured by the regime. Coexistence of niche and regime is thus important to continue to challenge the regime to
further adoption of the lessons learned in the niche.

References
Baumgartner, F.R. and B.D. Jones (1993) Agendas and instability in American
politics, Chicago: The University Press of Chicago.
Brown, H. Szjenwald, W.M. de Jong and T. Lessidrenska (2007) The rise of the
Global Reporting Initiative as a case of institutional entrepreneurship, Working
Paper No. 36 of the Corporate Social Responsibility Initiative, Harvard University.
Huber, J. (2004) New Technologies and Environmental Innovation. Cheltenham, UK:
Edward Elgar Publishing.
Klijn, E.H. and J. Koppenjan (2004) Managing uncertainties in networks: A network
approach to problem-solving and decision-making, London: Routledge.
March J.G. and J.P. Olsen (2006) Elaborating the “New Institutionalism”. Rhodes,
R.A.W, S. Binder and B. Rockman (eds.) The Oxford handbook of Political
Institutions, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 3-22.
Meadows, D.H., D.L. Meadows, and J. Randers (1972) Limits to growth: A report by
the Club of Rome’s project on the predicament of mankind, New York: New
American Library.
Smith, A. (2006) Governance lessons from green niches: the case of eco-housing.
Murphy, J. (ed.) Framing the Present, Shaping the Future: Contemporary
Governance of Sustainable Technologies. London: Earthscan: 89-109.
Smith, A. (2007) Translating Sustainabilities between Green Niches and SocioTechnical Regimes. Technology Analysis & Strategic Management, 19(4): 427-450.
Turner, R.K. (2006) Sustainability auditing and assessment challenges, Building
Research & Information, 34(3): 197–200.
Van Bueren, E. and J. de Jong (2007) Establishing Sustainability: Policy Successes
and Failures. Building, Research & Information 35(5): 543-556.
Van Bueren, E.M. (2009) Greening Governance: An Evolutionary Approach to Policy
Making for a Sustainable Built Environment, Amsterdam: IOS Press.

16

