
Accepted Manuscript

The theoretical foundations of sociotechnical systems change for sustainability: a 
systematic literature review

Paulo Savaget, Martin Geissdoerfer, Ali Kharrazi, Steve Evans

PII: S0959-6526(18)32941-X

DOI: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.09.208

Reference: JCLP 14343

To appear in: Journal of Cleaner Production

Received Date: 22 November 2017

Accepted Date: 24 September 2018

Please cite this article as: Paulo Savaget, Martin Geissdoerfer, Ali Kharrazi, Steve Evans, The 
theoretical foundations of sociotechnical systems change for sustainability: a systematic literature 
review,  (2018), doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.09.208Journal of Cleaner Production

This is a PDF file of an unedited manuscript that has been accepted for publication. As a service to 
our customers we are providing this early version of the manuscript. The manuscript will undergo 
copyediting, typesetting, and review of the resulting proof before it is published in its final form. 
Please note that during the production process errors may be discovered which could affect the 
content, and all legal disclaimers that apply to the journal pertain.



ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT

The theoretical foundations of sociotechnical systems change for 
sustainability: a systematic literature review

Savaget, Paulo*1; Geissdoerfer, Martin1; Kharrazi, Ali2; Evans, Steve1

1Institute for Manufacturing, Department of Engineering, University of Cambridge, 
Cambridge, CB3 0FS, United Kingdom, Tel. +44 (0) 1223 766141

2University of Tokyo, Bunkyo, Hongo, 7 Chome 1-3, 113-8654 Tokyo, Japan, Tel. +81 
3381 22111

*Corresponding author: ps687@cam.ac.uk

Highlights
 Systematic literature review on sociotechnical systems change for sustainability
 Categorization of literature and summary of key contributions
 Identification of 14 dominant foundations grounding theoretical development
 Discussion on future research paths building upon this research

Abstract
This paper provides a critical literature overview of the foundations of the concepts of 
sustainability and sociotechnical systems change. This review covers the analysis of 182 
scientific articles through a combination of bibliometric analysis, snowballing, content 
analysis and problematization. Our results identify and discuss 14 unique ontological and 
normative foundations shaping how we understand sociotechnical system change for 
sustainability. These influence both what system change is perceived as desirable and as 
attainable; as well as how to navigate between all the coexisting pathways, trade-offs, and 
complexities of the three dimensions of sustainability. By identifying the theoretical 
foundations, we illustrate the most up-to-date theoretical developments and 
concomitantly pinpoint a few opportunities for future contributions that improve, refute 
or complement them, hence shedding light on various research questions to develop the 
literature further.  
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