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ABSTRACT 

In the era we are living in, characterised by dynamism, organisa<ons cannot be treated 

anymore as single en<<es, opera<ng separately from their surrounding environment. In a 

market that is changing rapidly, businesses, to foresee and adapt to external changes, need 

to collaborate and interact with other actors. Nowadays, theorists recognise that firms are 

embedded in “ecosystems”, as this structure beGer picture the co-evolu<onary process 

happening between firms and the environment. In order to explain this concept, which is the 

backbone of the whole thesis, theories are analysed following an escala<on in the 

complexity of the rela<onship of interdependence among systems and their external 

environment: open system theory, open polity perspec<ve, complex adap<ve systems, and 

the Triple Embeddedness Framework. 

In complex and dynamic environments, in which ever more actors interact, events with the 

power to affect firms, industries, sectors or en<re ecosystems emerge at an increasing 

extent. It became important for scholars to theorise what occurrences should be considered 

significant or not by firms-in-industries. Through this elaborate, the characteris<cs and the 

mechanisms that make an event salient, both for industry’s insiders and outsiders, are 

highlighted in order to understand why some events are more aGended than others. 

The aim of this thesis is to study the effect of salient events in the con<nuous structuring and 

restructuring of businesses’ ecosystems. This phenomenon is analysed through the study of 

the Volkswagen emissions scandal, in order to demonstrate the link between the emergence 

of the scandal and the recent turn towards electrifica<on of the transport system. Through 

the analysis of the automo<ve ecosystem, its history, its surrounding environment and the 

latest trends, it is evident that the industry was not prepared, and therefore did not pushed, 

towards e-mobility. Moreover, the Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs)’s agency and 

structure permiGed leading automakers to maintain a posi<on of dominance in the 

ecosystem and to redirect changes according to their own interest. Therefore, why the 

transforma<on of the transport system is actually happening? If the scandal pushed toward 

this change, then the event analysed could have had an effect on the structure of the en<re 

automo<ve ecosystem and on the evolu<on of mobility’s history. 





INDEX 

I. Literature Review  

1. Organisa<ons are part of the environment ……………………………………………………..p.  1 

1.1. Open system theory …………………………………………………………………………………..p.  4 

1.2. Open polity perspec<ve ……………………………………………………………………………..p.  7 

1.3. Complex adap<ve systems …………………….…………………………………………………..p.  9 

1.4. Comparison between theories ……………………………………………………………………p. 11 

1.5. Triple Embeddedness Framework (TEF) ………………………………………………………p. 13 

1.5.1. The theories behind ………………………………………………………….………………..p. 14 

1.5.1.1. Popula<on-level selec<on theories ……………………………………….…….p. 15 

1.5.1.2. Firm-level adapta<on theories: externally-oriented approach …….p. 18 

1.5.1.3. Firm-level adapta<on theories: internally-oriented approach ……..p. 19 

1.5.2. TEF and industry regime ………………………………………………..…………………..p. 20 

1.5.3. Process of co-evolu<on (bi-direc<onal interac<ons between  

firms-in-industries and their environment) …………….…………………………..p. 22 

1.5.3.1. From the environment to industry actors ……………………………………p. 22  

1.5.3.2. From industry actors to the environment ……………………………………p. 23 

2. How and why events can impact industries ……………………………………………………….p. 27 

2.1. Defini<on of events ……………………………………………………………………………………p. 27 

2.2. Industry aGen<on to external events …………………………………………………………p. 28 

2.2.1. Theore<cal background ……………………………………………………………………..p. 29 

2.2.2. The model ………………………………………………………………………………………….p. 30 

2.2.3. When and why do events aGain high and constant levels  

of industry aGen<on? ………………………………………………………………………….p. 33 

2.3. Event System Theory (EST) ………………………………………………………………………….p. 34 

2.3.1. Theore<cal background: variance oriented theories and  

process oriented theories …………………………………………………………………….p. 36 

2.3.2. Event salience and characteris<cs in EST ……………………………………………..p. 37 

2.4. Outcomes of events …………………….……………………………………………………………..p. 44 

3. Concluding reflec<ons ……………………………………………………………………….………..……..p. 45 



II. Automo<ve Industry  

1. Background informa<on ……………………………………………………………………………………..p. 47 

2. The automo<ve ecosystem ………………………………………………………………………………….p. 51 

2.1. Socio-poli<cal environment …………………………………………………………………….…..p. 52 

2.2. Economic (task) environment ………………………………………………………………………p. 53 

2.3. Industry regime ……………………………………………………………………………………………p. 56 

2.4. Firms-in-industries ………………………………………………………………………………………p. 58 

3. Agency of OEMs ………………………………………………………………………………………………….p. 59 

III. The Research  

1. The case study: the Volkswagen emissions scandal as an event …………………………p. 61 

1.1. Underlying U.S. and EU emission standards around the Dieselgate  

scandal ………………………………………………………………………………………………………p. 64 

2. Research ques<on …………………………………………………………………………………………….p. 66 

3. Research methodology …………………………………………………………………………………..…p. 67 

4. Final sample …….……………………………………………………………………………………………….p. 69 

5. Results analysis …………………………………………………………………………………………………p. 72 

5.1. The automo<ve industry NOx emissions ………………………………………………….p. 73 

5.2. The automo<ve industry cer<fica<on tes<ng …………………………………………..p. 76 

5.3. EU strategic ac<ons over the automo<ve industry …………………………………..p. 79 

5.4. Diesel vehicles …………………………………………………………………………………………p. 83 

5.5. Alterna<ve solu<ons ……………………………………………………………………………….p. 86 

6. Discussion ………………………………………………………………………………………………………..p. 89 

CONCLUSION ………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………p. 98 

REFERENCES …………………………………………………………………………………………………………..…p. 101 





I. Literature Review  

Through this en4re first chapter, theories, essen4al for the interpreta4on and analysis of our 

case study, are presented and explained in depth. The aim of the first part is to present the 

idea that systems, and accordingly firms-in-industries, are embedded into a wider set of 

environments, exer4ng numerous and con4nuous pressures on them. Across the thesis, the 

analysis is presented through an escala4on in the complexity of this basic concept’s 

interpreta4ons: open system theory, open polity perspec4ve, complex adap4ve systems, 

and, finally, the Triple Embeddedness Framework. During the last decades, theorists started 

to recognise that firms, in order to survive in present-day marketplaces, necessitate to 

maintain relentlessly a process of co-evolu4on with their surrounding environment. To 

delineate in detail this viewpoint is essen4al to understand, later, the automo4ve ecosystem, 

and how its incumbent firms are no longer leading the direc4on of strategic decisions but are 

rather subject to varia4ons, dictated by en44es’ interac4ons. 

In the second part, instead, the academic discourse over events is presented. The world’s 

complexity has intensified, not only increasing the interdependence between firms and its 

environment, but also mul4plying the number of emerging occurrences and the chance that 

they affect firms and their rela4onships. To beJer understand why some events become 

more meaningful than others, the model of industry aJen4on to events, theorised by 

Hoffman and Ocasio in 2001, and the Event System Theory of Morgeson et al. (2015), are 

presented though the course of this chapter. These theories are necessary to provide a frame 

to the VW emissions scandal and to evaluate its salience for the general public and for the 

automo4ve industry.  

1. Organisa4ons are part of the environment 

During the twen4eth century, different scholars gave various defini4ons of what an 

organisa4on is. The dominant perspec4ve during the 1930s was the “ra4onal system” idea of 

organisa4ons. Companies were perceived as necessary instruments, with defined roles and 

social structures, for the realisa4on of goals and objec4ves. Examples are Simon’s model of 

ra4onal decision-making hierarchies (March and Simon, 1958) and F. W. Taylor’s scien4fic 

management approach. 
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In the 1940s and 1950s organisa4ons were considered foremost social en44es made up by 

people, giving rise to the so-called “natural system” model. Members may have different 

needs, cultures and educa4onal background but they interact with one another in order to 

pursue the organisa4on’s objec4ves and to sustain its survival. Less aJen4on was put in 

formality in favour of interpersonal 4es. 

During the 1960s, the percep4on of an “open system” model of organisa4on became 

dominant. The main idea was that companies are part of a greater external context and are 

influenced by it in their pursue of goal aJainment. Previous models never focused on 

external factors, but they put aJen4on only towards what resides inside the system 

boundaries. The boundaries of an organisa4on need to be defined and clearly stated to 

comprise the internal factors that the company can design and alter to its advantage, like the 

firm’s day-to-day opera4ons and decisions. But despite this, the success of a company 

depends also on the extent these factors are kept dynamic and adjustable to upcoming 

external forces. Environmental condi4ons, indeed, are beyond the control of the firm and s4ll 

have the ability to impact its ac4ons and survival. Methods of external analysis consider 

macro-environmental areas to delineate a reliable scenario of the business’ surrounding 

context: the most common is PESTEL which considers poli4cal, economic, socio-cultural, 

technological, environmental and legal factors, while other frameworks like DESTEP add 

demographic and ecological factors to the evalua4on. These first-layer condi4ons (Figure 1), 

comprising the macro or general environment, are constantly changing, crea4ng a unique set 

of challenges and chances to which the organisa4on, not being a sole en4ty, needs to adapt 

accordingly.  

On the other hand, customers, compe4tors, distributors and suppliers make up the specific 

environment, a second layer of factors (Figure 1) influencing the performance and 

compe44ve advantages of companies. These actors are directly related to the firm’s 

business, and can affect, with different degrees, all the firms in the same industry. 

Harvard professor Michael Porter conceived an analysis tool to evaluate the organisa4on’s 

specific environment. He developed five forces that have the strongest impact on industries: 

industry rivalry, bargaining power of buyers, bargaining power of suppliers, threat of new 

entrants and threat of subs4tutes. This model perfectly captures the influences exerted by 

the components of the second layer of a firm’s external environment. It also helps firms to 
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understand what are the predominant forces that shape their industry. The resul4ng insights 

are then employed to define the industry’s structure, and, consequently, build a suitable 

corporate strategy for the achievement of long-term profitability. The strategy needs to be 

updated regularly, according to the current trends affec4ng the industry. Through the 

Porter’s model organisa4ons are also able to determine their (and their compe4tors’) 

weaknesses and strengths, in order to frame what should be avoided and what, instead, 

exploited.  

Figure 1: The organisa4on’s environment  (Pels & Kidd, 2012) 

As we have seen, techniques have been generated to define what stands outside the 

boundaries of an organisa4on and which external forces influence its func4oning. These 

factors may generate both opportuni4es and threats. SWOT analysis is a valuable tool that 

managers use in order to tackle and match internal strength and weaknesses with 

opportuni4es and threats that the surrounding environment offers. The strategic fit is the 

extent to which internal strength and external opportuni4es align.  

Managers need to scan con4nuously the business environment in order to predict rapid and 

uncertain changes and transform them into foreseeable events. This helps the business to 

react to external forces and use them as opportuni4es. 

The influen4al rela4onship between businesses and their environment, and also among the 

environmental forces themselves, is called symbio4c (Hafford-Letchfield, 2010). This means 

that internal factors can mutually affect and be affected by their external context, even 
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though with different degrees of influen4al strength. At the same 4me, the environmental 

factors have also the poten4al to influence one another.   

Even if a single firm is unlikely able to change its environment, as the number of firms 

increases and join forces the possibility to favourably shape some factors amplifies. 

We have already dis4nguished between general and specific environments surrounding 

organisa4ons. However, business environments can also be characterised by their sta4c or 

dynamic nature. Sta4c environments have an higher degree of predictability and a lower 

degree of varia4on, while dynamic environments are constantly muta4ng and evolving. Due 

to the high level of technological advancements and the daily rate of new innova4ons 

launched in the marketplace, more and more environments are turning from sta4c into 

dynamic.  

Finally, as said, during the years researchers and professors have felt the urge to develop 

frameworks for analysing the growing bi-direc4onal interdependencies between the 

company and its general and specific environment. Therefore, an organisa4on should not be 

seen as a single en4ty working detached towards its goals, but rather as a product of the 

environment, which shapes its decisions and func4oning. 

1.1. Open system theory 

The synergies happening between the internal and external factors of an organisa4on leads 

to the crea4on of a system, “a group of interac4ng or interrelated elements that act 

according to a set of rules to form a unified whole” (Merriam-Webster).  

Even though the term is broadly defined due to its wide use in different subject maJers, it is 

possible to establish three characteris4cs common to all systems (Edquist, 2006), in order to 

extrapolate a tenta4ve (and mainly theore4c) defini4on: 

- it consists of two types of elements that form an integrated whole: the components and 

the rela4ons among them; 

- it has always a func4on which leads the group to achieve some predefined goals;  

- It has defined boundaries that enable to dis4nguish between what is inside or outside the 

system.  
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System theory is studied across mul4ple disciplines. In economics, system theory views 

organisa4ons as open social systems that depend on their business environment for vital 

resources.  

Systems can be either open or closed. In reality, even if no system is completely closed or 

open, the difference is s4ll dictated by the amount of responsiveness to external s4muli. 

Open systems are more sensi4ve to devia4ons in the environment, with which they trade 

knowledge, capital, or natural and human resources (Saylor Founda4on, 2012). Closed 

systems, instead, since they are isolated, remain unchanged when something happen in their 

surroundings. The marke4ng department of an organisa4on needs to be extremely open to 

capture the new trends and customers’ preferences. On the contrary, the R&D department is 

rela4vely closed as it does not interact with the external environment.  

The open systems theory (OST) explains that “an organisa4on does not operate in isola4on 

but in context with its social environment” (Aughton and Brien, 1999).  

Katz & Kahn (1978) have developed an open system model, a framework composed by four 

phases, in order to delineate the organisa4ons’ interdependency with their social 

environments:  

- Energe4c inputs: e.g. employees, raw materials, capital but also intangible external 

influences like educa4on, culture, status; 

- The process of transforma4on;  

- Energe4c outputs;  

- Recycling. 

Businesses import inputs from the outside, transform them in different forms, and export 

outputs back to the environment (Katz and Kahn, 1978). 

The process of transforma4on of posi4ve and nega4ve inputs, also said “throughput”, 

consists in an analysis, carried out by organisa4ons, in order to obtain clearer and precise 

informa4on of environmental changes. These acquired knowledge is essen4al in leading 

strategic planning decisions. 

Finally, outputs are indirectly recycled back into the organisa4on in other forms.  
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Figure 2: Open system model of Katz & Kahn (1978) 

 

As we said, all systems have established boundaries, however, in reality, they can be blurred 

and complicated to define due to the systems’ dynamism. Useful feedbacks are pushed in 

open system organisa4ons through its permeable boundaries, but they are also pulled by the 

organisa4onal willingness to understand its environment through market research and 

environmental scanning techniques. 

Some4mes, as we will see later in this chapter, organisa4ons have the possibility to par4ally 

affect the external environment using promo4onal tools (PR, adver4sing, advocacy) or other 

strategic moves (lobbying).  

Organisa4ons exist both in sta4c and dynamic environments. When in dynamic 

environments, the open system strategy is, for organisa4ons, an impera4ve if they want to 

pursue homeostasis, a principle of equilibrium (Katz and Kahn, 1978).  

Homeostasis is the constant state of equilibrium maintained by organisa4ons by balancing 

posi4ve and nega4ve entropy, through the con4nuous inflow and ouilow of energy. In fact, 

while the system spontaneously tend towards posi4ve entropy, which increases disorder, the 

con4nuous acquisi4on of energy from the environment creates nega4ve entropy, therefore 

counterbalancing the ini4al effect and restoring the equilibrium. Moreover, homeostasis 

enables organisa4ons to not only survive, but to grow over 4me. Effec4ve organisa4ons grow 

and evolve not just following a goal-aJainment approach, but by maintaining homeostasis in 

their organisa4onal func4oning, and therefore keeping their system open and dynamic to 
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respond to external shocks. In summary, in this view, successful businesses are those that 

ac4vely keep a balance between the internal subsystems and their surroundings. 

Another organisa4onal characteris4c of open system is equifinality. This term holds that 

there are mul4ple processes and paths to achieve the same or similar result. For example, 

internal and external influences may change the course of ac4on by making available or not 

some inputs. In this way, the open system model is not fixed but rather adapts and evolves 

con4nuously according to environmental s4muli and forces. This characteris4c is essen4al to 

escape the universal law of entropy, according to which all organisa4ons have a tendency 

toward disorganisa4on or death. Open systems avoid chaos thanks to the endless and 

dynamic flow of energy across systems and their surroundings, finally arriving to a status of 

nega4ve entropy by collec4ng more energy than needed.  

Many modern organisa4onal theories and schools of thought are based on the open system 

perspec4ve. Even if there are differences among them, they all agree on the idea that the 

firm’s enduring rela4onship with the environment is a valuable contributor to its success and 

failure (or survival and death): con4ngency theory, for example, expresses that efficient 

businesses need to adapt accordingly to the environment they exist in; Weick’s theory of 

organising theorises that organisa4ons’ aim is to reduce unpredictability thanks to 

informa4on’s flows and communica4on processes; resource dependency theory asserts that 

firms are engaged in con4nuous nego4a4ons with actors in the environment for the 

procurement of resources.  

1.2. Open polity perspec4ve 

Many scholars have integrated the perspec4ves of open systems with the idea of 

organisa4ons as poli4es. Poli4es are clusters of subgroups with different interests, values, 

goals and resources, all embedded within a formal system (Weber and Waeger, 2017). 

In this view, organisa4ons are poli4cal en44es with dis4nc4ve goals. These goals are defined 

by the individuality of sub-groups’ interests, roles and ac4ons, which, in turn, are set by 

bargainings, compromise and coali4ons among members (Weber and Waeger, 2017). 

Accordingly, organisa4onal interest groups engage in debates around possible decisions and 

direc4ons, trying to make their interests and ra4onali4es prevail. Also the distribu4on of 
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authority, the resolu4on of conflicts and the structure of the firm, are not defined by the 

ra4onality but by the willingnesses and preferences of dominant groups.  

The two different posi4ons (open system theory and organisa4ons as poli4es) merge in a 

model, in which internal poli4cal processes combine with elements in the external 

environment through boundary processes (Weber and Waeger, 2017). Specifically, the 

surrounding dynamics influence and delineate the internal poli4cs, affec4ng the way in 

which organisa4ons respond to the external pressures. 

According to the degree of openness of boundaries, external poli4cal actors can permeate 

inside organisa4ons and influence their decision making process. Open policy theorists 

studied different processes through which societal forces affect interest groups’ goals and 

power. These processes vary according to the degree of independence between the 

environment and organisa4ons.  

When the organisa4on is rela4vely closed to external influence, it is assumed that the 

internal groups’ interests emerges and change independently from the external 

environment. However a first branch of theories argues that, regardless of the boundary 

closeness, an indirect influen4al pressure from the environment occurs to the internal policy. 

This may happen, for example, through opportunity structures driven by external poli4cal 

dynamics. These comprises all those condi4ons, rules and opportuni4es that facilitates or 

hider the achievement of a group’s aims and interests, but without actually altering the 

goals’ content (Weber and Waeger, 2017). Poli4cal mobilisa4on is able, even in closed 

systems, to change the social characteris4cs of the group in a way that increases the 

probability to reach its interests (Weber and Waeger, 2017).  

For other theories, instead, the external poli4cal environment can directly penetrate 

organisa4onal boundaries, however through few, selected entry points. These channels may 

be created by privileged actors with formal or informal authority over the decision-making 

processes or other internal dynamics of the organisa4onal polity (e.g. regulatory bodies), 

(Weber and Waeger, 2017). Therefore, these external actors have the ability to shape the 

internal goals and interests. Selec4ve coupling can also occur through network 4es, across 

which informa4on and influence flow, and internal organisa4onal structures with the exact 

purpose to link organisa4ons with audiences in the environment (e.g. compliance officers, 

CSR units). In both cases, the en4ty provides knowledge and informa4on regarding 

environmental complexity, in a way that is beJer understandable for the organisa4on.   
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A third branch of open policy theories argues that clear boundaries between external and 

internal poli4es are absent. In this case, social aspects like gender, class, age, na4onality, 

poli4cal or religious ideology, affect the organisa4onal members’ personal experience, which, 

in turn, becomes the direct influence of organisa4onal structures, culture and dynamics 

(Weber and Waeger, 2017). Therefore, the individuals working inside the organisa4on act as 

the primary source of influence.  

Fourthly, some scholars consider organisa4ons as completely absorbed in their external 

systems (Sitkin and Bies (1994), Banerjee (2008), Thomas and Davies (2005)). According to 

them, organisa4onal members’ interests, iden44es and roles are defined by macro-level 

discourses, which in the long-term are internalised and become taken-for-granted social 

facts. Members re-enact them uninten4onally, shaping internal policy. 

The open polity perspec4ve comes from a long tradi4on of theories on organisa4onal 

poli4cs, which agree on the idea that firms have poli4c-alike structures and func4oning. The 

star4ng point of this tradi4on was March (1962)’s theory of the firm as a “poli4cal coali4on”. 

He argued that both the firm’s composi4on and goals are the result of nego4a4ons between 

coali4ons within the firm. Kaplan (2008) developed the theory by focusing on how actors in a 

coali4on share frames, or taken-for-granted interpreta4ve models of the environment, and 

on how they pursue to turn them into dominant frames, generally-accepted by the other 

coali4ons and by the whole organisa4on. Whiiord & Zirpoli (2016) pushed these concepts 

further by recognising that, in a context of porous organisa4onal boundaries like that of the 

network organisa4on, poli4cal coali4ons can be internal and external to the single 

organisa4on in the network, with a direct impact on the network baJlefield and that of the 

organisa4on itself. The evolu4on of the theory of the firm as a poli4cal coali4on responds to 

the logic of expanding and blurring the boundaries of firms and culminates in the open polity 

perspec4ve. 

1.3. Complex adap4ve systems  

Complexity theory, in general, examines situa4ons of uncertainty and non-linearity. It is a 

mul4disciplinary theory that serves as a star4ng point for the development of numerous 

other doctrines. One of the most renown is the complex adap4ve system theory (CAS).  
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A complex adap4ve system is an open system “in which complex behaviour of the system as 

a whole emerges from the interac4on of large numbers of simple components, and in which 

the system is able to adapt, to automa4cally improve its performance (according to some 

measure) over 4me, in response to what has been encountered previously” (Waldrop, 1992). 

As in open systems, CAS enacts processes mo4vated by a willingness of survival. 

The system’s complexity is determined by the dynamic network of rela4ons. Moreover, 

star4ng from the behaviour of one member is not possible to predict the behaviour of the 

whole system. The system’s adaptability, instead, is given by the ac4ve evolu4on and 

muta4on of a single or mul4ple members’ behaviours, due to environmental changes.  

A complex adap4ve system is made up of a network of interac4ve agents, which take 

decisions on how to behave according to a schema of past experiences and strategies. 

However, these decisions change and adapt over 4me and the schema is constantly revised, 

developing new strategies. The agents in a complex adap4ve system try to make forecasts 

about forthcoming events, basing these predic4ons on internal environmental models and 

external assump4ons of other agents (Waldrop, 1992). Through the implementa4on of this 

mechanism CAS reacts to events, careless of the resul4ng effects in the environment 

(Waldrop, 1992). 

Even if the process seems chao4c, without this adaptability, the system may not be able to 

survive in dynamic environments. In fact, CAS theory diverges from chao4c systems theories 

due to the emergence of rela4onships between systems and the members that are in them 

(Berreby, 1996). Complex adap4ve systems co-evolve with their agents, who constantly 

modify the system by means of interac4ons, evolving fluctua4ons and feedback loops. 

Moreover, the heterogeneous agents interact with one another to reach a common goal, 

which may be difficult to achieve independently.  

In summary, CAS’s ability to adapt to external pressures is determined by its self-

organisa4on, which occurs thanks to its members’ mutual dependence. This is an essen4al 

characteris4c of this system type. 

Self-organisa4on, through learning, adapta4on and co-evolu4on, occurs near the edge of 

chaos. “Poised” systems, to which CAS belongs, are able to maintain a balance between 

chaos and equilibrium by opera4ng at the edge of chaos, which empowers them of a “special 

relevance to evolu4on because they seem to have the op4mal capacity for 
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evolving” (Kauffman, 1991). On the contrary, chao4c systems, having few stable components 

and almost no ability to adapt, can be rapidly disrupted even by small forces (e.g. the 

buJerfly effect). The difference lies in the pursuit of survival of complex adap4ve systems, 

which push them to consciously evolve and adapt.  

From the complexity of interac4ons and evolu4ons, the whole system becomes greater than 

the sum of its components. The property of emergence states that new system behaviour 

occurs not only due to environmental forces, but also from the combina4ons of agents’ 

behaviour. Over 4me, interac4ons between agents create unpredictably new behaviours and 

traits that cannot be found in any single agent in the system. This leads to the result that is 

not possible to understand the en4re system behaviour, only by disaggrega4ng and analysing 

the individual parts. New opportuni4es arise thanks to emergence and the con4nuous 

change in agents’ number and combina4ons. 

Complex adap4ve systems can be frequently found in our everyday life. Many industrial 

sectors, for example, are becoming increasingly more complex, having to deal with numerous 

external changes. Their survival is highly dependent on the rela4onships and interac4ons of 

internal and external agents, promo4ng the systems' strategy renova4on. 

1.4. Comparison between theories  

For the purpose of this chapter, it is important to highlight the similari4es and differences 

among the theories previously explained, the open theories and the complex adap4ve 

system theory. In this way, it is easier to detect which theories' insights are encompassed by 

the Triple Embeddedness Framework (explained in the next sec4on) and which, instead, are 

the novel4es added in it. 

To beJer differen4ate the two theories we will begin from their main proper4es (Figure 3): 

open system’s proper4es have been developed by Katz & Kahn (1978) while Complex 

Adap4ve system’s proper4es come from a research of Schneider & Somers (2006) on 

previous literature.  

The first three proper4es (importa4on of energy, throughput, output) remain unvaried as 

both theories are based upon the idea that systems are part of a bigger context, the external 
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environment, that influences the system’s behaviours and ac4ons and ac4vate a process of 

transforma4on and evolu4on.   

With the fourth (cyclicality vs. Chaos) and seventh property (steady-state and dynamic 

homeostasis vs. adapta4on) it is possible to encounter the first important diverging point: 

while for OST organisa4ons adapt to external changes in a cyclical way aiming at reseJling 

the equilibrium (or homeostasis), in CAS theory systems evolve in a non-linear way, proving 

to be more flexible when near the edge of chaos.  

In CAS the environment and the system’s func4oning are indeed considered more complex 

and dynamic, therefore more similar to the actual condi4ons. 

Figure 3: Schneider & Somers (2006)  

The finh property (nega4ve entropy vs. emergence) highlights another important difference. 

Keeping nega4ve entropy, the aim of open systems, avoids companies to gradually move in a 

state of disorder, while the crea4on of emergent behaviours, the aim of CAS, leads to new 

opportuni4es, rewards and constant renova4ons. Therefore, both processes try to facilitate 
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order in the organisa4on, but “emergence” provides addi4onal posi4ve feedbacks to the 

system. The key point, however, is that more open the system is to external sources of 

energy, the easier it is to channel the forces of emergence rather than entropy (Birkinshaw, 

2013).  

Finally, the ideas on the end states achieved by the two systems are different. Open systems 

theorist agree on the achievement of homogeneous results, even when the condi4ons are 

different (equifinality), while complex adap4ve system theorists support the idea that the 

results obtained may be heterogeneous or unique, thanks also to diverse path dependency.  

In the remaining proper4es there are more similari4es (proper4es six, eight, and nine). It is 

important to differen4ate the process of feedback and exchange of inputs in the two 

theories. In OST inputs are informa4on regarding the environment or the system’s 

func4oning. Nega4ve feedbacks are the most important opinions because they help the 

organisa4on to fix its ac4ons and bring the homeostasis forward. In CAS the focus is on 

emergent and spontaneous interac4ons of agents, called autocatalysts. Inputs do not arrive 

just from sources external of the system but also from the coopera4on and synergies of 

agents in the same system.  

1.5. Triple Embeddedness Framework (TEF) 

Previously, scholars have studied the consequences related to environmental influences 

towards industries and single firms (e.g. open systems, complex adap4ve systems, 

evolu4onary economics). However, the reversed interac4ons, therefore the businesses 

affec4ng the environment, has been widely overlooked. Geels (2013) has recognised this 

research gap by integra4ng in its framework the phenomenon of co-evolu4on. This process 

consists in con4nuous modifica4ons and evolu4ons of both the business and its broader set 

of environments, mainly occurring thanks to the dynamic interac4ons and influences 

between mul4ple en44es living in the environment itself. 

In order to theorise this concept Geels (2013) u4lises a conceptual framework, as a model 

that, according to Malerba (2006), permits to “move from the statement that everything is 

coevolving with everything else to the iden4fica4on of what is coevolving with what, how 

intense is this process and whether indeed there is a bi-direc4on of causality”.  
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Firms-in-industries face the con4nuous tension between varia4on and similarity: on the one 

hand, single firms have heterogeneous strategies, competences and knowledge which 

increase distance between them and enhance varia4on at industry level, on the other hand 

similar selec4on pressures from the environment push firms towards homogeneity. 

Industries may be perceived as popula4ons of firms, sharing some characteris4cs and 

offering similar goods and services, mainly because they face analogous influences from their 

surrounding. Various scholars (Geels, 2013; Lewin and Volberda, 1999) agree that these two 

types of forces should be analysed jointly into a unique system.  

Accordingly, Geels (2013) coins the term “firms-in-industries”, in order to consider the 

popula4on of firms, with similar features, included in industries, but keeping also in mind the 

dis4nc4ve traits of each firm.  

This sec4on expands the idea of firms embedded in broader external environments that 

already open system and complex adap4ve system theorists agreed upon, adding that firms 

are not just passive players in the system but rather ac4vely shape their surroundings.  

1.5.1. The theories behind 

According to Christopher Freeman (1988: p.12), there was “the need for reintegra4ng 

economic theory with the other social sciences”, as different disciplines perceive co-

evolu4onary interac4ons from different points-of-view (Lewin and Volberda, 1999). Agreeing 

on these assump4on, Geels (2013) combined no4ons from various theories and literatures in 

a unique framework.  

The theore4cal background of the TEF is based on the adapta4on-selec4on debate, which 

argue that there are two main perspec4ves that permit the comprehension of co-evolu4on. 

On the one hand, Geels (2013) takes insights from popula4on-level selec4on theories 

(evolu4onary economics, neo-ins4tu4onal theory, and economic sociology) that focus on 

external forces and influences on businesses. On the other hand, the framework collects 

insights on how firms proac4vely aim to shape, or adapt to, environments by analysing firm-

level adapta4on theories, both from externally-oriented strategy approaches (economic 

posi4oning, corporate poli4cal strategy, discursive strategy and issue management) and 

internally-oriented strategy approaches (related to knowledge, capabili4es and sense-

making). 
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In the next sec4ons, these theories will be more deeply explained, differen4a4ng them 

according to the focus (industry vs. firm), the direc4on of influence they study (from the 

environment to the industry or firm vs. from industry or firm to the environment), and the 

type of force in place (selec4on vs. adapta4on). 

1.5.1.1. Popula4on-level selec4on theories  

In general, what these theories have in common is the study of the consequences of 

environmental pressures on industries as popula4ons. For all of them, the aim of industries’ 

internal dynamics is to find a fit with external condi4ons and their interest is on popula4on 

of companies, therefore on the industrial level. The main difference is in the focus of their 

studies and research: evolu4onary economics emphasise the importance of material factors 

(resources, capital, markets), while the neo-ins4tu4onal theory and economic sociology 

prefer to analyse idealist factors (beliefs, values, meanings). 

- Evolu&onary economics. The underlying idea is that industries can be perceived similarly to 

natural ecosystems. Generally, Darwinian selec4on’s concepts can be applied to a 

popula4on of firms: if an organisa4on is able to propose an offer that fits perfectly with 

the requirements of the environment, it will be able to acquire addi4onal resources to 

con4nue its ac4vi4es.  

This theory borrows two important concepts from complex adap4ve systems: self-

organisa4on and emergence. 

The process of innova4on of evolu4onary economics, which permits adapta4on and 

evolu4on, has analogous characteris4cs as the self-organising process of CAS. It is because 

firms’ decision making process is based on rou4nes, behavioural rules, standard 

procedures or, similarly to CAS, on the “schema of past experiences and strategies”, to 

which organisa4onal actors adhere un4l they bring successful outcomes (Geels, 2013). If 

the pre-exis4ng condi4ons are not suitable anymore, the firm starts the innova4on 

process (Geels, 2013). This process of interac4on between system’s components leads to 

new paJerns and behaviours that cannot be understood only by analysing the single 

behaviours of individual agents (the concept of “emergence”). 

The process in evolu4onary economics starts with rou4ne-based researches and 

incremental learning ac4vi4es (Geels, 2013), triggering the innova4ve solu4on. The final 
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products of these ac4vi4es are altera4ons to the schema, which is finally re-inserted in the 

environment. According to the market feedback, which defines the fitness of the 

altera4ons, the firm decides whether to retain the innova4on or not. When the feedback 

is nega4ve, the process immediately employs it for genera4ng new altera4ons un4l one of 

them matches with the environmental needs. Therefore, the process can be seen as a trial-

and-error learning (Geels, 2013). In most cases, the altera4ons are incremental as firms 

tend to resist radical changes that have a disrup4ve effect on rou4nes (Tushman and 

Anderson, 1986).   

There are forces, studied in evolu4onary economics, that push firms towards homogeneity 

by clustering them into “technological regimes” (Geels, 2013: p.263). Risk-averse 

innovators tend to follow the constraining trajectories, crea4ng locked-in schemas. Even if 

selec4on pressure’s tendency is to prefer only some successful altera4ons, which are then 

spread to compe4tors through imita4on (Nelson and Winter, 1982), firms try to keep a 

level of heterogeneity through specific capabili4es and unique compe44ve advantage. 

The co-evolu4on in evolu4onary economics is limited to minimum as interac4ons are 

mainly one-direc4onal: firms only adapt to environmental pressures and selec4on 

processes.  

- Neo-ins&tu&onal theory. This school of thought is considered a popula4on-level theory as 

it sustains the idea that firms aggregates into popula4ons - the industries - which 

“cons4tute a recognised area of ins4tu4onal life: key suppliers, resource and product 

consumers, regulatory agencies, and other organisa4ons that produce similar services or 

products” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983: p.148). ScoJ (1995) claimed that inside the 

industrial area are also included all those ins4tu4ons and agents that have a significant 

effect on businesses’ ac4vi4es. The focus of these theorists is in the consequences of 

external ins4tu4onal pressures on passive industries. By adap4ng to these influences, 

firms’ aim is not a high profit margin but rather the achievement of “social 

fitness” (Powell, 1991). The degree of social fitness is defined by legi4macy, “a generalised 

percep4on or assump4on that the ac4ons of an en4ty are desirable, proper, or 

appropriate within some socially constructed systems of norms, values, beliefs and 

defini4ons” (Suchman, 1995: p.574).  

Legi4macy can be higher or lower according to firms’ conformity to ins4tu4onal selec4on 

pressures. ScoJ (1995) defined three types of ins4tu4onal pressures: (1) regula4ve 
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ins4tu4ons are wriJen laws and regula4ons defining explicitly what is allowed and what is 

not and arranging rewards and punishments, (2) norma4ve ins4tu4ons are underlying 

values and norms incorporated in social prac4ces over 4me, (3) cultural-cogni4ve 

ins4tu4ons are core beliefs, cultural dogmas, and mindsets that define how people picture 

reality. The laJer are generally taken for granted as they are deeply imprinted in a 

popula4on’s mind.  

The presence of broad ins4tu4onal pressures facilitates organisa4onal isomorphism, the 

increasing analogy between organisa4ons in a context. Firms, by trying to achieve an 

higher degree of legi4macy, and therefore trying to conform to the societal dominant 

understandings, structures and culture, they will increase the homogeneity among 

themselves (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).    

Also in neo-ins4tu4onal theory the environmental pressures affect the industry but rarely 

the contrary happens.  

- Economic sociology. Like the above men4oned theories, also economic sociology studies 

the environmental influences on markets. However, thanks to new economic sociology, 

which started with Mark GranoveJer in 1985, theorists started to define also the concept 

of embeddedness. This embraces the idea that economic rela4ons between agents in 

industries occur also under the influence of non-economic ins4tu4ons (social, poli4cal and 

cultural paJerns). In fact, agents’ “aJempts at purposive ac4on are (…) embedded in 

concrete, ongoing systems of social rela4ons” (GranoveJer, 1985). During the years, 

different kinds of embeddedness have been theorised. Firstly, GranoveJer (1985) 

emphasised the importance of trust and personal rela4onships in social spaces, through 

the concep4on of horizontal embeddedness. Zukin and DiMaggio (1990) con4nued the 

theorising on this maJer by differen4a4ng cogni4ve, cultural and poli4cal embeddedness. 

Cogni4ve embeddedness conceptualises that people have common underlying frames of 

reference on the func4oning and meaning of things, since they share with others mental 

maps, beliefs, iden44es and preferences. At industry-level, instead, common beliefs form 

industry mindsets, like the conceptualisa4on of compe44on, membership, and the nature 

of work rela4onships (Phillips, 1994). Cultural embeddedness defines how an industry is 

perceived by the general public, by compe4tors and by policymakers and can have an 

effect on the degree of legi4macy of an industry. It may also influence aspects of extreme 

importance for organisa4ons, like access to capital and government support. Poli4cal 
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embeddedness contains all those rules, regula4ons and laws, draned by ins4tu4ons of the 

state, that support the implementa4on and func4oning of economies. Examples are 

property rights, tariffs and quotas, patents, rules on exchanges, and taxes.  

Economic sociology theory recognises to industries a modest degree of willingness and 

power to influence external ins4tu4ons, according to their own interests. It only assumes a 

par4al bi-direc4onality and lacks the implementa4on of these no4ons into a dynamic and 

complete model (Geels, 2013).   

Organisa4ons need to remain recep4ve to tackle important selec4on forces. The three 

theories previously explained are necessary to understand the mechanisms that push firms-

in-industries to interact with their environments, and to adapt accordingly to the direc4on of 

selec4on pressures.  

1.5.1.2. Firm-level adapta4on theories: externally-oriented approach  

Adaptability is an organisa4on’s capacity to ac4vely adapt to changes occurring over 4me in 

its environment, striving to survive. Externally-oriented schools of thought argue that a firm’s 

success is primarily determined by forces coming from its surrounding general and specific 

environment. However, these approaches argue that firms do not only undergo passively 

pressures and changes, but rather explain how firms are able to ac4vely influence their 

environment.  

These theories will be beJer explained in the following sec4ons, specifically in the context of 

TEF, as they are necessary for the development of the bi-direc4onality of interac4ons and for 

the integra4on of the co-evolu4onary aJribute.  

- Economic posi&oning strategy. Regards all those strategies that aim to change firms’ 

internal factors in order to build a unique compe44ve advantage. Through core 

competences, skills, product and processes’ inimitable characteris4cs, the firm is able to 

prevail over compe4tors and to win market share. It comprises strategies for supply chain 

management, opera4ons management or changes in the marke4ng mix.  

- Corporate poli&cal strategy. Firms’ compe44ve advantage is a valuable tool that permits 

company to overcome compe4tors in the marketplace. However, value crea4on strategies 
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are structured following formal rules, policies and regula4ons defined by governmental 

and market ins4tu4ons. Organisa4ons try to influence, using corporate poli4cal strategies, 

the public policy process, in a way that favourably affect the achievement of a compe44ve 

advantage. Researchers found out that a strong rela4onship between the firm and 

government has a posi4ve impact on the firm’s value (Hillman et al., 1999). 

- Discursive strategy. An approach that consists in persuading audiences with the use of 

linguis4c tac4cs and procedures during communica4on processes. These strategies aim to 

shape and redirect public ideas and discourses towards the industry interest (Geels, 2013). 

The most covered topics, and in turn the companies direc4ng them, shape the macro-

economic field. 

- Issue management. It is a process “to an4cipate and take appropriate ac4on on emerging 

trends, concerns, or issues likely to affect an organisa4on and its stakeholders” (Issue 

Management Council). Issue management prac4ces change according to the stage of the 

issue lifecycle in which the issue is situated. 

1.5.1.3. Firm-level adapta4on theories: internally-oriented approach 

Internally-oriented approach theorists argue that a firm’s success is determined by its unique 

core competences, dynamic capabili4es and interpreta4ve skills that lead to an inimitable 

compe44ve advantage. While some schools stress the importance over internal knowledge, 

patents and rou4nes as the most valuable assets for the firm, other schools recognise in 

interpreta4ve processes of environmental changes and the ability of sense-making, the focal 

components to build compe44ve advantage. The first branch of theories highlights 

behavioural learning processes, in which firms carry on search procedures, looking for 

solu4ons, in order to release an incremental varia4on into the market, which, in turn, 

provide performance feedbacks (Geels, 2013). The second branch of approaches, instead, 

considers cogni4ve learning processes guided by planned strategies, inten4onality and by 

environmental feedbacks’ interpreta4ons and sense making (Geels, 2013).  

Internally-oriented strategies, in general, conceive the firm adap4ng to external pressures 

through a strategic process of change of the firm’s iden4ty or of other core internal elements 

(e.g. rou4nes, beliefs, values and mission). 
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1.5.2. TEF and industry regime 

The elabora4on of relevant insights from the theories previously explained led Frank W. 

Geels (2013) to create a mul4-dimensional framework for the analysis of bi-direc4onal 

influen4al rela4onships between firms-in-industries and their environment.  

The framework considers firms as embedded in two types of general external environments, 

the economic task environment and the socio-poli4cal environment. The firm performs its 

ac4vi4es in a specific context called “industry regime”, whose permeable boundaries permit 

the exchange of influences and feedbacks from and towards both environments. Inside the 

industry there are three types of firms: core firms, firms “in the middle”, and peripheral 

firms. 

Figure 4: the Triple Embeddedness Framework  (Geels, 2013) 

From the selec4on theories previously explained, Geels (2013) borrows the main concept of 

selec4on pressures that force firms-in-industries to adapt to environmental changes. 

Environmental pressures may be exerted by the Economic (task) environment, mainly 

through customers and suppliers, whose selec4on criteria include financial performance, 

efficiency and economic compe44veness (Geels, 2013). 
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However, with neo-ins4tu4onal theorists, we analysed also the importance of ins4tu4onal 

environments, selec4ng successful firms according to the degrees of legi4macy and social 

fitness. A first differen4a4on inside ins4tu4onal environments is owed to Haveman and Rao 

(1997), who dis4nguished specific (industry-level) and general (society-level) ins4tu4ons. 

Specific ins4tu4ons are defined norms, values and beliefs shared by a restricted subgroup of 

individuals and cons4tu4ng the group’s endogenous way of thinking; while general 

ins4tu4ons are broadly ideas and models of reality agreed by all the different subgroups in a 

society. Robertson and Langlois (1994), instead, assumed a similar dis4nc4on of ins4tu4onal 

environments by differen4a4ng between exogenous ins4tu4ons (of the society at large) and 

endogenous ins4tu4ons (specific of individuals or groups). According to these dis4nc4ons, 

Geels (2013) proposed that pressures from “general” and “exogenous” ins4tu4ons are 

conveyed by the socio-poli4cal environment, through the decisions and ac4ons of the actors 

embedded in it (e.g. policymakers, civil society, ac4vists). “Specific” and “endogenous” 

ins4tu4ons, instead, exert pressures on firms throughout the industry regime.  

The idea of an industry regime comes from the need of a broader concept merging 

technological regimes, theorised by evolu4onary economists and focusing on the technical 

sphere, with the three ins4tu4onal pillars of ScoJ (1995), (see above, p.16). The result is a 

set of “industry-specific ins4tu4ons that mediate percep4ons and ac4ons of firms-in-an-

industry towards external environments” (Geels, 2013: p.267). According to Geels (2013), in 

every industry regime it is possible to find four kinds of regime elements:  

- Func4onal-cogni4ve regime elements. Similarly to technological regimes, these elements 

define constraining technological trajectories which dictate what firms-in-industries can or 

cannot do.  

- Cultural-cogni4ve regime elements. All the firms in an industry share an endogenous 

industry mindset, which has the power to shape how individuals interpret and respond to 

external environment’s threats and opportuni4es. 

- Norma4ve regime elements. These elements define which behaviours are considered 

appropriate or inappropriate by the components of the group. By sharing values, purposes 

and mission, a common, shared industrial iden4ty is delineated, which is an important 

contributor for the achievement of a norma4ve legi4macy.  
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- Formal-regula4ve ins4tu4ons. WriJen standards, policies and regula4ons constrain the 

ac4ons of firms-in-industry, affec4ng their profitability and compe44ve advantages. They 

may concern taxes, patents or other intellectual property protec4on laws, tariffs and 

quotas, and minimum wages. These rules may be externally imposed by governmental 

agencies or internally established by industry associa4ons, through codes of conduct and 

guidelines. This is the reason why in Figure 4 this element is pictured across the border 

line of industry regime. 

From economic sociology, Geels (2013) adapts the no4on of embeddedness: in TEF the 

interac4ons occurring between firms and ins4tu4onal groups in both economic and socio-

poli4cal environments can be categorised as horizontal embeddedness, while core 

organisa4ons are shaped by their industry regime through ver4cal embeddedness.  

The Triple Embeddedness Framework adds the bi-direc4onality of interac4ons between 

industries and their surrounding environments to previous selec4on theories. 

The TEF accommodates both variety and similarity, pillars of selec4on theories. Located at 

the industry’s borders, peripheral firms are less influenced by the industry regime and, 

therefore, easily deviate from lock-in mechanisms. However, also incumbent firms, located at 

the centre, have the decisional power to create variety by shaping new rules to 

accommodate their interests. For example, individual firms may comply differently to similar 

regula4ons on sustainability. Especially for this subject maJer, “organisa4onal responses are 

quite idiosyncra4c even within a specific industry governed by regula4on that is equally 

applicable to all firms” (Etzion, 2007: p.646). Pressure towards similarity hits primarily 

incumbents and firms “in the middle”, which are more influenced by industry regime 

elements. Because of this influence, firms evolve on predictable trajectories through 

incremental changes. Some4mes lock-in mechanisms and core rigidi4es lead to iner4a, 

causing the firm’s death. 

1.5.3. Process of co-evolu4on (bi-direc4onal interac4ons between firms-in-industries and 

their environment) 

1.5.3.1. From the environment to industry actors  

22



The pressures created by economic and socio-poli4cal environments may lead to challenging 

situa4ons for firms. However, some4mes the interference of external forces in the everyday 

opera4ons may bring opportuni4es and avoid firms to get locked-in into exis4ng 

mechanisms. Firms-in-industries need to be equipped with forecas4ng techniques and 

interpreta4ve processes, in order to prevent poten4ally problema4c pressures and turn them 

into beneficial situa4ons for the firm. This analy4cal process regards all the different 

environmental dimensions. The TEF is a useful tool to examine the en4re range of 

environmental forces interac4ng with firms.  

Some theories have been developed to explain the evolu4onary path of issues, helping firms 

to understand and forecast their status and evolu4on. The issue lifecycle theory, for example, 

is characterised by five predictable steps along which the issue advances: (1) a restricted 

group of people, mainly ac4vists or individuals affected by the issue, are the first raising 

complaints and showing interests to a problem, while firms may implement mechanisms to 

dissuade these individuals to con4nue; (2) thanks to their commitment to the cause, the 

general public acknowledges the problem genera4ng debates and increasing coverage, 

forcing firms to engage in resistance ac4vi4es or show “symbolic” ac4ons (Geels, 2013); (3) 

policymakers start to show concern over the issue; and (4) pulled by the public opinion, 

introduce a new legisla4on, or change exis4ng ones, to solve the problem or to exert 

pressure on firms to provide substan4al changes; (5) markets transform due to changes in 

legisla4ons or in customer preferences (when the society changes opinion over an issue, it 

creates new internal norms). In TEF, pressures over social issues firstly arise in socio-poli4cal 

environments (1-3), and than relocate to economic (task) environments (4-5), (Geels, 2013).  

1.5.3.2. From industry actors to the environment 

Un4l now, we have mainly analysed the effect of environmental pressures on firms-in-

industries, overlooking the bi-direc4onal nature of interac4ons in TEF. However, firms do not 

passively experience external changes, but rather inten4onally and strategically respond to 

those forces, redirec4ng and shaping them according to their own needs. While externally-

oriented responses aim at changing something in the environment, internally-oriented 

approaches adapt to external forces by changing core internal features. Moreover the laJer, 

through strategic reorienta4on, avoids firms to stuck in lock-in mechanisms that may lead to 

iner4a.  
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Response strategies (externally-oriented) in response to the external pressures 

According to the different types of economic and socio-poli4cal environments, firms have 

various strategic responses at their disposal. 

- In order to shape the economic environment and Porter’s five forces, firms employ 

economic posi4oning strategies. By changing the marke4ng mix, supply chain 

management or their opera4ons, firms are able to achieve unique compe44ve 

advantages, offering beJer products, at a lower price or faster than compe4tors. Also 

through innova4on strategies (Dosi, 2000), firms are able to create advancements in 

products or processes which, when protected by intellectual property or inimitable, give 

influen4al power to firms.  

- Regarding poli4cal and regulatory legal environments, corporate poli4cal strategies (CPS) 

argue that firms can gain various advantages in influencing policymakers or shape public 

debates. These ac4vi4es may be carried out through individual or collec4ve ac4ons of 

firms towards a common threat. Geels (2013) recognised five types of CPS:  

• Informa4on strategy. It is used when firms lack the exper4se on the problem, so they 

hire research ins4tutes to write reports or give opinions that can influence 

policymakers’ posi4on on the issue.  

• Financial incen4ve strategy. It mainly consist in paying contribu4ons and bribes to 

poli4cal par4es or individual poli4cians, in order to redirect their decisions towards 

firms’ interests.  

• Organised pressure strategy. Firms have the possibility to create (or recruit) industry 

associa4ons and representa4ve groups (“interest groups”) to put pressure on 

government policies, by bringing the issue in public debates.  

• Direct lobbying strategy. Industries can try to influence legisla4ve bodies by either 

speaking directly with poli4cians or by hiring lobbyists to work as policymakers.  

• Confronta4onal strategies. Consists in opposing openly to laws through li4ga4on or by 

in4mida4ng policymakers.  

- Matching the internal firms’ ideology and culture with the general interest may bring 

legi4macy to the firms’ prac4ces. However, on the contrary, being able to influence the 

cultural environment and to direct public debates towards certain issues, according to the 

firm’s willingness, can be an advantageous step-ahead strategy for firms. Big incumbent 
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organisa4ons have also the power to shin the public interest towards favourable industry-

specific discourses, while avoiding disadvantageous ones.  

Discursive strategies are u4lised by firms to protect corporate interests, as shining in focus 

of the public discourse can threaten the firms’ everyday opera4ons and survival. These 

strategies can have an influence both on the recogni4on of the issue and on the 

iden4fica4on of the solu4ons, through diagnos4c and prognos4c framing. Examples of 

diagnos4c framing strategies are minimising the problem, poin4ng out uncertain4es and 

research gaps, and undermining the rivals’ credibility. Examples of prognos4c framing 

strategies are complaining about costs or about the difficul4es to find feasible solu4ons to 

the issue, in order to delay legisla4on, or the use of posi4ve defini4ons for solu4ons’ 

appella4ves (Geels and Verhees, 2011), like “clean coal”.  

- Norma4ve pressures concern the mo4ves that lead firms to conform to society. Firms may 

use Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) strategies to show ac4ve commitment to societal 

problems related to their performance, like sustainability, ethics, environmental issues, 

customers’ health. CSR strategies involve corporate philanthropy ini4a4ves like dona4ons, 

contribu4ons or support to non-profit organisa4ons. 

During the first stages of the issue life cycle (see above, p.23), firms can employ issue 

management strategies, which consist in detec4ng early poten4al problems or in 

elabora4ng response strategies. 

Strategic reorienta&on (internally-oriented) in response to the external pressures 

For the strategic reorienta4on’s conceptualisa4on, Geels (2013) takes insights from the two 

internal-approach of adap4ve theories. From the rou4ne-based behavioural learning 

approach, he agrees with the importance of environmental pressures, which by undermining 

the firm’s performance, trigger local search processes for solu4ons and feedbacks. According 

to Geels (2013), this perspec4ve alone is insufficient to explain the dynamics in TEF, as core 

competences, technical knowledge and search processes are not enough if the firm is unable 

to use them appropriately. For this reason, he stresses the need of cogni4ve learning 

processes, enacted through mental maps, strategic vision and inten4onality, for the direc4on 

of search procedures. Further, informa4on and signals from the environment are interpreted 

by firms through sense making.  
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Strategic reorienta4on develops through four stages, in which environmental pressures and 

problems challenge firms to abandon lock-in mechanisms and rigid elements of industry 

regime in favour of innova4ve varia4ons. 

- Stage 1: Firms minimise problems arising from the environment by considering them as 

temporary and harmless. For this reason they do not take any preemp4ve ac4on. Core 

firms may also be overly confident by perceiving a false sense of security that leads to mis-

concep4ons and mistakes.  

- Stage 2: Firms’ recogni4on of performance problems triggers the local search of solu4ons 

that do not (or par4ally) alter the exis4ng industry regime characteris4cs. The results are, 

in fact, incremental innova4ons or “symbolic” adjustments in daily procedures. Only 

peripheral firms and new entrants search for more radical solu4ons, being less aJached to 

regime elements. 

Figure 5: Strategic reorienta4on from Geels (2013) 
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- Stage 3: Having accumulated external pressure, firms start to perceive problems as 

structural and poten4ally harmful for the industry equilibrium. Therefore, firms engage in 

more “distant search” for solu4ons, whose focus shin “from the exploita4on of exis4ng 

technologies to the explora4on of new knowledge bases and more radical 

alterna4ves” (Geels, 2013: p.271). This process requires a high sense-making capacity and 

interpreta4on, which may push the firm to overcome lock-in mechanisms and, if the 

interpreta4ons are appropriate and the varia4ons successful, to gain first-mover 

advantage. 

- Stage 4: When problems and external forces con4nue to exercise pressure on the firm, it 

needs to consider deep-structural changes and the fundamental rethink of the company’s 

iden4ty, values and mission. Geels and Penna (2013) highlighted that most of the 4mes 

firms engage in substan4al strategic changes when they foresee economic opportuni4es 

to exploit, rather than for just solving social issues.   

2. How and why events can impact industries 

2.1. Defini4on of events  

In each individuals’ life, “the ongoing stream of mundane daily occurrences is punctuated by 

dis4nc4ve, circumscribed, highly emo4onal and influen4al episodes” (Pillemer, 2001: p.123). 

The circumstances that happen to us, that shape how we think, feel and act, make up our life 

experience.  

Similarly, in the organisa4onal life cycle, “episodes” arise at every hierarchical level, and their 

effects can influence en44es at other levels or even the en4re organisa4on. 

En44es are independent subjects, like individuals, industries, organisa4ons or the 

environment. These en44es have “con4nuances”, or enduring stable condi4ons (Morgeson 

et al., 2015). While events are discon4nuous occurrences, different from the stable en44es 

that generate them. An event happens when en44es intersect (Morgeson et al., 2015). 

Therefore, following Allport research, Morgeson et al. (2015: p.519) define an event as “the 

point in space and 4me where en44es or en4ty ac4ons contact, encounter, or meet each 

other”. Events can occur both inside or outside the organisa4on, but they are always 
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conceived as external to the en44es involved. Specifically, only ac4ons of en44es, and not 

their internal psychological processes, can be considered events (Morgeson et al., 2015). 

Moreover, events need to exist in a specific 4me and space.  

Events can have different degrees of complexity. There may be events that exert weak 

pressure on established rou4nes, or more disrup4ve events that dras4cally impact an 

organisa4on, or industry, or market. Due to the dynamic environment of markets and the 

con4nuous emergence of technological innova4ons, disrup4ve events are becoming more 

common than in the past. Non-rou4ne, unexpected events can include natural disasters, 

human health hazards, poli4cal impacts, economic crisis, technological developments, 

conflicts and sustainability issues. Some of these examples coincide with the list of “grand 

societal challenges” (Ferraro et al. 2015), or “massive social and environmental issues that 

transcend na4onal borders (…) and that have poten4al or actual nega4ve effects on large 

numbers of people, communi4es, and the planet as a whole” (Voegtlin et al., 2022: p.1). As 

driven by a common interest, to effec4vely implement appropriate responses to address the 

issue, various en44es have recognised the need to collaborate and share knowledge and 

resources (Voegtlin et al., 2022).  

The recent COVID-19 pandemic, for example, has proven the necessity that both private and 

public bodies join forces to generate successful solu4ons (e.g. to provide face masks or other 

medical equipment promptly, or to develop test, and administer vaccines).  

Finally, not all events are nega4ve. Posi4ve events rarely are unexpected (e.g. World Cup, 

Olympiads) but s4ll can produce unpredicted outcomes. Both kinds of events, however, can 

be strategically created to generate desired outcomes, which, in both cases, can be posi4ve 

or nega4ve to en44es.    

2.2. Industry aJen4on to external events 

Aner having defined what an event is from an organisa4onal point of view, it is important, for 

the purpose of this research, to focus on what features and mechanisms of events trigger the 

aJen4on of the organisa4onal world. 

It is easy to understand that events gain aJen4on from the industry for two reasons: the 

general public holds them directly accountable for the outcomes of the event (in the case of 
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nega4ve events), or the internal en44es consider it a successful way in order to improve the 

industry image (in the case of posi4ve events). Moreover, an event can easily become a 

serious issue for the firm if en44es deny the accountability for the event and do not perform 

any solu4on.  

Professors Hoffman A.J. and Ocasio W. developed a model in 2001 of industry aJen4on to 

external events, in order to understand why some events become more salient for the 

industry, while others remain overlooked. Their aim was to examine the determinants of the 

society’s concern or unconcern in the public discourse, with respect to events.  

2.2.1 Theore4cal background 

The model brings insights from aJen4on-based theories, which see the environment as 

composed by different forces and inputs affec4ng the organisa4on. Only few of these forces, 

however, are intercepted and deemed important by firms. In fact, these theorists consider 

individuals and organisa4ons as en44es capable of limited cogni4ve skills (Simon, 1947), that 

are the skills necessary to detect all the issues and opportuni4es coming from the 

environment.  

Hoffman A.J. and Ocasio W. (2001) defined industry-level aJen4on as “how industry  

par4cipants, in their communica4ons and interac4ons with other industry par4cipants 

selec4vely focus their aJen4on on a limited set of issues, situa4ons, and ac4vi4es that 

represent poten4al problems or opportuni4es for the industry”. In this defini4on, industry 

par4cipants comprises not only the single organisa4onal delegates but also individuals from 

trade journals. In the model, both industry-level aJen4on and the broader aJen4on of 

people external to the industry are aggregated under the concept of “public 

aJen4on” (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001; Hilgartner and Bosk, 1988).  

Theorised func4oning per principles: 

1. En44es, in general, selec4vely decide whether to be involved in some external events or 

to ignore them, through a principle of “selec4ve aJen4on”. Industry’s selec4ve aJen4on 

to certain events is determined by the degree of event’s salience, which, in turn, 

depends on how en44es enact situa4ons in the environment. Therefore, aJen4on is not 

captured by event’s features but rather on its enactment in the external environment 
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(Weick, 1979, Ocasio, 2000), or beJer, the process of arranging the external context, 

where the event arose, through casual links and schemas.   

2. AJen4on to events may start internal to the industry, external or both internal and 

external simultaneously. Some4mes, internal aJen4on to events matches with the 

aJen4on they receive externally, but not always. Social processes and interac4ons 

determine whether some events are no4ced or not by internal industry par4cipants. 

These processes occur throughout the channels of communica4on selected by the 

industry. External aJen4on to issues, instead, is determined in “public arenas” (academic 

journals, universi4es, conferences, press), where events, due to the channels’ limited 

capacity, fight for public aJen4on and considera4on (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001). This 

second principle of aJen4on-based theories is called “situated cogni4on”. 

3. A third principle can be deduced from earlier theory (Ocasio, 1997) focusing on the 

“structural determina4on of aJen4on”, highligh4ng that events are considered 

important when matched with certain social structures of aJen4on: the core technology, 

the ground rules, and the status of the players (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001).  

Essen4al, for the comprehension of the model, is to define three wide-known business 

concepts: industry social iden4ty, image and reputa4on. Iden4ty comprises all the prac4ces, 

values, and set of beliefs and meanings shared by industry par4cipants. It is shaped by how 

the industry judges and pictures itself in the eyes of external en44es, the industry image. 

While reputa4on is the actual outsiders’ esteem and percep4on of the industry. 

 2.2.2. The Model  

The “model of industry aJen4on to events” developed by Hoffman A.J. and Ocasio W. (2001) 

not only studies whether an event receives wide public aJen4on but also if this aJen4on is 

sustained over 4me, becoming crucial for the industry to take appropriate ac4ons.  

Considering only industry-level phenomena, the model analyses the life of events: it  

delineates the two main factors (external accountability and examina4on of industry image) 

triggering industry ini4al aJen4on, followed, some4mes, by contesta4ons and re-

enactments, which sustain aJen4on over 4me. 
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Figure 6: Model of industry aJen4on to events (Hoffman A.J. and Ocasio W., 2001) 

In the following paragraphs we will briefly describe the features and mechanisms of events 

that make them capture the aJen4on of the industry. 

Non-rou&ne events. While rou4ne events do not require addi4onal effort and aJen4on to 

overcome them, and are therefore not this model’s focus, non-rou4ne events are more 

complex as they arise from external environmental s4muli, disrupt the “status quo” and 

mutate over 4me. Not all of them, however, succeed in aJrac4ng the industry par4cipants’ 

aJen4on.  

Salience of the event. Being salience defined as the extent to which a par4cular issue is 

prominent compared to its surrounding, it follows that it is a focal aJribute of those events 

that aJract ini4al industry aJen4on. In this model, both the external opinion of industry’s 

accountability and the internal enactment of the event, by ques4oning the industry’s image, 

are cri4cal factors of an event’s salience (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001). 

We will further analyse, through this thesis, the features that are considered by Event System 

Theory determinant for the event’s salience (novelty, disrup4on, cri4cality). However, in this 

case, novelty is considered as a necessary, but not sufficient, condi4on for an event to have 

an impact.  
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Outsiders’ Public AGen&on. More specifically, an industrial sector is some4mes forced to care 

about the issue when the public opinion considers it as linked, or responsible, to the problem 

in ques4on.  

Insider’s Enactments. For an industry, the mo4ve that makes an event aJendable is how 

insiders enacted it (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001). The event’s features and the ini4al external 

pressures are only marginal factors that determine how an industry considers the event. It 

not always matches the outsiders’ enactments.  

Outsiders’ aGribu&on of accountability. It is the first factor that has a real effect on the ini4al 

public aJen4on to an event. Ac4vists, groups affected or the general public can hold the 

industry publicly responsible for the event, therefore affec4ng its reputa4on. 

Even if the public opinion is considered a triggering factor, aJen4on is given to events when 

the industry’s reputa4on and image, and therefore long-term profitability, are threatened. 

However, accountability definitely makes an event more salient for the industry. 

Insiders’ examina&on of industry image. It is the second factor that have an effect on the 

ini4al public aJen4on to an event. In this case, the industry conducts an internal analysis of 

its prac4ces, and assesses whether the event may or may not influence the industry image. 

Usually, it is a preemp4ve measure as it occurs before the general public holds the industry 

accountable, and therefore before its reputa4on is affected. The aJribu4ons of 

accountability can be consequences of the internals’ concern on image.  

Social structures of aGen&on. These factors (the core technology, the ground rules, and the 

status of the players) influence if an industry gives aJen4on on the event’s effects on its 

image and how an industry enact external events.  

- Core technologies are tangible and intangible assets rela4ve to the organisa4on’s 

produc4on process. They are necessary for the firm’s goal aJainment.   

- Rules of the game consist of a set of wriJen rules, unwriJen norms, and standards of 

ac4on that constrain the industry’s decision-making process. 

- The status of the players are all the individuals, public personali4es or organisa4ons that, 

by expressing their opinion on an event, can influence and direct the decisions and ac4ons 

of industries. If their point of view is relevant for the industry, their manifesta4on of 
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interest toward an event will subsequently increase the industry aJen4on to it (Hoffman 

and Ocasio, 2001). These actors usually have high social influence and authority.  

Contesta&on and contradic&on. Not all events that receive ini4al public and industry 

aJen4on remain relevant in the long-term. An event is sustained when its enactment evolves 

over 4me. This evolu4on consists in con4nuing enactments and re-enactments of the 

star4ng event, both by outsiders and insiders. This leads to what Hoffman A.J. and Ocasio W. 

(2001) defines as contesta4on. Both the industry and the external actors engage in disputes 

around the meaning of the event. While industry par4cipants try to safeguard industry’s 

iden4ty, outsiders baJle for their own ideas and beliefs. More enduring the contesta4ons 

are, more likely it is that the event will receive sustained aJen4on over 4me and, therefore, 

will be perceived as a cri4cal issue by the industry. Contesta4ons and enactments are highly 

shaped by both cultural context, through industry iden4ty and external values, and poli4cal 

context, through current rules of the game.  

In general, contesta4ons arise when there are disagreements between insiders’ (industry 

iden4ty) and outsiders’ enactments, leading industries to start to find new answers to solve 

the cri4cal issue (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001). 

Event Re-enactment. It occurs when an event, happened in the past, is re-enacted to fit the 

new industrial features and ins4tu4onal structures. The public aJen4on pulls again the issue 

out by adap4ng it to the current society.  

2.2.3 When and why do events aJain high and constant levels of industry aJen4on? 

The model of industry aJen4on to events try to solve two important ques4ons regarding the 

occurrence of non-rou4ne events. It firstly inves4gates what factors differen4ate events that 

receive public aJen4on to those that are instead ignored. The answer is that there exist 

some social structures of aJen4on that influence industry aJendance or non-aJendance to 

external events (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001). However, social structures are considered both 

the cause and the outcome of the event, as they hold a cri4cal role in triggering the event’s 

ini4al aJen4on, but they can also be shaped and altered by the event itself (Hoffman and 

Ocasio, 2001). 
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Secondly, the model seeks to evaluate what elements make an event’s aJen4on sustained 

over 4me. While some events can achieve high levels of ini4al aJen4on, only a part of them 

will con4nue to hold aJen4on in the long-term, therefore becoming a relevant issue for the 

industry (Hoffman A.J. and Ocasio W., 2001).    

Regarding the two research ques4ons, Hoffman A.J. and Ocasio W. (2001) have developed six 

hypothesis that help to understand the linkages and mechanisms of causality in their model.  

As we said, two factors, outsiders’ aJribu4on of industry’s accountability and the internal 

examina4on of the event’s effects on the industry’s image, can trigger ini4al aJen4on to an 

event. Regardless of the ini4al driver (insiders or outsiders) of an event’s enactments, public 

aJen4on will, in most cases, presumably provoke internal analysis of industry image 

(Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001). As a general rule, the greater the degree of outsider’s 

aJribu4on of direct accountability to the industry, or of insiders’ evalua4on of the event’s 

effects to the industry’s image, the greater the chance that the event will aJract the 

aJen4on of the business press (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001). 

Moreover, an event’s salience for an industry is determined by (1) the compa4bility between 

current rules of the game and industry’s level of involvement, (2) by the opinions on the 

event of high status players and (3) by the event’s consequences on firms-in-industries’ core 

technologies. All three determinants trigger the insiders’ examina4on of the industry’s 

image, therefore provoking an high-level degree of industry aJen4on to the event.  

Some4mes ini4al aJen4on to events is also sustained over 4me, causing serious 

consequences to the industry. It has been recognised by Hoffman A.J. and Ocasio W. (2001) 

that aJen4on is con4nued in the long-term due to compe4ng enactments and debates, 

among internal and external actors, over the event’s meaning and the accountability of the 

industry. In general, “the greater the contradic4on between outsiders’ enactment of the 

event and the industry’s iden4ty, the greater the contesta4on between insiders and 

outsiders over the enactment of the event. The greater the contesta4on over the event’s 

enactment, the greater the likelihood the event will receive high and sustained levels of 

aJen4on” (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001).  

2.3. Event System Theory (EST) 
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Events, in general, have been the focus of study of many theories: ranging from affec4ve or 

stressful episodes in individual lives to disrup4ve events for organisa4ons.  

Feature-oriented theories have always explained these phenomena by linking the 

interac4ons between stable features of individuals and their work environment, with the 

resul4ng stable outcomes. However, as event-oriented theorists have argued, organisa4onal 

phenomena may result also from dynamic events. The main difference between features and 

events is that the laJer are embedded in space and 4me frames, and can trigger new 

behaviours, features or subsequent events. 

In the previous sec4on, analysing the Hoffman and Ocasio (2001)’s model of industry 

aJen4on to events, we recognised the importance, for an event, to be salient to aJract 

ini4al aJen4on. Their analysis, however, was broader and mainly concentrated on the 

explana4on of the industry’s internal and external determinants of high and sustained 

aJen4on towards events, overlooking which characteris4cs of events make them salient. In 

this sec4on, we will analyse more in depth the events’ salience through the EST (see 

paragraph 2.3.2). 

The choice of these two studies over events is jus4fied by the willingness to present a 

complementary view of the event’s phenomenon, which, as tackled from different points of 

view, can trigger to the reader its complete depic4on.   

Differently from Hoffman and Ocasio (2001)’s model, whose focus was only at industry-level, 

EST analyses events arising at every organisa4onal level. Moreover, also the way events are 

conceived changes from one model to the other: the aJen4on-based model studies only 

events external to the industry, while EST analyses the characteris4cs and outcomes of 

events emerging inside the organisa4on or origina4ng in the external environment. 

Morgeson et al. (2015) have developed the EST in order to theorise what characteris4cs of 

events make them meaningful. The theory studies the interac4ons among three 

components: the event strength (quan4fied by novelty, cri4cality and disrup4on), the event 

space (the event’s origin and spacial dispersion), and the event 4me (when the event 

happens and its dura4on).   

The final proposi4ons, wriJen by Morgeson et al. (2015) and below reported, define what 

features make events impaciul, contextualising them in the spa4al and temporal processes, 

through which they cause outcomes. 
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2.3.1 Theore4cal background: variance oriented theories and process oriented theories 

Mohr (1982) theorised the presence of two major kinds of orienta4ons for explaining 

scien4fically organisa4onal changes: variance and process theories.  

Variance oriented theory “is the common sort of hypothesis or model, such as regression 

model, whose orienta4on is toward explaining the variance in some dependent 

variable” (Mohr, 1982: p.9). For theorists, when a dependent variable experiences a varia4on 

in its state, which can be sta4s4cally explained by a set of independent variables, a change 

occurs. The underlying goal of variance research is to find out the prerequisites necessary for 

the emergence of an outcome.  

More in depth, Mohr called the causal rela4onship linking two variables, X and Y, as "push-

type causality” since X makes Y to occur in a cross-sec4onal vein. The set of independent 

variables “X” is a necessary and sufficient condi4on that led to the crea4on of the outcome Y. 

Theorists research how stable characteris4cs of variables are interconnected, which in 

business studies have been used to explain how the amount of an organisa4onal element is 

linked with the amount of another organisa4onal element (Morgeson et al., 2015), (e.g. how 

a firm’s employees training program is related with its performance).  

  

Process oriented theory, instead, “represents a series of occurrences in a sequence over 4me 

so as to explain how some phenomenon comes about” (Mohr, 1982: p.9). So, theorists may 

use an event-driven approach to explain how an organisa4on passes through paJerns of 

events over 4me, pushed by direc4onal forces, in order to determine how an outcome 

unfolds. In this case, Mohr calls the causal mechanisms occurring between variables X and Y 

as “pull-type causality”. The set of independent variables “X" is only a necessary, and not a 

sufficient, condi4on to generate an outcome Y. It is always true that the outcome is 

dependent on the precursor, but the reverse is not true. X do not always lead to Y, especially 

if some specific probabilis4c processes and external forces do not occur in a homogeneous 

way. 

Therefore, the main difference between the two theories is that the focus of study for 

variance-oriented theories are phenomena as sta4c variables, while for process-oriented 
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theories are phenomena as events. The variance approach clearly brings with it many 

limita4ons as it overlooks the dynamics and complexi4es of the change process and 

development. Rescher (1996) argues that “natural existence consists in and is best 

understood in terms of processes rather than things - of modes of change rather than fixed 

stabili4es”. Things are not the ul4mate indissoluble element, but rather are formed and 

shaped over 4me by set of processes.  

Another divergence between the two approaches is that process theorists ask themselves 

how and why an en4ty changed, while variance theorists are more interested on what are 

the antecedents that led that en4ty to change.  

Event-system theory merges insights from both approaches, but adds also important 

considera4ons to them. Firstly, contrary to variance approach, where varia4ons can be 

quan4fied, Morgeson et al. (2015) reconsider the event as a temporary and dynamic 

phenomena. The change process’ instability and mutability make it difficult to define 

precisely the characteris4cs of events. As, aner the 4me needed for measurements and 

considera4ons, the previous event may have evolved into something different.  

Secondly, they examine events in their en4rety, distancing from the idea of process theory, 

which favours the study of various processes that transform separate events into outcomes. 

Moreover, according to Rescher (1996: p.29), “the idea of discrete “events” dissolves into a 

manifold of processes which themselves dissolve into further processes”, genera4ng the 

whole event.  

In summary, EST framework studies quan4fiable events as individual en44es exis4ng in space 

and 4me, but also as part of a bigger picture of interac4ng en44es and events, developing a 

process over 4me (Morgeson et al., 2015). It mainly helps to understand the temporal 

dynamics and the different levels involved in organisa4onal phenomena.  

 2.3.2. Event salience and characteris4cs in EST 

EVENT STRENGTH  

In society, in organisa4ons and in our lives events occur everyday. However, we do not give 

aJen4on to all of them because not all of them are remarkable and salient. Rou4ne events 

are normally solved without any effort and, for this reason, ignored, while non-rou4ne 
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events require different degrees of informa4on processing and ac4on. Researchers have 

dis4nguished between automa4c and controlled informa4on processing: while the automa4c 

method is rapid and rou4ne-based, the controlled method requires 4me, effort and is carried 

out inten4onally.  

Using a retrospec4ve approach, research papers have described how organisa4onal changes 

occur due to events and controlled informa4on processing. However, a gap exists if we want 

to inves4gate which events’ characteris4cs determine when events are salient and command 

aJen4on or when they can be overlooked. In EST, event’s novelty, disrup4on and cri4cality 

determine the event’s degree of strength, and, accordingly, its relevance. 

Event Novelty  

Event’s novelty is a func4on of how much it differen4ates from current or previous processes 

and prac4ces. It represents something completely new, surprising, unpredicted and 

unforeseen, to which the en4ty is ill-prepared. This lack of prior knowledge or rou4nes on 

how to deal with the event, requires en44es to engage in an in-depth interpreta4on of it 

through the controlled informa4on processing approach. The final result may be a 

completely updated set of behaviours, procedures, factors or even subsequent events.  

The novelty aJribute make an event remarkable and command aJen4on towards it. 

COVID-19 emergency and governments ini4a4ves had major consequences on the every-day 

lives of organisa4ons and ci4zens.  

Proposi4on 1: The more novel an event, the more likely it will change or create behaviours, 

features, and events. 

Event Disrup4on  

Event disrup4on threats the en44es’ daily opera4ons, preven4ng them to proceed in the 

normal way. Ongoing rou4nes, features and processes are twisted aner the emergence of a 

disrup4ve event. En44es need to adapt and evolve, not only by changing the previous 

behaviours and features, but also by breaking out their conven4onal beliefs.  

Also event disrup4on triggers controlled informa4on processing in order to understand what 

needs to be changed or developed. 
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Proposi4on 2: The more disrup4ve an event, the more likely it will change or create 

behaviours, features, and events. 

Event Cri4cality 

Cri4cal events have the power to threaten the behaviours, goals, iden4ty and also 

organisa4onal survival. The extent to which an event is crucial, significant or a priority 

consists in its cri4cality (Morgeson and DeRue, 2006). Cri4cal events are the central focus of 

the organisa4on un4l, through the ac4va4on of efforiul informa4on processing, they are 

resolved. Morgeson and DeRue (2006) have discovered that 20% of cri4cal events had a 

strong effect on organisa4onal performance.  

Proposi4on 3: The more cri4cal an event, the more likely it will change or create behaviours, 

features, and events.  

The three characteris4cs previously described determine the overall event’s strength, even if, 

in every events, these features are present in varying amounts. Clearly, events that possess 

high degrees of two characteris4cs can easily prompt controlled informa4on processing 

compared to events that present only one feature.  

Event strength, according to the level of presence of the different aJributes, determines the 

impact that events trigger on behaviours, features and other events. As in TEF, en44es go 

through a process of interpreta4on and sense making in order to frame the important issue 

and understand what ac4ons should be implemented.  

EVENT SPACE 

Events need to exist in specific contexts in order to affect en44es. The event space consists in 

the actual loca4on in which the event emerges and in the places that the event eventually 

alter through its expansion. In fact, in organisa4ons, shocks can start in a specific hierarchical 

level, but then it can also influence downward or upward other levels. The event overall 

impact is determined by how many en4ty’s levels are affected by it, and, as a consequence, 

determines the event’s strength and outcomes.  
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Event Origin 

Event origin is the context in which the event emerges. As we said, this loca4on can be 

internal or external to the organisa4on. In general, events arising in the external 

environment can lead to a stronger and more disrup4ve impact toward a wide variety of 

individuals and firms (e.g. stock market crash, pandemics, natural disasters). 

For what concerns events taking place internally to organisa4ons, keeping the strengths’ 

characteris4cs fixed, events that originates in higher levels lead to more serious 

consequences, then events occurring at lower levels (Morgeson et al., 2015). This is also 

because top-down effects “manifest within short 4me frames, whereas emergent, boJom-up 

linkages necessitate longer 4me frames” (Kozłowski and Klein, 2000: p.23).  

Proposi4on 4a: Event origin moderates the rela4onship between event strength and event 

outcomes such that novel, disrup4ve, and cri4cal events origina4ng at higher levels will be 

more likely to change or create behaviours, features, and events than events origina4ng at 

lower levels. 

Proposi4on 4b: Event origin moderates the rela4onship between event strength and event 

outcomes such that novel, disrup4ve, and cri4cal events origina4ng at higher levels will be 

more likely to moderate the rela4onship between lower-level behaviours, features, and 

events than events origina4ng at lower levels. 

Event Spa4al Dispersion 

Regardless of the event’s loca4on of emergence, an event effects’ expansion into other levels 

can occur during 4me.  

Proposi4on 5: Event special dispersion moderate the rela4onship between event strength 

and event outcomes such that novel, disrup4ve, and cri4cal events that impact a greater 

number of levels will be more likely to change or create behaviours, features, and events 

than events that impact fewer levels. 

Event Spa&al Direc&on   
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As said, events can spread across different levels like individuals, teams, organisa4on, and 

environment (Figure 7).  

- Single-level effects. It consists in events that originate in one hierarchical level and 

produce changes only in that same level, without expansion. For example, an event in the 

team level (event 2) can produce new rules and features, while at the organisa4onal level 

an event (event 3) can produce collec4ve new behaviours, but also lead to another event 

(as in the case of event 4 and 5).  

Figure 7: Events’ direc4ons across different levels (Morgeson et al., 2015) 

- Top-down and boJom-up direct effects. Events occurring at higher levels of the 

organisa4onal chart can directly influence lower-level behaviours, features or lead to new 

phenomena. When these events are generated in the external environments Tilcsik and 

Marquis (2013) called them “mega-events”. Major shocks (e.g. natural disasters, 

government coup) have nega4ve externali4es at the organisa4onal levels. However, other 

environmental events may be less risky and can be an4cipated, leading to par4al changes 

on selected levels. Events’ effects can also diffuse in reverse, therefore having a boJom-up 

direct effect. It means that lower-level events can trigger the stability of organisa4onal-

level behaviours and rou4nes, leading to collec4ve changes in structure, values or culture. 
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Rarely, organisa4onal internal events can also have an impact on the surrounding 

environmental forces.  

- Top-down and boJom-up modera4ng effects. It happens when top-down (or boJom-up) 

effects influence and alter the rela4onship between two or more lower-level (or higher-

level) behaviours or factors or events. 

Event Spa4al Proximity 

Across the organisa4onal hierarchy, units and individuals can connect ver4cally (when 

en44es are in different organisa4onal levels) or horizontally (when en44es are in the same 

level). However, spa4al distance can affect the amount of social influence, knowledge and 

informa4on sharing: in case of events, the greater the distance between two en44es the less 

the opportunity and probability that the event’s effects, having origin in one en4ty, will affect 

the other en4ty.  

Proposi4on 6: Event spa4al proximity moderates the rela4onship between event strength 

and event outcomes such that novel, disrup4ve, and cri4cal events closer to the en4ty 

loca4on will be more likely to change or create behaviours, features, and events than events 

that are farther away from the en4ty loca4on.  

EVENT TIME 

Events are enclosed in a 4me period. According to the 4ming of events it is possible to define 

the level of their impact. In fact, events can be temporary triggering limited effects only in 

the short term, but also cause long-las4ng and larger consequences. Also the degree of 

event’s strength can change according to 4me.  

Event Dura4on 

Events do not just “exist” in a 4me period, but they are also characterised by a dura4on, 

which can vary according to the event type. Event’s strength and dura4on act and shape 

together the final consequences. However, dura4on defines the strength that events have on 
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outcomes. Keeping other variables fixed, events that last longer have a stronger effect on 

organisa4onal en44es.  

Proposi4on 7: Event dura4on moderate the rela4onship between events strength and event 

outcomes such that novel, disrup4ve, and cri4cal events that are longer in dura4on will be 

more likely to change or create behaviours, features and events than events that are shorter 

in dura4on. 

Event Timing  

Events can have different effects on organisa4ons according to the en44es’ stage of 

development. For example, good event 4ming occurs when events’ characteris4cs posi4vely 

match the stage of the organisa4onal lifecycle in which the en4ty is. The stage of 

development can also affect how en44es interpret the event.  

Quinn and Cameron (1983) found out that generally en44es go through four stages, each 

characterised by unique needs: entrepreneurial, collec4vity, formalisa4on and elabora4on. 

For example, in the elabora4on phase, where market share and capital base are already 

defined, it is likely that firms will search for events that bring innova4ve changes in order to 

keep their offer updated. 

Proposi4on 8: Event 4ming moderates the rela4onship between event strength and event 

outcomes such that novel, disrup4ve, and cri4cal events that beJer match the needs 

associated with the developmental stage of en44es will be more likely to change or create 

behaviours, features and events than events that do not match the needs associated with 

the developmental stage.  

Event Strength Change  

Events, during 4me, go across a dynamic change trajectory. During this process of evolu4on, 

events can encounter and interact with en44es that have the ability to influence and alter 

strength aJributes, increasing (or lowering) events’ novelty, disrup4on and cri4cality 

(Morgeson et al., 2015).   
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The impact of events’ outcomes on en44es is a factor of the events’ average strength across 

4me (general level) and their developmental flow (the level of strength’s characteris4cs over 

4me). For example, researchers found out that the average degree and development trend 

of job sa4sfac4on experiences challenged important outcomes in individual and collec4ve 

turnover (Liu et al., 2012).    

Proposi4on 9: Event strength change moderates the rela4onship between an event’s average 

strength and event outcomes such that in the presence of greater increment (decrement) in 

the event’s strength over 4me, the event’s average strength will be more (less) likely to 

change or create behaviours, features, and events.  

2.4. Outcomes of events  

As already said, en44es have established rou4nes, behaviours and features that events, 

according to their level of complexity, can disrupt. Events act as catalysts of change, as  

organisa4ons evaluate devia4ons from normality only when they face salient happenings. In 

other words, from the perspec4ve of event theories, when organisa4onal habits and rou4nes 

are established, they are normally maintained un4l the occurrence of a salient event (Gersick 

and Hackman, 1990).   

The outcomes of events can be various, also according to the degree of complexity and 

influence events have on organisa4ons or industries. In general, events preserve or originate 

organisa4onal structures, which can be permanent (therefore becoming rou4nes over 4me) 

or dynamic (leading to subsequent changes or events), (Morgeson et al., 2015). 

Firstly, events can trigger a change in current behaviours or the crea4on of completely new 

ones. In this case the altera4on can happen quickly, and nonetheless s4ll have major impact 

on the other organisa4onal levels. Secondly, events can affect exis4ng features of individuals, 

teams or units or create en4rely new features. For example, the integra4on of a new method 

or process in response of an event, aner a period of 4me, can be endorsed in the everyday 

organisa4onal prac4ces. Thirdly, events can generate subsequent events across space and 

4me, forming an “event chain” (Morgeson et al., 2015). Some4mes, the ini4al event is not 

directly affec4ng the en4ty itself but it triggers following events that have an impact on the 

en4ty’s sphere of interest. In other cases, mul4ple events, bounded in a defined 4me and 
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space, merge under an “event cluster”, which has a higher poten4al to significantly impact 

en44es (Morgeson et al., 2015).  

The establishment of new goals is also an outcome of events. Previous goals are abandoned 

in favour of new ways of thinking and new direc4ons, leading to new goals’ adop4on. These 

changes may affect the en4re goal hierarchy in different organisa4onal levels (new subgoals 

are needed) or in individuals personal lives (e.g. new goals require addi4onal work and 

therefore less leisure 4me for hobbies), (Morgeson et al., 2015).   

Events can be posi4ve or nega4ve occurrences. In both cases, however, events may result in 

opportuni4es for the organisa4on. For example, entrepreneurs may experience events and 

turn them into new ventures.  

Finally, first and foremost, before actual concrete responses are implemented, events trigger 

cogni4ve and psychological processes leading en44es to ac4on.  

3. Concluding reflec4ons  

The first part of this literature review is essen4al to understand that industries, sectors and 

organisa4ons are changing over 4me. The degree of interdependence with the environment 

increased side-by-side with the evolu4on of markets, and accordingly also the theore4cal 

produc4on. As technology advanced, compe44on became fiercer and customers evolved 

from passive to ac4ve, highly-informed individuals, organisa4ons have unwillingly transferred 

their power to other external forces. Firms, but also en4re industries, perceive less stability 

and are less certain that their business is enduring in the long term. For this reason, both 

theorists and managers, started to recognise in the co-evolu4onary process of firms and 

environments a determinant of firms’ success (and survival).  

Nowadays, various theorists argue that firms are embedded in “ecosystems”, as this structure 

beJer picture the real interdependencies happening on a daily basis in the environment.  

In the second sec4on, the literature on events’ aJen4on and salience has been reviewed. 

The world’s complexity has escalated exponen4ally during the last decades, increasing 

interac4ons between firms and their surroundings and mul4plying the number of emerging 

occurrences, in the ecosystems, affec4ng firms. For these reasons, it became important also 

to define what phenomena, triggered by external forces, are and/or should be considered 
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significant or not by organisa4ons. Firstly, analysing the model of industry aJen4on to 

events, theorised by Hoffman and Ocasio in 2001, and secondly focusing on the 

characteris4cs that make events salient, according to the Event System Theory by Morgeson 

et al. (2015) .  

All in all, it is recognised that the power to select favourable and unfavourable events is not 

in the hands of incumbent firms anymore. Essen4al, and cri4cal, is the outsiders’ aJribu4on 

of accountability to industries. Nowadays, public opinion and discourse can shape, 

voluntarily or involuntarily, the ac4ons of organisa4ons towards a specific issue. If firms 

decide to perpetuate with their own enactments of the event, the aJen4on to it is sustained 

un4l a solu4on is found.  
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II. Automo4ve Industry  

The automobile has been one of the biggest innova4ons of the latest century. From the 

launch of the first cars, the global automo4ve industry has grown exponen4ally during the 

years, becoming a leading and powerful sector, worth about 2.86 trillion U.S. dollars in 2021 

(Sta4sta, 2022).  

The aim of this chapter is to provide a chronological outline of the history of the automo4ve 

sector, in order to offer to the reader some essen4al background informa4on. The 

automo4ve ecosystem is then further described through the Triple Embeddedness 

Framework, studied in the previous chapter. The use of the TEF is focused at highligh4ng that 

both industry regime’s elements and environmental factors were not compa4ble for a 

transi4on towards e-mobility. Aner having pictured the structure of the automo4ve industry, 

the chapter concludes with an analysis of the agency of Original Equipment Manufacturers 

(OEMs). Both factors permiJed automakers to maintain a posi4on of dominance in the 

ecosystem.  

1. Background informa4on  

The automo4ve industry consists in a group of organisa4ons dealing with the design and 

manufacturing of motor vehicles and their internal components (like engines, chassis, seats), 

(Encyclopædia Britannica). Nowadays, companies involved in the produc4on of other 

important elements of autos like 4res, baJeries and fuels are s4ll not considered part of it 

(Encyclopædia Britannica).  

The core products of this sector are passenger vehicles, which comprises also sports cars, 

pickups, and campers. Cars are not just something useful for each individual’s daily life, but 

they represent much more for people, like their lifestyle, status, personality and style. In fact, 

automakers design and manufacture cars of all types, shapes and colours to beJer match 

their customer base’s preferences and, therefore, achieve an accurate segmenta4on (e.g. 

pick-ups, SUVs, minivans, sport cars, Sedans).  

The history of automobile industry dates back to 1860s and ‘70s with the inven4on of the 

gasoline engine by France and German developers. Even if its history is not long, it is 

nowadays one of the most powerful and significant industries worldwide.  
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The prerequisites for this enormous success were various. Firstly, the high rate of popula4on 

growth. From 1900s to 1990s, in less than one century, the popula4on in the world more 

than tripled, moving from 1.6 billion to 5.6 billion people (McCraw, 1997). Secondly, the 

popula4on’s purchasing power increased exponen4ally in developed countries. The 

increased wealth, distributed to a higher number of ci4zens, led to more poten4al customers 

for mass-produc4on industries. Moreover, from these phenomena which mul4plied 

companies’ profitability, con4nuous products and process improvements, new products 

developments and economies of scale and scope rapidly emerged (McCraw, 1997). As a 

consequence, prices dropped.  

Ini4ally, experiments and researches were conducted mainly over steam and electric 

powered vehicles. At the beginnings, the electric car was posi4vely accepted by the general 

public for its ease of use, however, the problems related with low baJery capacity put an end 

to its successful moment. Concurrently, in 1885, Germans Karl Benz and GoJlieb Daimler 

probably developed the first gasoline powered vehicle. At the start, European countries, 

mainly Germany, France and Britain, were the leading na4ons in the automobile industry. 

At the dawn of this industry’s evolu4on, around 1900s, automobile companies did not have a 

broad market share, a renown brand name, or large capital investments (McCraw, 1997). The 

reason is that each served a restricted market, located in a small geographical area. These 

small shops produced vehicles with unique product designs, according to the needs and 

preferences of the local customers. Also the manufacturing techniques and the marke4ng 

strategies were different, but all shared a tendency over low produc4on volumes, high prices 

and high profits (McCraw, 1997). During these phase the market was highly fragmented.  

However, with the advent, in 1908, of the Model T of Henry Ford, the market started a 

process of unifica4on under a renown brand and a dominant product configura4on. Ford 

recognised the growing number of poten4al customers, whose needs were not being fulfilled 

due to the low volumes and high wai4ng 4mes for the produc4on of a new car. Believing in 

the poten4al success of standardisa4on, Ford concentrated the whole manufacturing process 

in his company in the produc4on of Model T only. This was the simplest vehicle, made up of 

few components making it light and small, but also durable and reliable thanks to the quality 

of materials employed. Its success resulted in con4nuous product and processes 

improvements, culmina4ng in the advent of the assembly line in 1914. This method let the 

Ford Motor Company to produce larger volumes at a lower unit cost, which consequently 

48



dropped significantly the automobile’s price. In 1908, the Ford Model T was purchased for 

$850. The price decreased every year un4l, in 1924, it was sold to only $290.  

Both these innova4ons, the assembly line and the Model T, disrupted the way automobile 

companies designed and produced vehicles. It was considered an event. There had been 

changes in behaviours (e.g. innova4on processes, employee task performance), features (e.g. 

division of work) and the genera4on of subsequent events (e.g. con4nuous turnovers). Due 

to the hight turnover rate in Ford Motor Company, Ford increased the day-pay wage to 5$, 

decreased the daily working hours from nine to eight and the weekly working days from six 

to five. Although the employees’ strenuous tasks, these were considered, by the general 

public, substan4al improvements in working standards and condi4ons. Moreover, through 

these changes, Ford’s own workers became also its customers.  

In general, this phase was characterised by high volumes, low profit margins, low prices, 

na4onal or interna4onal mass distribu4on, and ver4cal integra4on (McCraw, 1997). 

However, even though the enormous success generated by mass-produc4on and 

standardisa4on, during the 1920s, the Model T became outmoded. Thanks to new 

produc4on techniques, more luxurious and unique cars’ designs were sold to market at 

prices slightly higher than the Model T price. During this period, around 1930, Alfred P. Sloan 

Jr. recognised and exploited major changes in the automo4ve industry, like the shin in 

consumers tastes and the annual model changes. He was able to understand that the market 

was evolving and, by inves4ng in styling, fashion and design, he transformed the external 

pressures into opportuni4es.  

Sloan was the first aJemp4ng to implement the segmenta4on strategy, during his 

management of General Motors. At the beginning, the segmenta4on criteria were price and 

product type. However, aner WW2, the customer base was segmented not only according to 

demographic factors (like income, age and educa4on), but also on psychographic factors (like 

lifestyle), (McCraw, 1997).  

In 1950, 85% of the automobiles were produced in the United States, of which nearly 90% by 

Ford, General Motors and Chrysler (White, 1971; Peterson, 1971).  

During the same years, in Europe, cars’ manufacturing companies, like Peugeot, Renault and 

Citroën in France, Volkswagen in Germany and Morris and Aus4n in UK, were growing in size 

and revenues.  

Japanese automo4ve companies, however, witnessed the greatest interna4onal expansion, 

un4l 1980 when they became the world’s leading manufacturers of vehicles. Contrary to U.S. 
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producers, who favoured aesthe4cs and style over safety and price, Japanese manufacturers’ 

success was the focus on quality and fuel-efficiency. This was mainly achieved through the 

outsourcing strategy and the Toyota produc4on system. The first mainly consisted in a well-

organised, strategic network of suppliers’ rela4onships, know as Keiretsu. This trust-based 

model permiJed Japanese automakers to grow interna4onally by keeping prices down 

through economies of scale and scope, and by facilita4ng innova4on and informa4on 

sharing. The laJer, instead, is what was called the “just-in-4me” manufacturing, or “a 

framework for conserving resources by elimina4ng waste” (Toyota Motor Corpora4on, 1998) 

and by keeping minimal levels of inventory.  

  

During the latest finy years, other environmental pressures started to affect the automo4ve 

industry’s growth. Numerous trends and events, ini4ated both inside or outside of the 

transport sector, have turned the tables and forced the industry to adapt and evolve.  

Firstly, the establishment of unions and communi4es among countries (EU, NAFTA, etc.) led 

to the reduc4on (or aboli4on) of trade barriers. The leading na4onal automo4ve firms 

outgrow into global enterprises, trying to acquire the largest stake of the world’s market 

share. Following to this, an important issue emerged: the problem for firms’ to deal with 

global level overcapacity (McCraw, 1997). Especially at the beginning of the 21st century, 

produc4on plants were assembling a number of cars higher than those demanded by the 

market.  

Secondly, in this 4me frame, the variety of customer tastes is transforming the business 

strategy from “market segmenta4on” towards “mass customisa4on”. This second process 

consists in developing products targeted for sa4sfying the unique needs and tastes of 

individual customers. Producers are designing and manufacturing an immense variety of cars 

making it possible for nearly everyone to find what they desire. However, an increasing 

variety in products is leading to an escala4on in costs and in complexity. The advent of 

informa4on technology and, aner, social medias, has augmented this phenomena.  

Thirdly, environmental forces are highligh4ng two major issues. On the one hand, both most 

common cars’ fuels, gasoline and diesel fuels, come from non-renewable natural resources, 

implying that their availability is going to terminate in the near future. On the other hand, 

the vehicles with these propulsion systems produce an extremely high amount of pollu4on in 

the atmosphere. In 2021, the U.S. department of energy collabora4ng with EPA has found 

out that “vehicles release about 1.7 billion tons (1.5 billion metric tons) of greenhouse gases 
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(GHGs) into the atmosphere each year — mostly in the form of carbon dioxide (CO2) — 

contribu4ng to global climate change” (U.S. Department of Energy, 2021). 

Both implica4ons stress the importance to find alterna4ve (and sustainable) solu4ons.  

Even if 99% of vehicles’ engines are powered by gasoline or diesel, nowadays a larger 

number of cars using alterna4ve solu4ons, especially electricity, are sold in the market (EPA, 

2021). The most popular alterna4ve solu4ons are: flexible fuel vehicles (FFVs), electric 

vehicles (EVs), plug-in hybrid electric vehicles (PHEVs), compressed natural gas (CNG), fuel 

cell vehicles (FCVs). Even though the possibili4es for alterna4ve solu4ons are wide, their 

limita4ons had a strong effect on their success in the automo4ve sector. In the recent history, 

however, the world popula4on has witnessed the increase in produc4on of EVs and PHEVs. 

Moreover, recently, some countries have announced their plan to end the sale of internal 

combus4on engines and to shin the produc4on towards a sustainable mobility. An example, 

is the recent mee4ng of the European Parliament in which it approved to stop the sale of 

vehicles with combus4on engines in Europe by 2035. The 2020 Climate Ac4on Tracker report, 

has es4mated, that in order to limit the increase of global temperatures at 1.5°C, 75-95% of 

global annual automobile sales should be fully electric vehicles by 2030 and 100% by 2035. 

As a consequence, leading automo4ve companies like GM, VW, Audi, Nissan, BMW, 

announced significant investments in EVs' design and manufacturing. 

However, major improvements have not concerned vehicles’ engines only. During the last 

decades, the automo4ve industry has witnessed several technological developments. Various 

features have been introduced, and con4nuously improved, to make automobiles safer, easy 

to use and aesthe4cally pleasing. Self driving systems, connec4vity with other devices, 

sensors and cameras, smart car technology and augmented reality screens are all changing 

the driving experience.  

2. The automo4ve ecosystem  

The automo4ve industry is only a 4le of the en4re value chain, whose players, together, 

make up the automo4ve ecosystem. The no4on of ecosystem explains the complexity of all 

the interdependencies occurring among sectors and organisa4ons (ECCP). The ecosystem is, 

in turn, fully embedded in an even wider environment. Many internal and external 

condi4ons may affect the interac4ons among the players opera4ng in the value chain. In 
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order to beJer understand the en4re automo4ve ecosystem we will analyse it through the 

Triple Embeddedness Framework of Geels (2014), studied in the first chapter of this thesis. In 

TEF there are two main environments, the Economic and the Socio-poli4cal environments, 

co-evolving with firms-in-industries.  

Through this sec4on, we will go deeper in understanding the actual forces that influence the 

automo4ve ecosystem.  

2.1. Socio-poli4cal environment  

Poli4cal factors exer4ng pressures in the automo4ve industry regard mainly governmental 

decisions over safety requirements and procedures. Policymakers, during the years, have 

draned and updated laws over safety measures over the produc4on of automobile parts. 

Automakers are then eligible of cer4fica4ons and approvals if they comply with na4onal and 

interna4onal standards.  

Governments can also affect the internal market of automobiles by defining the levels of 

imports and exports through the imposi4on of advantageous or disadvantageous tariffs, 

quotas or similar measures. If a company can import high-quality components but at a 

compe44ve price, then it will be able to gain a beJer profit margin compared to compe4tors. 

This factor may have influenced the market uptake of EVs and PHEVs worldwide, as the 

global baJery technology market is controlled by Asian companies. Both EU and US 

automakers rely on the availability and the cost of baJeries, imposed by other countries’ 

poli4cal calcula4ons. Moreover, even though the automo4ve industry and Member States 

governments were aware of the fact that Asian suppliers could favour their domes4c 

customers, by providing them with the latest and premium technology first, measures and 

investments to enter in the baJery cell market have been delayed for years. Therefore, due 

to the challenges that a turn of the transport system towards electrifica4on could have carry 

with, governmental agencies, automakers and suppliers have always lobbied against this 

event to happen.  

At the same 4me, Member States governments could have favoured cars with internal 

combus4on engines, manufactured by domes4c automakers, by imposing higher du4es on 

EVs produced by foreign manufacturers, therefore making them a more expensive 

alterna4ve.  
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Especially in the last decades, legisla4on on emission limits have been redacted by 

policymakers in order to protect the environmental and people’s wellbeing. These standards 

have increasingly been upgraded into more stringent ones, affec4ng the automakers’ 

business. The tes4ng process during the 4me-to-market period is ge�ng longer and more 

costly due to the numerous standards, procedures and regula4ons, coming from different 

fields (e.g. safety, environmental protec4on, property rights). 

Ecological issues are for all industries on the daily agenda. Auto manufacturers are inves4ng 

in research and development facili4es to come up with alterna4ve fuels solu4ons, different 

from the pollu4ng fossil fuels. Governments incen4vise and sustain these projects both at 

firm-level, by offering financial subsidies to increase investments in new ideas and 

compe44on among companies, and at customer-level by par4ally contribu4ng to the 

purchase of alterna4ve fuels’ cars (and therefore lowering the final price). Moreover, ac4vists 

and environmentalists are gaining increasingly aJen4on from governments and from the 

general public, especially over environmental issues related to cars. Governmental agencies, 

like ICCT (Interna4onal Council on Clean Transporta4on), EPA (Environmental Protec4on 

Agency) in US or EEA (European Environment Agency) in EU, have been established in order 

to answer to the complaints and protests of the general public, which is increasingly involved 

in taking care of its environment. These ini4a4ves have favoured the promo4on of 

alterna4ve powertrains, especially EVs. However, the lobby of automakers, suppliers, and 

refineries have counteract the proposals of environmental groups by influencing 

governments’ policies and ac4ons to mi4gate climate change and pollu4on.   

2.2. Economic (task) environment  

Exchange rates fluctua4ons can be risky for companies opera4ng in interna4onal 

marketplaces. A firm’s value, calculated as the present value of all the future cash flows, is 

influenced by changes in exchange rates (Mall et al., 2011). The compe44ve situa4on 

between firms may change over 4me following to the apprecia4on or deprecia4on of 

currencies. For example, the value of a domes4c firm expor4ng interna4onally can fall if its 

state’s currency appreciates, while at the same 4me an impor4ng firm’s value rises due to 

the same apprecia4on. The price of high-end electric vehicles, which ini4ally were produced 

mainly by automakers outside of EU, were subject to the fluctua4on of exchange rates, 

making them less favoured in comparison to vehicles produced by na4onal automakers.  
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Different players are embedded in the economic environment: customers, suppliers, dealers 

and subs4tutes. They are the micro forces affec4ng the industry regime.  

In the automo4ve industry there is a large quan4ty of poten4al buyers and actual customers. 

Moreover, in rich, developed countries it is easy to find two, three or even more cars per 

family. A country’s level of development, GDP, determines the cars’ demand not only for the 

financial wellbeing of its ci4zens, but also for higher customer confidence. The lifestyles and 

spending habits of individuals are also determined by the country’s economy. 

The bargaining power of buyers in the automo4ve industry is strong, as the switching costs 

for changing brands and products are low. Customers can easily switch from one automaker, 

dealer or model of car easily and inexpensively. Their evalua4on is onen based on the level 

of their price sensi4vity, therefore selec4ng the car that offer them the best quality-price 

ra4o in the price rage they can afford. Nowadays, elements such as driving performance and 

vehicle reliability are basic features that all cars should have and, therefore, automakers try 

to aJract customers through differences in comfort, customer experience, and high-tech. 

The trends of the market were mainly focused on new designs and on technological 

innova4ons like connected cars and AR, and not in developing new, alterna4ve engines. 

Customers choices were s4ll addressed towards digitalisa4on of cars and fuel efficiency, 

while sustainability was not the primary criteria of selec4on. Moreover, the purchase price of 

EVs, risen by exchange rates, du4es and poli4cal calcula4ons, has been a barrier to their 

adop4on, especially for price sensi4ve customers, which onen favoured cheaper but more 

pollu4ng cars. Another considerable limit for EVs was the baJery autonomy, which did not 

match the lifestyles of ci4zens, typically travelling by car for all their daily necessi4es.  

Customers are also highly sensi4ve towards complementary products prices, such as fossil 

fuels. A recent phenomena, the war between Ukraine and Russia, has exponen4ally 

increased the price of both petrol and diesel fuels, stressing the importance of cars’ fuel 

economy and of alterna4ve engines. In many markets, this situa4on has ac4vated plans to 

reduce the dependency from oil, therefore facilita4ng the transi4on towards electromobility 

(King, 2022). As a result, compared to 2021, in Q1 2022 sales of new fully electric cars more 

than doubled (+102%), (DeloiJe, 2022).  

On the contrary, the bargaining power of suppliers is quite moderate in the automo4ve 

industry. On the one hand, the costs of switching between one supplier to another are high, 
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due to the heavy ini4al investments on parts’ design and specific characteris4cs. OEMs have 

numerous advantages in maintaining a long-term rela4onship with suppliers. On the other 

hand, automakers onen choose to demonstrate their purchasing power and control by 

switching suppliers, or threatening to do it (Jacobides et al., 2015). In the marketplace, there 

is a large number of small and medium-sized companies supplying directly or indirectly to 

OEMs. Few automo4ve suppliers are large corpora4ons, like Bosh or Con4nental. In general, 

the automo4ve supply chain can be represented by a pyramid-like ver4cal network that 

defines the hierarchical place each supplier occupies in the pyramid. The automakers are at 

the top of it. Level one suppliers, system/module suppliers, have direct contacts with OEMs. 

However, also level two and level three suppliers can skip other levels and sell directly to 

manufacturers. 

Figure 8: Pyramid of automo4ve suppliers 

During the last two years, suppliers have been affected by various events happening in both 

the micro and macro environment: lockdowns and labour shortages due to the pandemic 

situa4on, the global semiconductor deficiency and the shin in preferences toward 

electrifica4on and autonomous driving. Automo4ve suppliers are highly influenced by 

leading OEMs’ expecta4ons and requests imposed by industry’s trends. Especially because, 

with interna4onal expansion, automakers started to outsource more to suppliers. 

Even though large automo4ve suppliers have made substan4al investments in EVs 

technologies, to remain compe44ve in the future of the transport system, the majority of 

suppliers are small and medium enterprises which will perish due to the radical turn towards 

e-mobility. For this reason, during the years, suppliers have used a strong lobbying strategy 

to deter, or delay, electrifica4on. Moreover, especially in EU, it was not profitable for 
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suppliers to invest in the produc4on of EVs parts, like baJery cell produc4on facili4es, as the 

European automakers were not keen to put effort in adding aJrac4ve EVs in their poriolio.  

The latest shortage of automo4ve semiconductors is forcing manufacturers to temporary 

stop produc4on facili4es or to remove some car’s features (e.g. heated seats, pack assistant) 

from their packages (Burkacky, 2022). The implica4on for the automo4ve industry has been 

severe. This situa4on has largely decreased automo4ve revenues due to suppliers inability to 

find enough chips. This is a clear example of how suppliers’ challenges and prac4ces may 

influence the en4re automo4ve ecosystem.  

Normally, car manufacturers produce and assemble vehicles, which are then sold by dealers. 

The only excep4on is Tesla, which manufactures and sells cars directly to its customers. 

Dealers are, in most cases, the automakers’ direct customers. They are separately owned 

companies that s4pulate a contract to represent one or more automakers. However, dealers 

have low bargaining power, as, due to contracts’ constraints, they are forced to buy 

everything from the carmaker they represent (e.g. components, tools, brand logo and sign, 

catalogues). Also in the case in which a manufacturer builds a car that is not successful, then 

dealers some4mes s4ll need to buy them and try to sell them. There was a similar problem 

with electric vehicles, as dealers, and consequently customers, lacked of knowledge over the 

func4oning, benefits and disadvantages of EVs and PHEVs, which made these technologies, 

in prac4ce, difficult to sell.  

2.3. Industry Regime  

Industry architectures’ studies focused on the ways in which companies shape their sectors 

in order to capture the most value.  

Historically, the common structural features of automo4ve industry were ver4cal integra4on, 

economies of scale and an high amount of capital. These characteris4cs permiJed leading 

OEMs to maintain their dominant posi4on and to deter the entrance of rivals. Ini4ally, 

vehicles’ parts were produced inside OEMs, however, over 4me, they started to outsource 

the manufacturing of components to suppliers. Nowadays, automakers are responsible 

mostly of R&D and of projec4ng and designing cars’ models and their parts. OEMs 

maintained the proprietary rights over their designs and specifica4ons, which helped them 

to keep the control over the en4re supply chain. Suppliers, in par4cular, remained under the 
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closed hierarchical control of automakers. The sector is therefore favoured by proprietary 

designs, hierarchical arrangements, and the avoidance of modularity (Jacobides et al., 2015). 

OEMs, then, supervise the final assembly procedure of vehicles, before selling them to 

dealers. The power of automakers in the supply chain comes also from the almost-exclusive 

control over franchised dealer model (Jacobides et al., 2015), which permits them to have 

direct and exclusive informa4on regarding customers’ product customisa4on. For years, 

OEMs have driven change in the en4re value chain according to their interests, redirec4ng 

the decisions of the whole automo4ve ecosystem. Especially in EU, OEMs were able to 

maintain the dominance of their internal combus4on engines, while their lobbying strategies 

have successfully influenced policymakers to delay the turn to electrifica4on for decades. The 

rela4onship of power that OEMs had with governments and the other players of the 

ecosystem do not explain how the shin towards e-mobility is actually happening, at the end.  

For various governments, OEMs are accountable for cars’ defects or malfunc4ons, aJribu4ng 

to manufacturers (and not to components’ suppliers) the principal legal and regulatory 

responsibility (Jacobides et al., 2015). Therefore, automakers are willing to preserve the 

control over the supply chain due to the high amount of sector’s regula4ons and policies on 

customers’ safety, environmental protec4on, and technology, over which they have legal 

liability. 

Along with environmental issues, automo4ve invest in R&D to discover, as quickly as 

possible, new technological disrup4ons that can aJract customers or compe44ve gains in 

general. Technological innova4ons have always had an important role in the automo4ve 

industry. From the first model of car, the world witnessed several developments and 

advancements. During the years, technology has improved the cars’ safety, ease-of-use, 

comfort, fuel efficiency and pollu4on reduc4on or control. These developments had changed 

completely how cars are perceived and employed by customers. Also, improvements in the 

supply chain and manufacturing processes helped companies to reduce produc4on costs and 

4me-to-market.  

Technology advances rapidly in all industrial sectors, and, nowadays, individuals feel the need 

to acquire the latest innova4ve versions. Of course, this may bring both advantages and 

disadvantages to automo4ve companies. Automakers are forced to be informed on the 
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latests technological advancements or, beJer, to lead the research towards disrup4ve 

novel4es.  

Nowadays, the recent technological trends are ride-sharing, electrical mobility, connected 

cars, self driving systems and AR. Cars are ge�ng “smarter” thanks to their connec4on to 

intelligent technologies and the internet. In order to reduce accidents and improve cars’ 

safety, automakers are trying to gradually implement autonomous pilots that are capable of 

recognising the surrounding environment and move through it with liJle human help. 

Moreover, in order to produce environmentally friendly cars, engineers are pu�ng much of 

their efforts in improving baJeries of EVs, in order to make them long-las4ng and efficient, or 

in finding new ways to reduce air pollu4on. Un4l now, regardless of R&D departments’ 

endeavours, electric cars s4ll present some of the problems that were considered a barrier 

years ago. For example, the technology of the baJery, and its high cost, are s4ll a limit for 

some customers, making EV a solu4on for few enthusiasts and for early adopters.  

2.4. Firms-in-industries  

According to Geels (2014), firms-in-industries are of three types: core firms, which have the 

power to trigger changes in the industry regime, firms ‘in the middle’, and peripheral firms, 

which are en44es at the border or new entrants.  

In general, rivalry in the automo4ve industry is quite intense. The sector is in the maturity 

stage, leading to some companies, with similar market shares, to fight for customers’ 

aJen4on fiercely. Nowadays, they compete both on price and non-price elements, like 

comfort, safety, technology and fuel efficiency. Since exit barriers are significant, automakers 

are keener to remain in the market and to baJle to reduce prices. Therefore, Japanese 

companies may be favoured over 4me due to their cost leadership advantages.  

There are, however, also high barriers to entry in the automo4ve industry, making the threat 

of new entrants very low for incumbents. The core requirements in this marketplace are high 

capital investments, technical exper4se and knowledge, and an established good reputa4on 

over safety, reliability and efficiency. These three key points act as deterrents for new 

entrants. Especially for the laJer, as gaining enough market acceptance to be compe44ve is a 

long-term objec4ve. Moreover, dominant firms manufacture and sell cars benefi�ng from 

economies of scale and scope, which do not allow new entrants to offer compe44ve prices 

compared to those of OEMs.  
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In this sector, there are con4nuously new opportuni4es offered by emerging socio-cultural 

trends, technological developments and new poten4al markets (e.g. developing countries 

with increasing disposable income), that can help firms-in-industries to conquer an higher 

market share. 

3. Agency of OEMs 

In the automo4ve industry, leading manufacturing companies have been extremely ac4ve in 

their purpose to change the rules and roles on the division of labour, and as a consequence, 

of profit (Jacobides et al., 2015). In fact, during the years, OEMs have demonstrated high 

proac4vity in reshaping their industry and low dependence on rou4nes and lock-in 

mechanisms. Jacobides, MacDuffie, and Tae (2015) have studied the structural change that 

occurred in the automo4ve sector from 1997 to 2007. In this period, due to the pressures 

coming from the Japanese more-efficient “lean produc4on”, OEMs decided to collaborate 

with suppliers to alter their sector’s architecture, towards modularity and outsourcing. 

However, when OEMs recognised the risks of le�ng suppliers the power over components’ 

design and produc4on, they were also able to reverse the change and conquer again their 

hierarchical control.  

The structural characteris4cs of Industry Architecture, and the agency of OEMs, permiJed 

leading companies to restructure their sector. Therefore the ownership of legal 

accountability, the regulatory responsibility and the willingness to maintain control over 

distribu4on and customers’ experience persuaded OEMs to preserve the ver4cal nature of 

hierarchical arrangements and their “system-integrator” role. The OEMs core competence is, 

in fact, to bring component subsystems together in a way that they operate as an 

interconnected whole. The hierarchical control is maintained by OEMs through the 

proprietary rights over designs, features and components, in order to keep the 

dis4nc4veness of each model and brand. Through this capability, carmakers were able to 

preserve the control over quality, value crea4on, and the locus of differen4ability (Jacobides 

et al., 2015).  

Structural changes in the automo4ve industry may be triggered by exogenous shocks, but 

also by the ini4a4ve of key leading actors (as in the research example of Jacobides (2015). 

The internal dynamics leading change in the automo4ve industry are similar to the 
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mechanisms of the open polity perspec4ve, studied in the first chapter of this thesis: the 

coali4ons, nego4a4ons and debates between powerful subgroups, with specific interests, 

preferences, and goals, drive firm-level decisions and, consequen4ally, sector-level changes. 

In order to understand the agency of OEMs, it is important to research dominant groups 

within automakers, which, through their internal agendas, determine the organisa4ons’ 

ac4ons and responses.   

If incumbent coali4ons have been able to nurture and implement change, on the contrary, it 

is not difficult to presume that powerful industrial regimes are also capable of exer4ng 

poli4cal resistance to change. In general, it can be asserted that in open poli4cal systems it is 

probable that industrial actors exert influence and pressure in the poli4cal sphere through 

corrup4on, financial incen4ves and direct lobbying strategies, especially in the event of 

poten4ally unfavourable poli4cal decisions (Hess, 2014). In case of the presence of powerful 

established industry incumbents it is likely that they mobilise a strong and persuasive 

opposi4on to the poli4cal field, if it threatens their advantageous status-quo. In order to 

safeguard their profitability, automo4ve companies have always organised themselves 

against governmental decisions over sustainability, by redirec4ng the trajectory of the 

problema4c green-energy transi4on at their own interest.  

In summary, since the improvements in the EV technology have not been disrup4ve, the 

majority of customers remain doubiul or uninformed and OEMs agency endure, there is a 

shortage of factors explaining why the turn towards e-mobility is actually happening.  

Even if during the years OEMs showed stringent control over backward and foreword actors 

of the supply chain, paired with strong coali4ons of core companies against common threats, 

these strategies may not be the useful solu4on for all disrup4ve events. More and more 

powerful industrial incumbents are aJributed accountable of societal issues by informed 

outsiders, and none of them can escape the public judgement.  
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III. The Research  

“Scandals can be highly consequen4al events for the organisa4ons involved in the 

wrongdoing, their affilia4ons, and can even lead to broader ins4tu4onal change at the 

societal level” (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017: p.1). This final chapter analyses our case 

study, the Dieselgate scandal, by ini4ally illustra4ng what happened aner it hit the headlines 

in September 2015 and explaining how the situa4on unfolded over 4me.  

The research is conducted by inves4ga4ng the official documents of advocacy groups, where 

delegates share the opinions and represent the interests of the main actors involved in the 

automo4ve ecosystem. The idea is to search for a change in the interest groups’ viewpoints 

and beliefs around the hot topics linked with the VW emissions scandal. The aim is to answer 

the research ques4on by demonstra4ng the probable link between the emergence of the 

scandal and the recent turn towards electrifica4on of the transport system.  

1. The case study: the Volkswagen emissions scandal as an event 

In September 2015, the world assisted to the discovery, by a pool of US authori4es led by the 

Environmental Protec4on Agency (EPA), of significant viola4ons of the Clean Air Act by the 

Volkswagen Group. The discovery was followed by the uncovering of VW Group related 

misbehaviour, that was prosecuted in civil and criminal procedures known as “Dieselgate”, 

and judged by the public opinion as a major scandal in the automo4ve field and, more in 

general, in the business world. 

Firm-level element of the chea&ng scheme: the technology 

During the first decade of the XXI century, Volkswagen planned to become the world’s 

leading carmaker by expanding in the United States. Since the US pollu4on standards were 

stricter than the European ones, from 2005, VW engineers started to design a diesel engine 

to be installed on “fast, green and cheap” cars, in order to take over the U.S. market. One 

possible technological way to reach the goal was to buy the rights of the "selec4ve cataly4c 

reduc4on” (SCR), or BlueTec treatment system, used by Mercedes for lowering their diesel 

engines’ poisonous emissions. This direc4on was finally not pursued, as execu4ves in VW 

preferred to start the so-called “US 07 Clean Diesel” plan, involving the produc4on of a new 

diesel engine with a "lean NOx trap”, a less expensive alterna4ve compared to SCR. 
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Even though some VW employees expressed doubts regarding the new engine capability to 

comply with the US-0-07 standard (that was in force at the 4me), the EA 189 was used for 

mass produc4on.  

Being aware of the inability of EA 189 to reach the required emission levels, engineers 

proposed the use of a sonware that could detect when the vehicles were undergoing 

emissions tests. Originally, the sonware was programmed to be opera4ve only in the first six 

months aner the launch, but it rather became a permanent feature. Over many years, 

between 2009 and 2015, 11 million cars, accessorised with the defeat device, were produced 

and sold all over the world. 

Industry-level element: cer&fica&on tests 

Tests are normally based on three elements: accelera4on, speed and 4me. When the 

sonware installed on the EA 189 detected from these parameters that a cer4fica4on test was 

under way, it reduced the general performance of the car, therefore decreasing also the 

nitrogen oxide output. In this way, VW vehicles were able to pass the bench tests and prove 

to meet the emission standards during physical tests with examiners. In fact, when involved 

in normal driving on roads, cars emiJed a much greater volume of nitrogen oxides. 

Prac4cally, the “lean NOx trap” system consisted in a container, similar to the cataly4c 

converter, where a chemical reac4on occurs transforming the NOx into plain nitrogen and 

carbon dioxide, before emi�ng it into the atmosphere. Since the amount of fuel required by 

the conversion was high, and as a consequence also the poten4al loss of customer 

sa4sfac4on in terms of fuel efficiency, VW engineers considered the solu4on to eject a lower 

amount of fuel into the container than that actually needed for the NOx transforma4on. In 

this way they maintained fuel economy at the expense of cleaner emissions. The chea4ng 

scheme was that, during the tests, the right quan4ty of fuel was injected in the container for 

the conversion, only to return to an insufficient amount during on-road driving.

In 2014, the ICCT carried out a study inves4ga4ng the differences in emissions between 

European and U.S. models of cars. The sample was made up of 15 cars’ type, tested by three 

different sources.  

Researchers at the University of Virginia Centre for Alterna4ve Fuels Engines and Emissions 

(CAFEE) started to use a different tes4ng method, a Japanese on-board emission tes4ng 

system, which calculated emissions’ volume from vehicles during normal driving condi4ons 
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on roads. Their conclusions were that VW diesel engine’s levels of NOx output were, in some 

cases, 35 4mes higher than allowed. Comparing the unmatched results of lab and highway 

tests, the engineers concluded that the car was exhibi4ng different behavioural paJerns.   

Even if the ICCT and other relevant authori4es did not proceed immediately through legal 

ac4ons but rather informed VW of their recent discoveries and asked inquiries on the maJer, 

VW’s explana4ons were elusive and not paired with actual resolving ac4ons. They claimed 

that the discrepancies were aJributable only to technical problems.  

The discovery 

Only on September 18th, 2015 the US environmental agency published the truth over the 

Volkswagen’s “EA 189” diesel engine under a “No4ce of Viola4on”, triggering a massive 

public debate. The publica4on of the EPA’s official statement was the central event that 

publicly disclosed to the world VW’s illegal behaviour. Aner that, Volkswagen execu4ve 

managers were forced to acknowledge the real facts and take ac4ons.  

By the end of September, VW announced a plan to fix around 11 million vehicles, equipped 

with the EA 189 engine. In agreement with the US authori4es, the plan undertaken by the 

VW Group entailed more op4ons based on a case-by-case basis, like product’s recall, or 

product’s buyback, or a substan4al compensa4ons to affected customers. VW offered also a 

free cars’ repair, consis4ng of a sonware update that, according to VW’s engineers, permiJed 

to lower emissions under the EU limit, but without altering the engine’s performance and 

fuel economy. Years later, in 2017, a research of a Swedish automobile journal proved that, 

based on a sample of ten cars’ models with the sonware update, the majority showed a 

reduc4on in performance and an increase in fuel consump4on (Teknikens Värld, 2017), 

contrary to what previously stated by the VW Group. 

Anyway, the event of the disclosure had such a resonance to bring to civil and criminal cases 

all over the world. Everything together highly affected Volkswagen, and the whole car 

industry, reputa4on and life. The day aner the publica4on of EPA’s No4ce of Viola4on, 

Volkswagen share prices fell of 20% on the Frankfurt Stock Exchange (Cremer, 2015). And, 

even a year aner the scandal, VW stock reached a value of 30% lower than pre-scam value 

(Chu, 2016).  

In order to overcome the problema4c situa4on, Volkswagen offered warran4es for new 

vehicles purchased, declared an increase in produc4on of electric cars, and changed the 
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internal hierarchical structure (Jung and Sharon, 2019). In fact, it announced to produce 80 

models of cars with electric engines by 2025 and planned to invest $62 billion to improve 

baJeries technology (Petroff, 2018).  

Aner the emergence of the Volkswagen scam, other carmakers were also inves4gated 

(Mercedes-Benz, Chrysler-Fiat). The result was that many companies were fined, since they 

were not enforcing the laws on emissions. Oliver Krischer, Deputy Chair of the EU Emissions 

Inquiry CommiJee (the so-called EMIS CommiJee), argued that it was not only, as onen 

described, “the VW scandal” but rather a scandal that involved the automo4ve industry in 

general, as many carmakers used illegal prac4ces to elude environmental regula4ons. This 

was also proved in the CAFEE research of 2014, where engineers found out discrepancies in 

emissions’ levels during lab and live road tests on two out of three diesel cars.  

Therefore, Volkswagen, foremost, rose awareness over the high levels of NOx emiJed by 

diesel vehicles in the automo4ve industry.  

1.1. Underlying U.S. and EU emission standards around the Dieselgate scandal 

US legisla4on on cars’ emissions was, in general, more stringent than EU standards. 

Specifically, the US imposed the same emissions limits to both petrol and diesel cars, while 

EU granted higher levels of NOx to diesel vehicles (Figure 9).  

The EU limits, during the years of the scandal, were regulated by the Direc4ve 2007/46/EC, 

defining the type approval of light vehicles, and the Regula4on 715/2007 (EC) on emission’s 

limits of passenger vehicles. Aner 2014, the standard applicable for cars and vans was the 

Euro 6. These standards set the limits for the emissions of NOx at 80mg/km for diesel and 

60mg/km for petrol vehicles. 

US legisla4on on this maJer was, instead, composed by federal laws and, when applied by 

the states, by stricter standards redacted by the California state. Aner 2014, the standard 

was the Federal Tier 3 (Bin 160), which limited the cumula4ve maximum amount at 0.099 g/

km (NMOG + NOx), for both diesel and petrol cars. 
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Figure 9: Comparison of emissions standards between US and EU (European Parliament, 

2016) 

These differences affected also the rigidity in test regimes. Aner the scandal, the recogni4on 

of an increasing gap between in-lab tests and on-the-road emissions, stressed the urge to 

apply a Worldwide Harmonised Light Vehicles Procedure, similar to US measurement 

methods. This procedure consisted in tests reflec4ng beJer real-life driving condi4ons (both 

in lab and in highways via PEMS). 

In US, there was a standardised tes4ng procedure, called Federal Test Procedure (FTP), which 

could be integrated by addi4onal tests trying to picture different driving scenarios.  

Moreover, another difference, laid in the approval authority releasing the necessary 

cer4ficates of compliance. Type approval, in general, cer4fies when a vehicle type meets all 

the requirements necessary for the launch in the market. In US there was one single 

regulator (EPA) authorised to approve vehicles and carry out tests, working for the protec4on 

of the environment and of human safety. While in EU, there were mul4ple tes4ng facili4es 

and approval authori4es, so that producers could choose the one with less ambi4ous 

emissions limits. Moreover, EU addressed limited control over the opera4ons of Type 

Approval authori4es (TAAs). The result is lower transparency on tes4ng procedures and 

results, and an increased possibility of bias and conflicts of interest during evalua4ons.  

Emissions standards for pollutants (g/km) US EU

Nitrogen oxides (NOx) 0.04 0.06/0.08*

Non-methane organic gases (NMOG) 0.06 0.07/na*

Carbon Monoxide (CO) 2.61 1.0/0.5*

Carbon Dioxide (CO2, in 2016) 155 130

Carbon Dioxide (CO2, in 2020) 132 95

Form of vehicle emission testing FTP NEDC

*Petrol/diesel standards 

Federal Test Procedure (FTP)

New European Driving Cycle (NEDC)
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The ban on defeat devices was also more rigid in US, and the legisla4on on this maJer more 

complete and comprehensive. US authori4es, differently from European ones, demand for 

the en4re list of emissions control devices and an appropriate explana4on of their usage.  

Mainly for the stringency of the US regula4ons, but also for other mo4ves that will be further 

analysed during the research’s analysis of results, the VW emission scandal had an 

immediate impact in US, which can be found in prompt governmental ac4ons. In fact, US 

ci4zens and governmental agencies required a strong punishment for Volkswagen Group’s 

wrongdoing, which was implemented through fines, products’ recall and buybacks, and 

financial compensa4on to offended customers. VW accepted the US’s Court of Jus4ce’s 

resolu4on and it admiJed the illegality of the ac4ons undertaken to reduce NOx emissions. 

At the same 4me, VW refused to declare the same in EU, claiming that, for the European law, 

it was just unethical. 

2. Research ques4on  

Even though it is clear how the situa4on unfolded, it is puzzling to figure out what are the 

VW emissions scandal’s concrete consequences in EU, both in the short and long term. 

Despite the challenging opera4on, it is in our interest to research if and how the event 

gained a high and sustained level of aJen4on from the general public and the automo4ve 

industry.  

All previous studies on the automo4ve ecosystem sustain that leading automakers’ agency 

permiJed them to maintain the control over the industry’s structure and division of profits. 

However, the situa4on has changed and the event’s occurrence may prove that automakers 

do not have the full control over all focal decisions around industry structuring. Aner 2015, in 

fact, the pyramid of the industry’s ver4cal network (figure 8), has sonen becoming less steep. 

The Dieselgate scandal may have played a part in the transforma4on of the automo4ve 

industry into an ecosystem. Moreover, it is known that, aner that event, the world has 

witnessed a change in how the diesel technology and e-mobility are perceived by people. If 

the scandal pushed toward this change, then the event analysed could have had an effect on 

the structure of the en4re automo4ve ecosystem and on the evolu4on of mobility’s history. 
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Therefore, this thesis intends to understand the degree of implica4on of the Dieselgate 

scandal on the turn towards the electrifica4on of the transport system that is currently 

happening and on the restructuring of the whole automo4ve ecosystem.  

3. Research methodology 

In order to inves4gate the consequences of the Dieselgate event on the European 

automo4ve ecosystem, and, with it, to answer the above men4oned research ques4on, we 

decided to employ a qualita4ve research method. The idea is to use the change in opinion 

and topics discussed in the automo4ve field, which has possibly occurred due to a reac4on 

to the scandal, as a proxy for the impact of the event itself on the EU automo4ve ecosystem. 

The 4meframe selected goes from the 1st September 2014 to the 30th September 2016, 

namely one year before and one year aner the event. The topics, beliefs and viewpoints 

were found in the official documents published by European interest groups, associa4ons or 

organisa4ons which have, at their core, to express their opinion in order to influence public 

debate and policy-making. The main reason why I decided to analyse the interest groups’ 

official documents, in order to answer to the research ques4on, is that these organisa4ons 

represents the interests, opinions and beliefs of all the different actors involved in the 

European automo4ve ecosystem.  

In this way, the aim is to provide the most complete picture as possible of the situa4on 

around the VW scandal and to research if there has been a change, during the 4meframe 

selected, in how these actors perceived some topics related to the scandal in the automo4ve 

industry.


The first step was to search for as many representa4ve groups as possible in the field of the 

European automo4ve industry. Ini4ally, the focus of the research was broad and, in this way, 

it was possible to iden4fy a large number of advocacy groups, ac4ve in Europe and deba4ng 

over topics related to the transport sector. In order to facilitate the next steps, I also divided 

the interest groups in categories, such as customers’ groups, dealers and repairers’ groups, 

representa4ves of producers and suppliers, automo4ve R&D groups, and associa4ons of 

refineries and of clean energy and transport, so groups related to the automo4ve industry 

supply chain of raw material.   
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This pool of organisa4ons was then filtered, and therefore reduced, according to two criteria. 

In the first place, by including only those interest groups founded before 2014, that were 

therefore ac4ve for the whole 4meframe selected for the research. Secondly, by going more 

in-depth in the interest groups’ websites to find the presence of official documents (posi4on 

papers, reports, white papers, briefing papers) and selec4ng only those representa4ves with 

papers dealing with topics related to the research and published during the highlighted 

4meframe. In the case the advocacy group was opera4ve during the 4mespan, but no more 

func4oning or merged with other associa4ons under a different name, the Internet Archive 

has been used to trace back the old websites and find per4nent informa4on. For these 

mo4ves, for example, the E-fuels alliance and CECRA (European vehicle dealers and 

repairers) were removed from the list because founded in 2018, ECTRI (European Conference 

of Transport Research Ins4tutes), POLIS and ANEC (European Associa4on for the Co-

ordina4on of Consumer Representa4on in Standardisa4on), instead, were deselected 

because they did not publish any relevant paper for the research during the chosen period. 

On the contrary, even though it is an interna4onal organisa4on, ICCT was included because it 

was the agency responsible for the emergence of the VW emissions scandal. Moreover, it is 

frequently cited in the official documents of many of the interest groups selected.  

The second step was to point out, in a file excel, the 4tle and date of the relevant official 

documents, found in the websites of the ten interest groups finally selected (more widely 

described in the next sec4on, 4). All the documents were then read in detail and carefully 

analysed to detect the interest groups’ posi4ons and opinions, regarding the hot topics 

around the Dieselgate. Aner the in-depth reading, some papers have been categorised as 

“too technical” (when they just described technicali4es, for example, of tes4ng procedures 

without exposing any opinion) or “not relevant” (when they did not approach any topic of 

our interest). An opera4on of coding was then employed to note the sentences, paragraphs 

and words in which an opinion was detected. In general, I decoded more rather than less, in 

order to facilitate the work of comparison between the opinions given before and aner the 

scandal broke. Onen, aside of cita4ons, comments and addi4onal informa4on have been 

annotated to determine the importance of the sentence or to give the personal 

interpreta4on in terms of the case analysed. Finally, when the opera4on of coding was 

concluded, the resul4ng sentences were than grouped in five categories of recurrent hot 

topics: (1) The automo4ve industry’s NOx emissions, (2) The automo4ve industry 
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cer4fica4on tes4ng, (3) EU strategic ac4ons over the automo4ve industry, (4) Diesel vehicles, 

and (5) Alterna4ve solu4ons. Following this dis4nc4on, in the sec4on of the results’ analysis, 

5, the opinions of the interest groups have been analysed by trying to delineate, if possible, a 

change in the viewpoints throughout the temporal dimension selected. 

4. Final sample  

The final list of interest groups analysed comprises ten associa4ons, opera4ng in different 

fields. T&E and ICCT has been chosen as representa4ve of civil protec4on in rela4on to the 

transport sector, BEUC as the umbrella group for customers’ organisa4ons, ACEA and CLEPA 

as associa4ons of cars’ producers and suppliers respec4vely, EARPA and EUCAR are the 

organisa4ons which embody the interests of the automo4ve R&D facili4es, EGVI represents 

green mobility, and lastly the European Fuel Manufacturers Associa4on (composed by 

FuelsEurope and Concawe) as the interest group for refineries in EU. For the extended 

version of the interest groups’ names, see infra.  

Transport & Environment (T&E): It is a European umbrella group represen4ng non-

governmental organisa4ons, targe4ng, in tandem, environment and transport. Founded in 

Brussels more than 30 years ago, its mission has always been the development of a zero-

emission mobility, promo4ng a clean, affordable and secure transport system. Its members 

count 61 organisa4ons (52 members and 9 supporters) coming from 24 different EU 

countries. T&E, in the current financial year, is receiving funds from the Climate Impera4ve 

Founda4on, The European Climate Founda4on, Schwab Charitable Fund, the European 

Commission, Quadrature Climate Founda4on, The Norwegian Agency for Development 

Coopera4on, amongst other organisa4ons. As a lobbyist group, it has shaped the decisions of 

the EU over many environmental laws, especially pushing for the introduc4on of ambi4ous 

standards for the reduc4on of CO2 levels in the atmosphere, with a focus on those emiJed 

by passenger cars and trucks. The papers of T&E, analysed by this thesis, include 

publica4ons, opinions and press releases.  

Interna4onal Council on Clean Transporta4on (ICCT): It is the only interna4onal not-for-profit 

organisa4on analysed by this thesis. It was founded in 2001 in order to provide professional, 

unbiased research data to environmental regulators. Their mission is to tackle climate change 
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and to protect public health by trying to improve the impact of road, marine, and air 

transporta4on. ICCT was the en4ty that commissioned the research on VW diesel cars 

emissions, and therefore helped to uncover the subsequent discoveries over chea4ng 

techniques and the discrepancies between lab and on-the-road NOx emissions levels. This 

thesis has analysed ICCT’s reports, white papers and briefings.  

Bureau Européen des Unions de Consommateurs (BEUC): Founded in 1962 by na4onal 

consumer organisa4ons of six member states of the then called European Economic 

Community (EEC). Nowadays, the independent customers groups represented by BEUC are 

46, coming from 32 European countries. Its role is to speak and act in behalf of European 

customers, bringing their interests to the aJen4on of EU ins4tu4ons. In this way, they are 

commiJed in affec4ng the policy plans of EU decision-makers, in a way that improves the life 

condi4ons of ci4zens. The area of work of BEUC ranges across different fields, like food, 

safety, sustainability, health, energy, consumer and digital rights. Its mission is to ensure the 

protec4on of customers’ rights, to provide ci4zens with impar4al informa4on and to 

promote EU ac4ons to solve current and future challenges, especially those with the 

poten4al to affect people’s quality of life. For the purpose of this research, we have analysed 

BEUC’s posi4on papers, reports and leJers, and a joint publica4on with ANEC, another 

associa4on working for the protec4on of European consumers’ interests.   

European Automobile Manufacturers’ Associa4on (ACEA): From 1991, the year of its 

founda4on, it considers itself the voice of the European automo4ve industry. Its members 

include 16 leading automakers, BMW, DAF, Daimler AG, Ford Europe, Ferrari, Honda, Hyundai 

Europe, Iveco, Jaguar Land Rover, Opel Group, Renault, Stellan4s, Toyota Europe, Volkswagen 

Group, Volvo Cars and Volvo Group. Nowadays, its purpose is to promote a zero-emission 

and zero-fatality transport system. In order to achieve this, it is helping its members to 

address the changing customers’ mobility needs and to tackle it with con4nuous 

technological developments. Moreover, through its exper4se, it informs and influences EU 

policy makers, in order to represent the interests of its members. From ACEA, it has been 

examined both posi4on papers and reports.  

European Associa4on of Automo4ve Suppliers (CLEPA): It is the non-governmental 

associa4on that operates at the European level to represent suppliers of cars’ parts, systems 
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and modules. It involves 3000 companies which provide all sort of goods and services along 

the whole automo4ve supply chain. Moreover, its membership counts also 20 na4onal trade 

associa4ons and European sector associa4ons. CLEPA’s vision is to guarantee an efficient and 

sustainable mobility in the EU and in the world. To protect the automo4ve suppliers’ 

interests and achieve its goals, CLEPA tries to shape the EU legisla4on that can affect the 

automo4ve business.  

European Automo4ve Research Partners Associa4on (EARPA): This group was founded in 

2002, with the aim of bringing together the leading independent R&D facili4es for the 

automo4ve sector in Europe. Nowadays, its membership counts 53 members varying across 

universi4es, na4onal ins4tutes, research centres and commercial organisa4ons. EARPA’s 

mission is to protect the interest of its members by spreading awareness over the 

importance of the role played by R&D organisa4ons in the automo4ve sector. It argues that 

these centres and ins4tu4ons provide automakers with the ability to con4nuously innovate 

and exploit new opportuni4es. It provides its members with a greater visibility and a beJer 

representa4on, at the EU level, of their challenges and opinions. Regardless of its 

independence from the automo4ve industry, it highly cooperates with automo4ve suppliers, 

carmakers, the oil industry, and European and na4onal ins4tu4ons.  

European Council for Automo4ve R&D (EUCAR): It is another R&D ins4tutes’ associa4on for 

the leading passenger car and commercial vehicle producers in Europe. EUCAR’s vision is to 

promote a sustainable, efficient and safe transport system, that benefits the automo4ve 

sector, users and society at large. It is less independent from the automo4ve industry 

compared to EARPA, as EUCAR is legally part of ACEA. Its mission is to commit for 

maintaining the compe44veness of the European automo4ve industry worldwide. Moreover, 

EUCAR members are BMW Group, DAF Trucks, Ford of Europe, Honda R&D Europe, Hyundai 

Motor Europe, Iveco Group, Renault Group, Stellan4s, Toyota Motor Europe, Volkswagen 

Group, Volvo Cars and Volvo Group. During its work, EUCAR has involved and coordinated its 

members during European R&D projects and programmes.  

European Green Vehicle Ini4a4ve (EGVI): It was a private-public partnership with the aim of 

promo4ng alterna4ve-powered vehicles, which have the poten4al to solve current and 

future environmental and societal challenges. In collabora4on with its partners, it worked on 
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the iden4fica4on and accelera4on of innova4on ac4vi4es with the aim of encouraging the 

efficient use of clean vehicles in road transport. In 2015, its members were 64, including 

automo4ve OEMs, suppliers and other associa4ons. Nowadays, the associa4on has been 

incorporated into the Towards zero emission road transport (2Zero) partnership. Its objec4ve 

remains the zero tailpipe emissions in road transport, contribu4ng to this transi4on by 

facilita4ng the research and innova4on in mobility.  

FuelsEurope: It was founded in 1989 to represent the European refineries in front of EU 

ins4tu4ons. It is part of the European Fuel Manufacturers Associa4on, which comprises 40 

companies that own petroleum refineries in EU, together with Concawe. The two branches 

have, however, different func4ons and exper4ses but are administra4vely merged into a 

unique associa4on for cost effec4veness. FuelsEurope has a representa4ve role as, by 

sharing its exper4se, it proac4vely develops regula4ons and standards with EU ins4tu4ons. 

Through its work, it promotes economically and environmentally sustainable refining across 

Member States. From FuelsEurope, this thesis takes into considera4on posi4on papers, 

publica4ons, press releases and joint statements. 

Concawe: This branch of the European Fuel Manufacturers Associa4on is engaged in 

con4nuous studies and research over environmental, societal, health and safety challenges, 

affec4ng the oil industry. Its mission is to carry out research programs in order to provide 

scien4fic evidence over important issues. Concawe does this by following three principles: 

sound science, transparency and cost-effec4veness. It also assists the EU ins4tu4ons and 

Member States in the formula4on of technical legisla4on and cost-effec4ve policies, within 

the scope of the oil industry.  

5. Results’ analysis  

In this sec4on, the results of the coding ac4vity are presented. A picture of the whole 

situa4on, in the European automo4ve ecosystem and during the 4mespan selected, is 

provided also to beJer contextualise the interest groups’ opinions, in a unique narra4ve. The 

aim of the sec4on is to compare the beliefs, viewpoints, and statements that advocacy 

groups expressed in their official documents, in order to find a change in opinions 
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aJributable to the scandal. The statements are grouped into five main topics, which are 

listed below. 

5.1. The automo4ve industry NOx emissions 

In 2014, the test used by type approval authori4es in Europe was the New European Driving 

Cycle (NEDC). The test was originally created in the 1970s as a means to test NOx emissions 

in urban areas. Even if it was updated in 1997, in order to assess the fuel efficiency and 

emission levels of passenger cars, it was not adapted to the changes occurred in driving 

behaviour and in technological advancements of the automo4ve sector during the recent 

decades. Moreover, although it was targeted for petrol-based cars, it was then employed to 

es4mate the compliance of diesel and electric vehicles too. Therefore, many loopholes 

existed in the European fuel consump4on tes4ng procedure. Before the Dieselgate, the 

carmakers’ manipula4on of laboratories tests was already renown, mainly by interest groups 

specialised in this area. In par4cular BEUC, already in 2014, declared that "car manufacturers 

are grossly exploi4ng the loopholes in official tes4ng protocols in order to provide completely 

unrealis4c and misleading fuel consump4on claims” (BEUC, 2014a). In their posi4on paper of 

September 2014, BEUC reported a research conducted by one of its members, 

Altroconsumo, exploring the methods used by carmakers to influence tests’ results in order 

to achieve fuel economy and low emission values for their vehicles. The resul4ng values 

achieved by the customers’ group were far different from the official claims of the carmakers 

tested (Volkswagen and Fiat). For example, in the case of the VW Golf, the officially declared 

values were 50% lower than what obtained by Altroconsumo.  

It was also widely recognised that car manufacturers used special vehicles for the official lab 

tests, the so-called “golden vehicles”, which were different from the cars launched in the 

market and bought by customers. As argued by T&E (2015o), these customised vehicles are 

then tested in unrepresenta4ve laboratories, conducted by specialised authori4es, endowed 

by carmakers. On top of this, producers could employ other strategies, such as overinflate 

the tyres, employ special motor oils, switch off all op4onals and accessories, or use tape to 

cover gaps around doors and windows. The result was that automo4ve producers were 

chea4ng their own customers and pu�ng their health at risk by emi�ng a higher amount of 

poisonous gases in the air and by leaving them the burden to pay much more for the 
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everyday usage of the car than what was officially declared on the fuel consump4on labels at 

the point of sale.  

Regardless of the over men4oned situa4on, T&E, in its report “How clean are Europe’s cars 

2015”, has declared that most automakers have overachieved the 130g/km target for 2015, 

portraying it as a successful result. At the same 4me, however, it recognised that “this 

progress on paper was accompanied by a marked and rapid increase in the size of the gap 

between test and real-world emissions” (T&E, 2015o). The progress in reducing NOx 

emission during real driving condi4ons was, therefore, much lower and much slower. At the 

moment of the explosion of the VW scandal, the average gap generated exploi4ng NEDC 

loopholes was of 40%, and only in the two preceding years it grew by 9 percentage points 

(T&E, 2015o). T&E (2015h) has ul4mately asserted that, since 2012, none of the 

improvements registered in tests have turned into real-world advancements. The fault is 

(almost) unanimously assigned to the carmakers’ exploita4on of NEDC weaknesses. The 

excep4ons are producers’ and refineries’ interest groups (ACEA, 2016b; FuelsEurope, 2015), 

which, although they admiJed the presence of a gap between lab and real-world emission 

results, they cri4cised the effec4veness of Euro 5 standards to deliver realis4c improvements. 

They both agree that with Euro 6, the real-world emissions values are “on a downward 

trend” (ACEA, 2016b). On the contrary, T&E (2015o) claimed, in accordance with an ICCT 

study, that the gap will keep growing due to the increasing share of hybrid and full electric 

cars on the market, which showed a greater discrepancy between lab and real-world values 

compared to conven4onally-engined cars.  

Even before the VW scandal, most of the interest groups analysed stressed the importance of 

the new WLTP, Worldwide harmonised Light vehicles Test Procedure, planned to overcome 

the older NEDC in 2017. The en4re procedure was subject to a cri4cal rethinking, in order to 

solve the majority of problems and loopholes. The main goal was to reduce the difference 

between laboratory and real-world emissions. However, by approving the WLTP as the 

official test procedure, EU was making an important step forward but not solving all the 

loopholes and problems related with lab tests (T&E, 2014f). In fact, "major carmakers and 

the countries that house them are trying to ensure this new tool contains the same 

loopholes and manipula4ons that made the NEDC such a flawed test” (T&E, 2015j). BEUC 

was concerned about the con4nuous strategies used by the automo4ve lobbyists to delay 
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the implementa4on of the new protocol aner the 2019. T&E too argued that, in 2014, the 

lobbying by carmakers was trying to obstacle the finalisa4on and to weaken the effec4veness 

of the new test procedure. In the carmakers’ opinion, “the Commission has overreached its 

powers” (T&E, 2014d) by introducing a different test.  

Another test type which was already promoted by environmental interest groups before the 

Dieselgate, and which, aner the scandal, became more popular and fostered by almost all 

the other associa4ons, is the real-world driving emission (RDE) test. The European 

Commission agreed to introduce Portable Emissions Monitoring System (PEMS) to measure 

gaseous emissions in roads. Also in this case the carmakers successfully employed lobbying 

strategies to delay the introduc4on of RDE, which was originally scheduled in 2012, then 

postponed in 2014, and finally implemented in 2017.  

The implementa4on of both tests, highly requested by environmental and customers groups, 

were delayed successfully for years due to the lobbying ac4vity of automakers. However, EU 

was able to introduce both WLTP and RDE in the years immediately aner the scandal.  

Aner the Dieselgate the situa4on changed, even if slightly. With the scandal, the whole 

problem related to the growing discrepancy between labelled fuel economy and what 

happened on the road emerged simultaneously, making medias and drivers globally aware of 

the situa4on (T&E, 2015o). Not only the European automo4ve industry, but also the 

regulatory system, lost its credibility and par4ally ruined its reputa4on. The media coverage 

gained by the Dieselgate helped to inform the general public about the problema4c situa4on 

and to trigger the public discourse over the maJer. Interest groups (T&E, BEUC) started to 

recognise not only that what was declared and guaranteed by automakers (and their interest 

group ACEA) was actually an exaggera4on, but also that producers employed defeat devices 

to reduce, even further, emissions. Therefore, it became clear that the main causes for the 

failure to meet the emissions limits, in real-world driving condi4ons, were mainly two. Not 

only the en4re laboratory test procedure was unrealis4c and unrepresenta4ve of the on-the-

road condi4ons and permiJed to carmakers many flexibili4es, which was a problem already 

widely discussed and agreed among interest groups and the European Commission, but also 

due to the “widespread prac4ce of disabling emission control technologies” (T&E, 2016y) in 

many on-the-road condi4ons. 

Later, it was discovered that the chea4ng techniques used by manufacturers were different, 

but all causing emissions to raise when the vehicle was on the highway. The majority of dirty 
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cars tested showed the presence of the “thermal window" defeat device, which switched on 

the emissions control system only at temperatures similar to those used during laboratories 

tests (23-29°C), switching it off otherwise. Even though manufacturers claimed that these 

prac4ces were essen4al to protect the engine, aner Dieselgate, some producers, e.g. 

Renault, decided to extend the opera4ng range of the exhaust treatment system to between 

5°C and 40°C. Another type of defat device discovered was the one related with “hot 

restarts”, which consists in allowing higher emissions with restarts when the engine is hot. 

However, the effec4veness of the aner-treatment system should be beJer func4oning with 

hoJer engine temperatures (as tested by ICCT in 2016). Finally, in May 2016, it was found out 

by the German type approval authority (KBA) that some Fiat’s models showed that their 

exhaust treatment system switched off aner 22 minutes, just 2 minutes aner the end of a 

standard lab test (therefore las4ng in average 20 minutes).  

In summary, through the media coverage obtained by the scandal, drivers and policymakers 

worldwide were informed about the illegality of automakers’ prac4ces and about their non-

ethical decisions. The complaints and opinions of the advocacy groups started to be more 

secure, powerful and based on reliable datas. More and more informa4on was uncovered 

and shared, which reduced the credibility of the en4re automo4ve ecosystem.  

S4ll aner the Dieselgate, ACEA asserted that the automo4ve industry is not able to 

guarantee, in the long-term, lower emissions “at the current pace on an ongoing annual 

basis” (ACEA, 2016c). However, for T&E, the reality is that new cars’ efficiency, in real-driving 

condi4ons, remained unaltered in the previous four years (T&E, 2016j). Therefore, in T&E’s 

opinion, the claims of carmakers regarding the extra efforts that the sector is contribu4ng for 

reducing emissions compared to others are a “fic4on” (T&E, 2015o). Even though the results 

have been achieved only “on paper”, an ICCT research has demonstrated that it is possible to 

meet, in real-world condi4ons, the Euro 6 emission limits with the technologies available 

(e.g. SCR). However, only one third of Euro 6 passenger vehicles are equipped with SCR, the 

rest are fiJed with lower quality and less efficient exhaust treatment systems (T&E, 2015k).  

5.2. The automo4ve industry cer4fica4on tes4ng 

The VW emission scandal has been perceived differently by the analysed interest groups. All 

of the associa4ons agreed on the fact that the Dieselgate uncovered some major problems of 
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the automo4ve industry: the type approval system, the difference between lab and real-

driving tests, and the presence of defeat devices in cars. Some of these issues were already 

par4ally known by specialists, pundits and researchers of the sector. However, with the 

scandal, also the media and the public were informed, transforming it into a worldwide 

discourse.  

According to T&E (2016c), the Volkswagen scandal was mainly caused by the lack of 

independence between type approval authori4es (TAAs) and carmakers, more specifically it 

argued that “the regulatory capture of the system of type approval is at the heart of 

Dieselgate” (T&E, 2016y). These na4onal authori4es failed to detect the defeat devices in 

VW cars, overlooked the con4nuous manipula4on of lab tests, and issued authorisa4ons for 

vehicles in breach of the law (T&E, 2016c). Especially due to the high level of compe44on 

that exists among them, the main issue related with EU type approval system is that these 

organisa4ons do not act as independent regulators, but rather they focus on sa4sfying the 

will of their customers. In fact, some TAAs like VCA in UK, SNCH in Luxembourg and RDW in 

the Netherlands see their ac4vi4es as a lucra4ve business that yields constant revenues. For 

this reason, in order to maintain the inflow of profits, these TAAs avoid to be rigorous with 

automakers to hold on 4ght their customers. Others, like KBA in Germany, CNRV in France 

and MIT in Italy, shield their na4onal producers by dodging strict and in-depth examina4ons. 

Some public administra4ons even own shares in their na4onal carmaker company. 

The European Commission was already planning to modify the European type-approval 

scheme before the VW emission scandal occurred, however “that scandal and subsequent 

events, by highligh4ng the severity of the problem of excess pollutant emissions, accelerated 

the pace and broadened the scope of the review” (ICCT, 2016b). Therefore, the EU was 

already aware of the problema4c situa4on related to the dependence between carmakers 

and their TAAs, however, they were subject to the con4nuous influence of the automo4ve 

industry’s lobbyists. Probably, aner Dieselgate, a wider stake of the world popula4on was 

aware of the carmakers’ prac4ces to improve the lab tests results, therefore pushing the EU 

to take a remedy quicker.  

Finally, on 27 January 2016, the European Commission submiJed a proposal to amend the 

old and inadequate vehicle tes4ng system in Europe, the new type approval framework 

regula4on (TAFR). It iden4fied and tried to solve the majority of weaknesses of the previous 

system, trying to propose a high-quality type approval process. It can be asserted that, with 

the new TAFR, the European Union tried to restore customer trust and the compe44ve 
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posi4on of the European automo4ve industry. It was an urgent maneuver to solve the chaos 

generated by the VW scandal and subsequently recover the EU economy. However, some 

na4onal authori4es did not completely agree with the new proposal, for example Germany, 

which approved most of the guilty VW vehicles, was reluctant to share their authority over 

TAAs with the European Commission (T&E, 2016p). Even so, for T&E (2016p), their complaint 

“lacks credibility” since they turned a blind eye over carmakers’ non-compliance with EU 

rules.  

The carmakers’ associa4on, ACEA (2016a), when tackling the at-the-4me recent debate over 

the proposal for a new Framework Regula4on on the European type approval system, 

recognised the triggering factor into “several irregulari4es occurred over the last years”. 

Therefore, also carmakers were forced to admit that the VW scandal uncovered the 

European systems’ deficiencies and the differences in interpreta4on and stringency between 

TAAs across Member States. Also the customers’ associa4on BEUC (2016a) argued that, to 

reduce the risk that scandals like Dieselgate occur, the EU should release an harmonised 

system able to discourage manufacturers to manipulate lab tests results and reduce 

dependency between carmakers and TAAs.  

It can be claimed that the VW ini4al scandal, and the subsequent revela4ons over the en4re 

automo4ve ecosystem, ruined the sector’s credibility and consequently weakened the 

posi4on of automakers in front of the general public. EU ins4tu4ons were also influenced by 

this event, as it was uncovered the abetment of EU policymakers in favour of manufacturers’ 

interests. Therefore, they were unable to succumb to the pressures of carmakers and take 

the sides of the automo4ve industry anymore. For this reason, aner the occurrence of the 

VW scandal, EU and Member States authori4es have been forced, for restoring their 

reputa4on, to present proposals for TAFR and RDE, even though such ac4ons have been 

previously requested by other advocacy groups for several years, but without any successful 

result.  

It seemed that EPA revela4ons came as a surprise to the whole automo4ve industry, 

including TAAs (T&E, 2016q). Even though before the scandal the fact that “hardly anyone 

could believe” the difference between lab and on the roads values could be aJributable to 

carmakers’ manipula4ons, aner the Dieselgate broke, this turned into quite the opposite 

(BEUC, 2015c). Anerwards it was even discovered that the VW emissions scandal was just the 
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4p of the iceberg. It was not just the 11 million grossly pollu4ng vehicles released by the VW 

Group, but, according to a study of T&E (2016y), the number of dirty diesel cars on EU’s 

roads was much bigger, more specifically around 29 million vehicles. Therefore, the list of 

automakers and car models involved in the systema4c manipula4on of lab tests is long. 

Nonetheless, FuelsEurope tried to move the burden away from automakers, explaining that 

“in EU the VW vehicles affected were Euro 5, not the latest technologies” (2016c), implying 

that Euro 6 targets have the ability to solve the automo4ve industry’s issues and force 

automakers and TAAs to comply with EU standards.  

It was also highlighted the strong differences between US and EU legisla4on on different 

fields, especially regarding the non-compliance of the automo4ve industry with standards 

(T&E, 2015n). This reached the peak point aner the scandal, with the stark contrast between 

ac4ons undertaken by EU and US to force VW to comply with the law. While in Europe 

na4onal governments, poli4cians and European authori4es behaved like the scandal never 

occurred (T&E, 2016k), the US government took severe decisions against the automakers 

presen4ng fake figures. The issue was also related with the legal language defining and 

regula4ng defeat devices in US and EU, which is nearly the same except for some minimal 

differences. In this case, it was possible for the VW group to assert that the sonware, added 

in some vehicles to control the levels of pollu4ng emissions, released in the atmosphere, was 

illegal under the US regula4on, while not under EU.  

  

5.3. EU strategic ac4ons over the automo4ve industry 

ETS strategy 

Some Member States are the house of some of the largest car manufacturers worldwide, 

handling a large stake of the global produc4on of vehicles. The European Union has 

regulated various aspects of the automo4ve industry during the past decades. First of all, EU 

has decided to categorise the automo4ve industry as a non-ETS  (Emissions Trading System) 

sector. In this case, each Member State is responsible to redact policies for the transport 

sector, according to the guidelines provided by a European climate policy framework and to 

the greenhouse gas reduc4on target allocated to each country. ETS sectors methodology, 

instead, consists in a number of shares assigned to each company which equates to the 

amount of greenhouse gases that can be emiJed by each singular company. Together, it 
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should determine the maximum greenhouse gas reduc4on target set by EU for ETS sectors. If 

a company’s manufacturing process produces a level of emissions exceeding the permissions 

assigned to it, then the company can choose to op4mise the produc4on process or to buy 

addi4onal 'shares' to cover the extra emissions produced. In the past 20 years, the 

automakers employed lobbying strategies in order to influence EU’s decisions: they “argued 

that fuel costs naturally drive the required efficiency improvements (they don’t); then it 

argued a voluntary agreement would be sufficient (it wasn’t); and finally, when regula4on 

was proposed, it should be delayed and weakened (it was)” (T&E, 2014a). Moreover, in order 

to avoid to comply with post-2020 targets they proposed the inclusion of the transport 

sector in ETS (T&E, 2014a). German manufacturers were the biggest proponents of this 

proposal, as it eventually shined the struggles to reduce emissions to other sectors. 

However, the major interest groups opposed to it, as it could lead to a failure to reach the 

EU’s climate targets. Before the VW emissions scandal broke, in fact, their opinion was that 

EU’s CO2 standards were effec4ve in reducing transport’s emissions (T&E, 2015h). BEUC even 

argued that Member States were doing a good job in reducing greenhouse emissions in non-

ETS sectors (BEUC, 2014c). Moreover, also ICCT agreed with this line, back in 2014b, asser4ng 

that Europe’s efficiency regula4on for transport sector “has very effec4vely driven down the 

official average CO2 emissions and fuel consump4on” of cars, considering it as a successful 

measure. And, finally, automakers agreed that the EU CO2 legisla4on has favourably 

encouraged the transport sector to lower emissions and to foster innova4on.  

Approaching September 2015, when the VW emission scandal broke, interest groups started 

to recognise that the progresses achieved thanks to EU standards, while accurate, they were 

only “on paper” (ICCT, 2015c). The degree of cars’ emissions, as previously explained, differ 

widely between on-the-road and lab tests results. T&E (2015o) recognised that, even though 

there has been a great amount of effort from ins4tu4ons and interest groups, s4ll a lot of 

cri4cal issues and challenges of the transport sector were unsolved. At this 4me, it was also 

widely renown and accepted that the transport sector was quite resistant to whatever effort 

towards decarbonisa4on. 

Aner the scandal, T&E group showed a change in opinion over EU standards and policies, 

defining them disappoin4ng or a failure (T&E, 2016t). Subsequently, the enforcement of EU 

emissions standards by na4onal governments was called “non-existent” and the regula4on 
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for cars “feeble”, as authori4es were more focused on safeguarding their domes4c 

carmakers’ interests (T&E, 2016y). Moreover, also na4onal governments, especially those 

whose TAAs inadequately enforced EU regula4ons (e.g. Germany), held accountable EU for 

its mismanagement and blamed the ambiguity of the European policies (T&E, 2016r).  

Lobbying and regulatory capture strategy  

The carmakers’ lobbying was extremely powerful in EU, and was openly direc4ng the 

decisions taken by European and Member States’ poli4cians. Civil interest groups were 

worried about the poten4al influence of manufacturers over EU’s strategies aimed at tackling 

the environmental pollu4on produced by the transport sector. T&E commented over this 

issue, arguing that in EU the interests of vehicles manufacturers were “priori4sed” over 

those of people (T&E, 2016y). Moreover, T&E (2016f) declared the existence, in the EU 

territory, of a “culture of perver4ng rather than complying with environmental rules”, which 

prospered due to regulators’ long-las4ng ac4vity of “cushioning” the automo4ve industry. In 

cri4cising authori4es siding with industry, T&E (2016e) defined the European Commission as 

“weak”, as it agreed to decrease the power of regula4ons at the expense of the environment 

and drivers’ health. 

The maximum level of protec4on, from the EU to shield automakers, was achieved aner the 

VW scandal. On 28 October 2015, therefore a month aner the VW emission scandal broke, 

EU governments agreed to weaken the NOx emissions limits for diesel cars and to postpone 

the applica4on of new limits un4l 2019 (T&E, 2015q). Cars were allowed to emit 50% more 

NOx compared to the Euro 6 limit of 80 mg/km, which was the air pollu4on standard 

previously in force (T&E, 2015q). Anerwords, also the European Parliament fell under the 

pressure exerted by car-producing countries and favourably allowed to weaken the limits of 

NOx for diesel-powered vehicles. Na4onal governments, like UK, Germany, France and Italy, 

decided to bias for their carmakers by pushing for this proposal, despite the infringement 

procedures enacted by EU and the risk of paying substan4al fines for failing to meet NO2 

standards (T&E, 2015q). In this way, Europe decided to favour diesel cars, something that no 

other regions did.  

The posi4on of environmental and customers’ interest groups was of cri4cism against the 

decisions of EU. T&E wrote numerous posi4on papers and leJers to MEPs (Member of the 

European Parliament) or the TCMV (Technical CommiJee on Motor Vehicles) trying to 

persuade poli4cians to make public health and the environment their priority. The same 
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group has defined the decision as “disgraceful and legally ques4onable” (T&E, 2015). BEUC 

(2015d) found the resolu4on nega4vely “astonishing”, as it was not supported by scien4fic 

evidence, but, rather, it was taken to shield automakers.  

According to T&E (2016s), almost a year aner the scandal, na4onal governments started to 

pay aJen4on to EU authori4es and to accept the “EU red tape”, despite the con4nuous 

resistance to regula4ons by the car industry.  

Low carbon strategy 

The European Union has also the responsibility to boost the development of a low-carbon 

transport system. T&E (2014c) argued that the EU failed to provide a strategy for a clean e-

mobility, as it did not guarantee a fair compe44on between alterna4ve fuels and oil. 

Environmental and customers’ alliances have cri4cised the EU decision to not set targets for 

renewable energy in the transport system aner 2020, which inevitably slowed down 

progresses and market penetra4on of low-carbon alterna4ves. On the contrary, FuelsEurope, 

ACEA and CLEPA (2015) agreed that poli4cal measures, whose aim is to limit the introduc4on 

of up-to-date diesel technologies, would compromise the possibility to cut CO2 emissions. 

They also commented that diesel-hos4le policies “make no sense from an environmental 

point of view” (FuelsEurope, 2015).  

Aner VW emission scandal, T&E (2016u) argued that the plan proposed by the EU for 

transport sector’s emissions was “going in the right direc4on”. Not only the ins4tu4ons 

recognised the key role that electro-mobility would play in reducing the addic4on to oil of 

the automo4ve industry, but it also proposed the compulsory supply of ultra-low emission 

vehicles by automakers (T&E, 2016t). Na4onal governments started to share plans and 

4melines to reduce emissions: Norway decided to release a plan aiming at removing internal 

combus4on engines from new cars sold by 2025, Germany proposed a three per cent sales 

quota for EVs, and UK voted that all cars must be zero-emissions by 2050 (T&E, 2016i). In 

general, it can be asserted that the aJen4on of the EU towards alterna4ve fuels changed, 

even if slightly, over the two years analysed.   

Nonetheless, aner the scandal, there were s4ll some cri4cisms to EU’s decisions over 

alterna4ve fuels. T&E (2016d), in fact, was completely unsa4sfied about the absence of 

“electric cars” as one of the main topics discussed during GEAR2030, a group created  by the 

European Commission to boost the compe44veness of the European car industry. T&E’s 
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mo4ve is that the European automo4ve industry was already been superseded in EV 

technologies by foreign compe4tors, therefore, in order to protect their own economy, EU 

should have not wasted 4me over less important subjects. 

5.4. Diesel vehicles  

Ini4ally, in Europe, there was no principle of technology neutrality among the available 

engine type. Diesel was favoured by the EU through lower fuel taxes and less stringency of 

emission standards, which made these cars more economically aJrac4ve to European 

ci4zens. Most of the interest groups analysed were proponents of the neutrality principle, in 

order to avoid to favour one fuel against the others. Environmental associa4ons, on the one 

side, have heavily demanded to end the policy biases that favoured the EU diesel car market, 

but, on the other side, they proposed to incen4vise and promote alterna4ve energy sources. 

FuelsEurope, instead, claimed that it is not fair for the EU to guarantee a special treatment to 

“zero-emission” vehicles, however, without considering that the diesel technology, in order 

to account for 53% of vehicle’s sold in Europe (in 2014), has been highly supported by the 

Member States’ governments. 

As we could observe, the opinions on diesel, found in the associa4ons’ posi4on papers, 

follow two strands: on the one side highly cri4cal by the environmental groups and on the 

other side defensive for producers and energy groups.  

T&E has always been against diesel, claiming that “the only solu4on len to ci4es will be to 

ban all diesel vehicles” (T&E, 2014d). Also, when analysing the reasons why there are high 

levels of pollu4on in the air, the fault, for T&E (2014d), must be given to diesel cars, since, 

mainly due to carmakers’ manipula4ons of tests, they emit much more than permiJed. The 

group suggests that the industry is exaggera4ng the real-world advantages of diesel engines, 

claiming that “on a lifecycle basis the benefits of diesel are non-existent” (T&E, 2015l). In 

their opinion, the European automo4ve industry was greenwashing pollu4ng diesel and was 

avoiding to admit that a common diesel car emit ten 4mes more NOx than a similar gasoline 

car, in order to desperately maintain the market for diesel (T&E, 2015m). In this way, in the 

long-term, by being trapped in a diesel lock-in mechanism, the sector was losing 

compe44veness against other na4ons, which were inves4ng in electrifying vehicles through 

hybridisa4on, plug-in and baJery electric models. In fact, Europe, since one in every two new 
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cars sold used a diesel engine, compared to the rest of the world where the share is just 1 in 

20 (T&E, 2016d), was already defined as a “diesel island”. However, the environmental 

associa4on predicted that the over-men4oned figures, especially aner Dieselgate, are more 

likely to go down than up (T&E, 2016y), poin4ng out that, in 2015, they were witnessing the 

“peak of diesel” (T&E, 2015h). To support their viewpoint, they also reported the words of 

Con4nental’s CEO commen4ng that “diesel passenger car could sooner or later disappear 

from these markets” (T&E, 2016i) and a Bloomberg’s study forecas4ng in 2020s a “Kodak 

moment” for internal combus4on vehicles (T&E, 2016t).  

Moreover, aner the VW emissions scandal, their tone of voice and the appella4ves used to 

refer to diesel have changed, becoming graver and disparaging. They started to blame diesel 

vehicles, due to the high level of hazardous NOx emiJed by them, to be the primary cause 

for 475,000 premature deaths, accordingly to a study of EEA (T&E, 2016w). They referred to 

diesel as “the monster” (T&E, 2016u), to “clean diesel” as a “myth” (T&E, 2016q) and used 

the term “diesel addic4on” (T&E, 2016y) to define the con4nents’ perseverance to treat 

diesel as its prime technology, even aner the evidence brought by the VW scandal.  

Therefore, as T&E explained, they never shared the belief that diesel engines were vital to 

reach the CO2 targets, especially when their benefits for climate are confronted with those 

of petrol cars. In their opinion, the success of the diesel technology in Europe is only to be 

aJributed to “tax and regulatory bias” (T&E, 2016w). ICCT (2015e) agreed by claiming that if 

technology neutrality was not promptly achieved, then no choice was len to local authori4es 

but to release disincen4ve programs for diesel cars.  

ACEA (2015a), instead, claimed that “the internal combus4on engine using conven4onal 

fuels will remain the dominant source of power for at least the coming decade”. In their 

opinion, the emissions of CO2 per kilometre are up to 20% less from a diesel-fuelled car than 

from a petrol one, thanks to the engine efficiency (ACEA, 2015b). The new diesel technology 

was, according to the producers’ associa4on, both reducing considerably emissions and 

successfully mee4ng worldwide stringent standards. Therefore, a strategy that required the 

replacement of diesel with petrol-driven cars would have spoiled the emissions targets 

achieved un4l then (ACEA, 2015b). Even aner the VW emissions scandal, ACEA (2016c) 

con4nued to point out that “Europe ś success in reducing CO2 emissions has also been 

largely a result of its high share of diesel-fuelled vehicles”. They, instead, referred to diesel as 
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a “key enabler for cu�ng emissions”, without which, the addi4onal CO2 reduc4on, would be 

significantly lower.  

When confronted to the problem with discrepancies between lab and real-world emissions, 

CLEPA (2014) did not point fingers at a specific powertrain engine but rather blamed the 

wrong applica4on of specific emissions control technologies on vehicles and models. For 

CLEPA’s members, the diesel technology was going to remain a key solu4on for mee4ng CO2 

limits. 

FuelsEurope generally agreed with producers’ and suppliers’ associa4ons regarding the 

importance of new genera4ons of diesel technology in cu�ng CO2 emissions and in mee4ng 

targets. In an open leJer from ACEA, CLEPA, AECC and FuelsEurope (2015) they asked for the 

collabora4on and support of EU policy makers “to ensure modern diesel remains one of the 

key pillars in the poriolio of low CO2 technologies for delivering clean, economical and 

affordable transport for future genera4ons”.  

Aner Dieselgate, however, the group declared that “efficient internal combus4on engines 

and liquid fuels will s4ll be needed during the transi4on to alterna4ve 

technologies” (FuelsEurope, 2016a). Therefore, diesel was not anymore essen4al to meet 

targets but rather as a shining powertrain towards e-mobility. However, analysing other 

reports (FuelsEurope, 2016e), it is possible to infer that their belief is that “refined petroleum 

fuels are - and will remain for many years - the prominent energy source”, since, for them, 

there are s4ll numerous possibili4es for a further increase in carbon efficiency. According to a 

study conducted by FuelsEurope (2016e), the prac4cal removal of all diesel-fuelled vehicles 

from the urban environment would bring advantages only in the short term, in comparison 

to the scenario of con4nuous feet turnover of new and more advanced diesel technologies. 

In the long term, instead, the incremental benefits of the “zero diesel scenario” decreases.  

Around the diesel technology two par4es face each other: opponents and supporters. Those 

against the diesel powertrain argue that this engine type is responsible of high levels of 

pollu4ng NOx emissions, which is extremely dangerous for human health. Those in favour, 

instead, assert that the diesel technology has a higher poten4al, compared to alterna4ves, to 

reduce CO2 in the atmosphere, and therefore safeguarding the environment. Nonetheless, 

they are both claiming accurate opinions. The focal point in the discourse around diesel is 

the social framing of the maJer-at-stake. In Europe, before the scandal, the reduc4on of CO2 
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to protect the environment was priori4sed, however, post Dieselgate, also the cut of NOx 

emerged as a first-oder issue.  

5.5. Alterna4ve solu4ons 

All the interest groups analysed have suggested, in their official documents, alterna4ve 

solu4ons, which, in their opinion, could have the chance in the future to reduce the 

emissions of the transport system.  

E-mobility has not been considered by all advocacy groups as their first-choice. European 

automobile producers, for example, stressed the importance of con4nuous vehicles fleet 

renewal in order to replace older - and more poisonous - cars in roads. For them, this 

strategy is essen4al as it could reduce significantly the emission levels (ACEA, 2015a). Also 

aner the scandal broke, they con4nued to argue that the harmonisa4on of incen4ves for 

fleet renewal across EU is a “key tool” for fulfilling CO2 regula4ons, since it is the "most cost-

efficient and quickest way to reduce emissions” (ACEA, 2016b). Also FuelsEurope presented 

the same opinion over the effec4veness of fleet renewal for the improvement of air quality 

(FuelsEurope, 2015), and called for policymakers to incen4vise the introduc4on and 

acquisi4on of latest emission-reducing technologies. 

The representa4ves of the automo4ve sector were the only group that argued the 

importance of connected vehicles and intelligent transport system (ITS) as a solu4on to 

mobility challenges, including the high levels of pollu4on. 

Of course, fleet renewal is a valuable strategy, however, it requires the frequent subs4tu4on 

of old models with new and improved ones. Even though it brings advantages for the 

environment and it s4mulates consump4on, which is a main driver of European GDP growth 

(ACEA, 2016c), it brings also numerous disadvantages and limita4ons that are not men4oned 

by their advocates. ACEA, for example, even though it insisted over the importance of fleet 

renewal, also recognised that “there are limits to how much more change can be brought to 

the internal combus4on engine and how much further cars can be refined” (ACEA, 2015b).  

It was already before the VW emission scandal that manufacturers’ associa4ons men4on 

alterna4ve fuels as a key “part in the jigsaw puzzle of sustainable urban mobility” in the 

future (ACEA, 2015a). Their support and investments went to a wide range of renewable 

energy sources and low carbon technologies (biofuels, CNG, LNG, ethanol, clean diesel, 
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electricity and hydrogen), because they argued that technological developments are 

unpredictable and for this reason no “winning technology” should be prematurely selected 

(ACEA, 2015a). They also believed that freedom to choose any technology should be 

guaranteed to customers (ACEA, 2015a). In my opinion, however, the way how electric 

vehicles and hybrids have been treated by ACEA changed approaching to September 2015 

and aner it. While ini4ally they refer at the importance for the future of transport of 

“alterna4ve technologies”, as a wide category, and only labelling electrifica4on as a “no silver 

bullet solu4on” (ACEA, 2015a), in some following papers the term “alterna4ve powertrains” 

has par4ally been replaced by “electrically-chargeable vehicles”, however maintaining the 

same meaning.    

Not surprisingly, there is no change in the opinion of FuelsEurope over alterna4ve fuels and 

electrifica4on. Their idea, in fact, is that, in order to reduce air quality problems in Europe, 

there is no need of a “wide-scale electrifica4on as best-in class Euro 6 ICE-based vehicles 

including hybrids already can achieve extremely low emissions levels” (FuelsEurope, 2016b). 

The refineries’ associa4on judges the electric vehicle with a cri4cal eye, highligh4ng the 

disadvantages of it (like the cost of baJeries), the non-availability of infrastructures, and the 

absence of a customer base ready to purchase EVs. Finally, they argue that any EU incen4ve 

for the alterna4ve solu4ons’ advancement should be based on a “well-to-wheel assessment 

of the GHG emission” (FuelsEurope, 2016e), therefore evalua4ng the emissions during the 

en4re life cycle of the fuel.  

Even though there is no wonder over these FuelsEurope’s statements, I have no4ced that 

remarks against alterna4ve powertrains are almost absent the year before the scandal, while 

they become numerous, intense and highly cri4cal immediately aner the break out of EPA’s 

“No4ce of Viola4on”, and con4nued with the same strength the year aner. FuelsEurope may 

have felt the pressures generated by the scandal over diesel engines and the growing push 

for alterna4ve solu4ons from the public and from other associa4ons.  

Also ques4onable is the absence of official documents from EGVI in the 4meframe selected, 

more precisely between 2013 and 2017. It is reasonable to expect the opinions of an 

associa4on pushing for green vehicles, especially when a scandal is shaking the credibility of 

the automo4ve industry and of its dirty diesel cars. However, as men4oned before (sec4on 

4), it is important to point out that EGVI was an organisa4on founded and managed by 

automo4ve’s suppliers and OEMs.  
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Customers’ group BEUC agrees with manufacturers’ associa4on ACEA by arguing that the 

replacement of conven4onal engines in favour of electric cars should not be depicted as a 

“silver bullet solu4on” for the future of the European transport system (BEUC, 2014b). They 

considered extremely “challenging” the shin from the fossil fuels transport system to one 

based on renewable resources, nonetheless “fundamental” for a low carbon future (BEUC, 

2014a). In general, however, they remained with the idea that a mass uptake of electric 

vehicles “will be unlikely” (BEUC, 2014b, 2015b), at least un4l EVs’ infancy problems are not 

solved. A BEUC research offers the public opinion over electric vehicles in 2014(b), revealing 

that 44% of answerers strongly agreed with the remark that EV are safe, while 17% strongly 

disagreed with it. More than 43% of respondents, instead, were unable to give an answer 

due to lack of informa4on on the maJer. This research shows that, even before the scandal, 

a large stake of ci4zens were in favour of the alterna4ve technology, however, it addi4onally 

proves that public discourse over this topic was uncommon and mainly misinformed.  

Also the viewpoint of T&E over alterna4ve solu4ons, especially electric powertrains, is not 

surprising. Already in 2014 (c), T&E considered e-mobility as a key solu4on for the transi4on 

towards a low carbon transport, for its poten4al to downsize both air and noise pollu4on. It 

has therefore stressed for the interven4on of the European authori4es for the provision of 

incen4ves with the aim to s4mulate innova4on and investments in sustainable technologies 

across all member states (T&E, 2014e). The associa4on has always kept a posi4ve 

considera4on over the electrifica4on of vehicles: “is the only credible solu4on len for 

decarbona4on” (2015b) of the transport sector, “should be a key EU poli4cal 

priority” (2015a) to maintain the European automo4ve industry compe44veness, promo4ng 

a “clean electricity revolu4on” (2016m) and arguing that “the future will be electric, and 

Europe has no 4me to lose” (2016i). Therefore, during the years, the associa4on maintained 

the same opinions and confidence over the poten4al of EVs, baJling for the recogni4on of 

these beliefs also at EU level. T&E also rejected the opinion of carmakers and fuels’ 

producers which argued that there is no interest from customers to purchase electric cars 

and that this trend will con4nue in the future. For T&E, however, the reality is completely 

different, almost the opposite. 

Regarding the other alterna4ve solu4ons, T&E has been highly cri4cal. It claimed that there 

is no GHG savings in shining from diesel vehicles to compressed or liquefied natural gas 
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(CNG, LNG), (T&E, 2016h). Moreover, it argued that “natural gas is not a ‘bridge fuel’, but an 

expensive dead-end on the road to decarbonising transport” (T&E, 2016h), forecas4ng that it 

will become another EU “fuels mistake” aner diesel. Biofuels used in Europe were considered 

even worse than fossil fuels. 

The only aJainable, safe and efficient solu4on for T&E was the electric vehicle powered by 

clean energy.   

Even though ICCT has always made clear its preference over a greener transport system, 

achieved through alterna4ve powertrains, its official documents show a slight change in 

confidence over the turn towards e-mobility. In a report of 2014(c) ICCT argued that 

“electric-drive vehicles (…) could contribute substan4ally to long-term GHG reduc4ons”. In 

December 2015(d), aner the scandal broke, the associa4on demands Member States 

governments to “include electric vehicles as a core component” of their climate ac4ons. And 

finally, in 2016(c), ICCT sustains that “electrifying passenger cars is seen as a key measure to 

reduce pollutant and greenhouse gas emissions from road transporta4on”. In my opinion, 

from these statements it is possible to highlight an escala4on in the importance given to 

electrifica4on in the clean mobility strategy by ICCT, and a posi4vely growing convic4on and 

confidence in the words asserted.  

It is also possible to note that the first two sentences are just ICCT proposals to push 

policymakers to increase incen4ves towards e-mobility, while the third implies that it is not 

just the environmental interest groups believing in the power of e-mobility to reduce 

emissions, but that the statement is shared among a larger group of individuals and sources.  

6. Discussion  

The VW emissions scandal has accelerated the implementa4on of some European decisions 

connected to mobility, such us the new tes4ng systems and the type approval framework 

regula4on, which, without the emergence of the scandal and the consequent loss of 

reliability of the automo4ve sector and EU ins4tu4ons, would have probably been further 

delayed, as it used to happened before. What resulted was that the lobbying strategies of the 

automo4ve industry started to lose power in front of policymakers, which were more 

interested in gaining back their authority and trustworthiness among the general public. In 

fact, this resulted from a high level of aJen4on from medias, and consequently from people, 
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worldwide. New findings about automakers dodging tests and providing misleading 

informa4on, about the presence of defeat devices in cars, and about the inac4on of EU 

actors were published regularly. Customers felt offended by automakers’ ac4ons and lost 

trust towards them too. Legal class ac4ons were seJled by customers’ groups in many 

countries, in order to seek a compensa4on from the carmakers to their clients. 

Through the analysis of the VW diesel scandal with the model developed by Hoffman A.J. 

and Ocasio W. in 2001, we are able to infer if the event aJained a high and sustained level of 

aJen4on, both from insiders and outsiders.  

The model takes into considera4on only non-rou4ne events. Our case study, the VW scandal 

can be definitely categorised as a non-rou4ne event, due to its unexpectedness, complexity 

and unusual disrup4on of the status quo. Ini4ally, the automo4ve industry did not know how 

to tackle the issues generated by the scandal, because it was a phenomenon never 

witnessed before. Therefore, the leakage of informa4on regarding the employment of defeat 

devices on cars was a completely new problema4c situa4on for the automo4ve sector. 

Moreover, according to the defini4on of Ferraro et al. (2015), the VW diesel scandal can also 

be inserted in the context of a “grand societal challenge”, as it was a social and 

environmental issue which nega4vely affected people, markets, ecosystems and climate 

change across na4onal borders.  

The first level of analysis: the event’s features.  

The main characteris4c that triggers a high level of aJen4on is the event’s salience. 

Morgeson et al. (2015), though the event system theory (EST), have theorised what features 

of events make them meaningful, and therefore salient. In EST, event’s novelty, disrup4on 

and cri4cality determine the event’s degree of strength, and, accordingly, its relevance. The 

more novel, unpredicted and unforeseen an event is, the more likely en44es will be 

unprepared to deal with the situa4on. Although some unethical prac4ces of carmakers were 

already acknowledged, the power of environmentalists and customers’ groups, which were 

engaged in prohibit this behaviour, was minimal compared to carmakers’ influence to EU 

authori4es. Moreover, the wider public was not aware of how pollu4ng and fuel-inefficient 

their cars were in real driving condi4ons. Even if the chea4ng techniques, employed by 

carmakers during laboratory tests, were already renown by experts, the VW emissions 

scandal has exposed the issue to society and uncovered the installa4on of illegal defeat 
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devices in vehicles, in order to manipulate the evalua4on of pollutant emissions. The 

European automo4ve industry found itself in an unprecedented situa4on because, 

altogether, their primary technology, diesel, was placed for the first 4me in a nega4ve light, 

the illegality of carmakers’ ac4ons was unveiled and the automakers’ implica4on in the 

European tes4ng system malfunc4oning was uncovered. Moreover, as we have analysed in 

the chapter on the automo4ve industry (chapter II), the en4re ecosystem was unprepared to 

a shin to electrifica4on. Both the automo4ve industry and its environment were not ready, 

and therefore did not push, for the replacement of ICEs with EVs. Therefore, for the first 

4me, the society’s emphasis over both the disadvantages of the diesel technology and the 

need of clean alterna4ves increased the event’s salience, influencing the turn towards e-

mobility.  

When an event is disrup&ve, it means that it has the poten4al to alter the en44es’ rou4nes, 

opera4ons and ac4vi4es. In case of a disrup4ve event, en44es need to adapt and evolve, not 

only by replacing previous behaviour and features with new ones, but also by breaking out 

their conven4onal beliefs. The VW diesel scandal, and the work of environmental agencies, 

has encouraged the EU authori4es to overcome the automakers lobbyist pressures and 

approve the final implementa4on of new tes4ng procedures, WLTP and RDE, and the new 

type approval framework regula4on. Automakers, which were able to achieve the European 

emissions limits only thanks to unethical techniques and chea4ng devices, were forced to 

stop their previous ac4vi4es and conceive alterna4ve ways to reach the targets. Through the 

advocacy groups’ official documents we inferred that, aner the scandal, representa4ves of 

refineries were increasingly worried about the nega4ve judgements on diesel and the 

growing importance of e-mobility, while environmental groups opinions on EVs were 

becoming more confident and EU ac4ons more concrete and addressed towards the 

electrifica4on of the transport system. My conclusion is that, in the year aner the emergence 

of the VW scandal, a disrup4ve transforma4on was already taking place, even though quietly, 

at least in the people’s percep4on and beliefs on the two technologies. It is also possible to 

assert that the Dieselgate scandal, thanks to its remarkable salience, has accelerated this 

change in percep4ons.  

An event is cri&cal when it is a central focus for the industry. A cri4cal event, like the VW 

diesel scandal has been, has the poten4al to threaten the en44es’ goals, iden4ty and 

survival. VW goal was to become the leading automo4ve company by entering the American 

market with its “clean diesel” cars. However, aner the scandal, they were forced to recall all 
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diesel vehicles from US. The cri4cality of the event for the VW Group, but also for the en4re 

automo4ve industry, is determined by the degree of deteriora4on of the companies’ image 

as a consequence of the scandal, and of subsequent discoveries. Moreover, relevant 

stakeholders lost trust in carmakers as it was uncovered that the industry’s declared iden4ty 

and ideals were unmatched with the ac4ons, processes and opera4ons carried out by 

automakers and their suppliers.  

The event’s impact is determined also by the amount of en44es affected by it. VW scandal 

originated in the external environment of the automo4ve industry, through the EPA’s No4ce 

of Viola4on, an external and autonomous agency. Events arising in the external environment 

lead to a stronger impact, within a shorter 4me period, and have the poten4al to affect a 

wide variety of en44es. The scandal, and the subsequent events generated by it, have 

influenced the decisions of EU policymakers, automo4ve manufacturers, suppliers, refineries 

and customers worldwide, therefore affec4ng the majority of actors in the automo4ve 

ecosystem.  

The second level of analysis: the outsiders’ public aGen&on and aGribu&on of accountability. 

For Hoffman and Ocasio (2001) the external opinion of industry’s accountability and the 

internal enactment of the event, by ques4oning the industry’s image, are cri4cal factors of an 

event’s salience.  

An industry is forced to consider an event salient if the public opinion judges it as linked, or 

responsible, to the issue. Before the scandal, ac4vists, environmentalists and experts held 

the industry publicly responsible for the growing discrepancy between labelled emissions 

and fuel efficiency during lab tests and the real-world driving values. However, aner the 

scandal, a wider group of people was informed, which included all the customers that were 

affected by the discovery of the presence of illegal devices in the vehicles they bought. Also 

T&E (2015o) argued that drivers and the media were increasingly aware of the unethical, and 

some4mes illegal, ac4ons of leading carmakers.    

External aJen4on to issues is delineated in “public arenas”, like the press, academic journals, 

or conferences. In these occasions, events conquer for public aJen4on, due to the channels’ 

limited capacity. According to Clemente and Gabbioneta (2017), the media has the power to 

influence the public percep4on of the organisa4onal wrongdoing by providing nega4ve 

frames over the transgression. It has the poten4al to shape the social construc4on of the 

scandal as it can act as the main publicizer and the direct source of informa4on for ci4zens. 
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The media is “the discrimina4ng variable that discerns between a transgression that 

progresses into a scandal and the many transgressions that remain buried in the mass of 

daily news” (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017: p.2), especially if it portrays the scandal as 

something that disrupt the current prac4ces and rou4nes and if it demands for a remedy 

from the responsible parts. In their research about how German newspapers framed the VW 

scandal, Clemente and Gabbioneta (2017) found out that the media, through its ar4cles, had 

defined and debated over the locus of responsibility, iden4fying as the principal guilty party 

either the firm’s execu4ves or the industry. Especially in the second case, the ar4cles argued 

that the responsibility of the scandal needs to be aJributed to the context in which the VW 

Group operated and competed, and therefore the automo4ve ecosystem. Most of them 

reported that other carmakers were under inspec4on, since the tes4ng system in force at the 

4me, the NEDC, incen4vised the automobile manufacturers to cheat.  

Surprisingly, few of them, however, recognised the environmental and health implica4ons of 

the companies’ wrongdoing.   

In general, the greater the degree of outsiders’ aJribu4on of direct accountability to the 

industry, the greater the chance that the event will aJract the aJen4on of the business press 

(Hoffman A.J. and Ocasio W., 2001). As we have seen, a wide number of en44es, like the 

media, environmental groups and customers groups, agreed that the burden of this scandal 

needed to be aJributed to the automo4ve industry. Probably, the clarity of who was, in 

general, the culprit responsible for the wrongdoing had facilitated the direc4on of outsiders’ 

aJribu4on of accountability, therefore blaming automakers and the TAAs already from the 

beginning. It is clear that the concern demonstrated by the press for the VW scandal has 

been essen4al for informing and upda4ng the general public about who was responsible.  

Finally, regardless of the ini4al driver (insiders or outsiders) of an event’s enactments, public 

aJen4on will, in most cases, presumably provoke internal analysis of industry image 

(Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001)  

The third level of analysis: the insiders’ enactments and examina&on of industry image.  

The public aJen4on and the outsiders’ aJribu4on of accountability make an event more 

salient. However, the mo4ve that makes an event aJendable also for the industry is how 

insiders enacted it, or, in other words, how insiders arranged the context where the event 

arose using casual links and schemas. Also the event’s characteris4cs analysed before, if 
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present, can trigger industry enactments as they require an in-depth interpreta4on of the 

issue through the controlled informa4on processing approach. Consequently, industries carry 

out a process of interpreta4on and sense making in order to frame the relevant issue and 

understand what ac4ons should be put into effect. Aner the external analysis of the 

situa4on, where the industry enacts the environment, the industry conducts the internal 

analysis of its prac4ces. During this process, an assessment of the events’ probable 

consequences on the industry image is carried out. T&E (2015o) tes4fied that the growing 

public awareness of the automakers’ illegali4es led “to a loss of credibility for the whole of 

the EU’s car labelling and regulatory system”. For example, for VW, the evidence that the 

company has lost trust from its shareholders and stakeholders is the decline of the share 

price by more than 20% the day aner the emergence of the scandal.  

Analysing the research of Clemente and Gabbioneta (2017), it emerges that newspapers 

reviewed also the reputa4onal costs linked to the scandal. The media men4oned the 

deteriora4on of the company’s image, defining it an “image disaster” (Clemente and 

Gabbioneta, 2017: p.7). Moreover, the press recognised that it was not an issue for VW only, 

but that the scandal could have affected the whole automo4ve industry, of which “image loss 

could be lethal” (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017: p.7). The press analysed also the damage 

occurred at the rela4onship of trust between the company and its stakeholders. They all 

agreed that the automo4ve industry’s wrongdoing betrayed its customers confidence. 

Mercedes lawyers, in order to avoid the emergence of its illegal prac4ces and the 

consequent damage to its reputa4on, tried to cover the emissions discrepancies by 

in4mida4ng and threatening the environmental organisa4on that commissioned the tests 

(T&E, 2016f). What emerges is that the VW emissions scandal had a nega4ve influence to the 

industry’s image, triggering its actors to find a quick remedy to solve the problem. At the 

4me, in the customers’ mindset, the cleaner alterna4ve to the diesel powertrain was the 

electrifica4on of the transport system, a solu4on already in place in some leading countries 

outside EU (e.g. China).  

In the model of industry aJen4on to events, there are some factors (the core technology, the 

rules of the game, the status of the players), called the social structures of aJen4on, which 

affect how the industry enacts external events and whether it pays aJen4on to the event’s 

consequences on its image. In other words, the presence of these factors pushes the 

industry to be concerned about the event. 
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Firstly, an event’s salience is determined by its effects on the industry’ core technologies. The 

diesel engine was, at the 4me of the scandal, the automo4ve ecosystem’s most used 

powertrain in Europe. From the analysis it is clear that, with the emergence of the VW 

emissions scandal, the percep4on over diesel was increasingly nega4ve, especially because it 

was discovered that the technology was not as efficient and clean as declared. Therefore, 

what happened triggered the European automo4ve ecosystem’s status quo, over which it 

was based its profitability and its goal’s aJainment strategies. The shin towards 

electrifica4on may have also been influenced by the increasing importance aJributed to 

sustainability and the environment’s wellbeing. High status players, public personali4es and 

organisa4ons are expressing their opinion over favouring a more environmentally-friendly 

transport system. The growing number of individuals sharing this mindset may have 

increased the aJen4on of the automo4ve industry towards e-mobility. Finally, the rules of 

the game, especially with the introduc4on of new tes4ng systems and a new type approval 

framework, constrained the automo4ve industry’s decision-making process towards 

alterna4ve solu4ons that could permit automakers to achieve EU emissions limits.  

Has the VW diesel scandal achieved a high ini&al public aGen&on?  

As we men4oned during the course of this thesis, events gain the industry’s aJen4on in two 

cases: when the general public holds the industry accountable for the consequences 

generated by the event, or when the industry foresee an opportunity to improve its image by 

exploi4ng the event. In the second case, in general, the event is posi4ve. Instead, the VW 

diesel scandal has been a nega4ve event, not only for the VW Group but for the whole 

industry.  

For our case study, we have analysed the two main factors driving industry ini4al aJen4on, 

the external accountability and examina4on of industry image, plus the presence of the 

features that makes an event salient. It is possible to conclude that the VW emissions scandal 

received a high level of public aJen4on. In fact, the event had a degree of cri4cality, 

disrup4on and novelty high enough to spark the interest of drivers and the media. Moreover, 

we can also infer that as the event studied was highly aJended both by the industry and by 

the general public, an appropriate remedy for the wrongdoings discovered must have been 

solicited by a long list of outsiders, un4l the request was sa4sfied by the culprits. The guilty 

party, in our case the automo4ve industry, on its part, urged the need to fulfil the request of 

the outsiders, in order to recover the image and trust loss. Even though a shin towards 

95



electrifica4on was not in program at the 4me as the en4re ecosystem was unprepared, the 

VW emissions scandal created the prerequisites for its turn. The main reason is that the 

automo4ve sector, and the EU ins4tu4ons, to restore the credibility and to guarantee the 

survival of the industry, needed a valuable solu4on that could convince outsiders of their 

commitment to the environment and human health. 

Contesta&on and contradic&on leading to a sustained aGen&on to the VW scandal.  

It is not a foregone conclusion that those events that achieve a high ini4al aJen4on remain 

in the spotlight also in the long-term. Some events may not maintain the outsiders and 

insiders’ high aJen4on over 4me. The general rule, according to Hoffman and Ocasio (2001), 

is that an event is sustained when its enactment evolves over 4me, and especially, if there 

are contesta4ons and disputes carried out by outsiders and insiders around the meaning of 

the event. At the 4me of the Dieselgate scandal, there was a long list of actors involved in the 

discourse which provided their opinion on the maJer, like engineers, managers, 

policymakers, interest groups, journalists, automakers’ public rela4ons, suppliers, 

environmentalists, etc.  

On the one side, industry par4cipants tried to protect the industry iden4ty and their core 

technology. In the case of VW, the company admiJed its responsibility for its wrongdoings, 

but implemented different strategies in US and EU. As we said, in Europe, the affirma4ons 

and the remedy ac4ons were minor compared to those applied in US, defining its 

transgression as “unethical“ in EU and “illegal” in US. Nonetheless the VW’s unfair ac4ons, 

EU ins4tu4ons and member states’ governments voted to weaken the limits of nitrogen 

oxide (NOx) emissions for diesel cars, doubling the ‘Euro 6’ levels agreed in 2007. The 

European Commission decided for cushioning the automo4ve industry, regardless of its 

misbehaviour. These occurrences have unchained a sequence of complaints and 

contesta4ons, triggering an even wider discourse over the maJer-at-stake. Ini4ally, ACEA and 

FuelsEurope, as we have seen, implemented lobbying strategies to protect the perpetua4on 

of the diesel legacy in Europe and to prevent the emergence and supersede of e-mobility. 

On the other side, outsiders baJle for their own beliefs and ideas. Environmental and 

customers’ advocacy groups pushed for the electrifica4on of the transport sector, therefore 

opposing to the willingness of the automo4ve ecosystem. They argued that e-mobility was 

the only solu4on len to safeguard the environment and people’s heath.  
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Moreover, during the years, many lawsuits have been carried out to compensate the 

offended customers and to guarantee the payment of monetary sanc4ons for the 

automakers’ infringements. In some cases, the trials lasted for years, which protracted the 

contesta4ons and contradic4ons.  

The media, according to Clemente and Gabbioneta (2017), affirmed that, in order to recover 

their reputa4on, automakers should fully cooperate with EU authori4es, which, some 

months aner the scandal, started to manifest a growing interest towards EVs.  

In general, contesta4ons arises when there are disagreements between insiders’ (industry 

iden4ty) and outsiders’ enactments, leading industries to start to find new answers to solve 

the cri4cal issue (Hoffman and Ocasio, 2001). The VW emissions scandal, and the subsequent 

discoveries over the transgressions of the automo4ve industry, produced enduring and 

compe4ng disagreements between the two opponent sides analysed. For this reason, and 

due to the image deteriora4on, the event was perceived as cri4cal by the industry. In turn, 

the con4nuous contesta4ons and re-enactments required the automo4ve industry to find an 

alterna4ve solu4on with the poten4al to sa4sfy both outsiders and insiders.  
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CONCLUSION 

Firms are part of industries, which in turn are embedded in ecosystems. Ecosystems 

encompasses all the en44es opera4ng and interac4ng in a value chain. The concept of 

ecosystem is widely used nowadays due to its capability to capture the complexity of players’ 

interlinkages and interdependences (ECCP). Organisa4ons, to survive in the current dynamic 

environment, feel the urge to collaborate in order to overcome the challenges prompt by the 

external environments. Ecosystems facilitate these opera4ons thanks to their blurred 

boundaries and the bi-direc4onal flow of informa4on and resources circula4ng among actors 

and the environment.  

The theories that are analysed in the literature review of this elaborate are necessary to 

understand the evolu4on of the academic studies, which followed the changes in 

marketplaces, culmina4ng in the no4on of ecosystem. The Open-system theory argues that 

systems evolve through a rou4nised, linear process, triggered by the environment, which 

exerts both ini4al pressures and final feedbacks on outputs. For scholars considering 

organisa4ons as poli4es, the surrounding dynamics delineate, through different kinds of 

boundary processes, the internal poli4cs (subgroups’ interests and goals), which, in turn, 

define organisa4onal responses to external pressures. Instead, in Complex Adap4ve Systems, 

the non-linear adapta4on process produces unique, not-planned, heterogeneous 

consequences. Finally, the Triple Embeddedness Framework is the most complete model, as 

it theorises the bi-direc4onality of interac4ons: not only it pictures the adapta4on process 

happening in firms due to environmental influences, but it also considers “firms-in-

industries” as ac4ve en44es capable of cogni4ve processes, interpreta4ve capabili4es, and 

response mechanisms in order to strategically alter the external environment, at their own 

interest. 

The complexity of interdependencies occurring in today ecosystems lead to the emergence 

of a growing number of events. Some, may require only par4al and effortless changes to 

established rou4nes, however, due to the current environment’s dynamism and the ongoing 

advent of technological innova4ons, the number of non-rou4ne events disrup4ng 

organisa4ons, industries or ecosystems is growing. All in all, what features and mechanisms 

make an event salient and why some events receive public aJen4on while others remain 

overlooked? Through the elaborate, two theories have been selected to answer to these 
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ques4ons. Event’s salience is the subject of study of the Event System Theory, elaborated by 

Morgeson et al. (2015), which defines the characteris4cs of events that make them 

meaningful. The theory studies the interac4ons among three factors: the event strength 

(quan4fied by novelty, cri4cality and disrup4on), the event space (the event’s origin and 

spacial dispersion), and the event 4me (when the event occurs and its dura4on).  

The model of industry aJen4on to events, developed by Hoffman and Ocasio in 2001, 

depicts that two main reasons trigger events to gain aJen4on: the public holds the industry 

directly accountable for the event’s consequences, or the internal actors consider the event’s 

effects as troubling for the industry image. However, the high ini4al aJen4on to an event is 

sustained over 4me only due to compe4ng enactments and contesta4ons, among insiders 

and outsiders, over the event’s meaning and the industry’s accountability.   

The purpose of the thesis is to determine the event-based influence on the ongoing 

structuring and restructuring of ecosystems. This phenomenon has been analysed through 

an inves4ga4on of the VW emissions scandal in order to prove a connec4on between the 

scandal’s emergence and the recent turn towards e-mobility. Through the analysis of the 

automo4ve ecosystem using the TEF, it emerged that the prerequisites necessary for this 

shin towards electrifica4on were absent. Neither the history of the transport system, or the 

external context, or the latest trends, or the structure of the automo4ve industry and the 

agency of OEMs could explain the turn in mobility that is actually happening.  

The reason of this change has been researched in the Dieselgate scandal by analysing the 

European advocacy groups’ official documents to detect the presence of a varia4on in their 

opinions, viewpoints and percep4ons over some topics related to the scandal in the 

automo4ve industry. From the analysis of the case study we inferred that the VW emissions 

scandal can be categorised as a salient event, as it aJracted both the public aJen4on, which 

held the industry directly accountable for the event’s outcomes, and the industry aJen4on, 

which was highly worried for the consequences of the event for its image. Moreover, it is 

demonstrated that the event analysed can be defined as novel, disrup4ve and cri4cal, whose 

features conferred to the scandal a remarkable degree of strength. Also, it is possible to 

claim that, in the 4mespan analysed, it was detected a change, even if feeble, in the 

percep4on of the two technology involved, diesel and electric engines. Therefore, we can 

assert that the Dieselgate scandal, thanks to its saliency, had an impact in the history of 

99



mobility, by uncovering the illegal prac4ces of automakers and by weakening the OEMs’ and 

their “clean diesel” reputa4on and credibility.   

The limita4on of this thesis, however, can be found in the 4me period analysed. The 

4mespan of two years may be too narrow to find an evident and clear transforma4on of the 

interest groups’ opinions.  
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