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Theory 
of Change
M ilieudefensie | Friends of the Earth 

Netherland’s theory of change centers 
around the idea of system change. By shifting 
norms, laws and power structures, we aim 
to force polluters into compliance, proving 
that a just, fossilfree future is possible.  By 
influencing the public debate, we work 
towards a systemic shift where climate justice 
is the norm. This is in line with the principle of 
the Overton Window, a concept by Joseph P. 
Overton, that describes how ideas change in 
society and influence decision making and 
policies. 
 
We are building visible, public support for 
climate justice: a fair climate policy, where 
the largest polluting companies and the most 
wealthy contribute according to their ability 
to halting dangerous climate change. This 
way, we ensure that the biggest polluters 
make their fair share, while ordinary people 
are supported in the transition to a good and 
sustainable life.

The Overton Window, also known 
as the "window of political 
possibilities", is a model that 
describes the range of ideas 
considered acceptable in public 
discourse at a given time. It 
represents the spectrum of 
policies that politicians believe 
they can support without losing 
public support. The window 
can shift, expand or contract, 
influencing what policies are 
considered politically viable. 
Examples of such shifts are 
women's suffrage or samesex 
marriage.
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Theory of Change

Global warming is limited

All major companies are Paris Proof

Companies feel strong pressure te reduce emission

Multinationals prioritizing profit over planet

Sphere of influence

A systemic shift where climate justice is the norm

People understand 
that corporates shape 

markets and consumers

A small number of powerful 
multinational corporates contribute 
disproportionately te CO2 emissions

Corporates escape accountability 
due to weak laws, political influence 

and lack of public pressure

Communication
Changing the 

narrative

Court rulings establish 
the duty of care of 

corporates

Litigation
Enforce  

corporate 
accountability

Growth in number 
and influence of 

activists

Coalition
building

Build an (inter)
national 

movement

Mobilization
Mobilize people 

power

Influencing norms and public perception
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Assumptions underlying  
“All major companies Paris Proof”

Companies carry responsibility 
towards the Paris Agreements

Shifting norms is needed

Legal system can be a lever for 
corporate accountability

Multi-level pressure is more 
effective than relying on 
regulation alone

Companies shape markets and consumers
Companies have the power and resources to stop dangerous climate 
change

Changing the societal norm (the “Overton Window”) is a necessary 
step to change laws and corporate behavior

Legal rulings and public pressure can force companies to change 
faster than policy alone

Change will come not only through government action but also 
through pressure from employees, investors, risk raters, customers and 
civil society.

Outputs

Legal Action

Public Campaigns 
and Mobilization

Movement 

Building

Corporate Ecosystem Pressure

Framing and Narrative Shifting

Accountability tools

Workplace Engagement

International Scaling

Ally expansion

• Continuation of existing climate lawsuits (e.g., Shell, ING)
• Initiation of new lawsuits against major polluters

• Large-scale public campaigns (e.g., climate marches, shareholder
activism, Paris-proof municipalities)

• Public awareness and pressure generated through legal cases
• Visible public support for climate justice
• Strategic framing to shift public discourse

• Growth to 600,000 active changemakers by 2030

• Expansion from 8 to 50 strong regional groups across the 
Netherlands

• Local activation and training through the Change Agents Academy

• Engaging key actors in the corporate ecosystem (e.g., accountants, 
insurers, ESG raters, legal advisors)

• Applying multi-layered pressure beyond government regulation

• Strategic use of framing to shift the Overton window towards 
climate justice

• Broadening public and political acceptance of  climate policies

• Development of accountability tools like the Climate Crisis Index

• Activation of employees within target companies to push for 
internal sustainability changes

• Pilots to scale up internal company changemaker engagement

• Support for similar climate lawsuits and campaigns in other 
countries

• Building international coalitions with NGOs, unions, and climate 
movements towards the International Standardization  Organization 
(ISO), The Science Based Targets initiative  (SBTi), UNFCCC Binding 
Treaty and the EU Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive 
(CSDDD).

• Strengthening the alliance of over 400 partner organizations
• Increased collaboration with progressive companies supporting 

climate goals

Outcomes:  
intended societal, corporate and systemic changes

Corporate Behaviour Change

Norm Shift in Society

Systemic Pressure on 
Companies

Movement Growth and 
Empowerment

Policy Impact

International Spillover

• Large polluting companies reduce CO2 emissions in line with the 
Paris Agreement.

• Companies integrate climate targets into their policies and 
decision-making

• Climate justice becomes a broadly accepted societal norm.
• Public and political acceptance of neccesary climate policies 

increases.

•  Multi-level pressure from society, financial actors, employees, 
supply chains, and shareholders forces action.

• Increased scrutiny and accountability via climate litigation, 
the Climate Crisis Index and other public benchmarks.

• Sustainable and active climate movement of at least 600,000 
changemakers.

• Regional expansion with 50 local groups actively engaged in 
climate campaigns.

• Broader public support shifts the political Overton window, making 
strong climate policies more feasible.

• Companies’ Paris-proof commitments influence and strengthen 
national and international climate policy.

• Dutch corporate climate cases inspire and trigger international 
campaigns and legal actions.
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Obstacles

RISKS

Corporate Capture: Companies leverage 
political influence to block effective regulation

Weak Societal Pressure: Insufficient public 
demand weakens policy ambition.

Governance Gap: Global companies operate 
beyond the reach of national law.

Public Perception: Corporate narratives 
dominate the public sphere.

MITIGATION

Demanding democratic accountability by climate 
litigation and eco-system pressure

Mobilize and organize public demand 

Promote international coordination and legal 
mechanisms to close this gap.

Shift the discourse using smart framing, values-based 
storytelling and media advocacy.
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Our  
Strategy
C hanging the behavior and policies of major 

polluters requires a decisive strategy on 
several fronts. Major polluters are influenced 
not only by legislation, but by a multitude 
of other factors: pressure from society, their 
partners and customers, sectoral agreements, 
demands from their accountants, major 
investors, shareholders and rating agencies. 
Our strategy is therefore not so much aimed 
at enforcing government regulation (vertical-
ly), but directly at influencing directors and 
employees within large polluting companies 
and at regulating companies through pres-
sure from the broader ecosystem (horizontal-
ly). We also collaborate with companies that 
are taking significant steps to demonstrate 
that things can truly be done differently. With 
this strategy, we are much less dependent on 
political will. And we have a wealth of re-
sources and activism at our disposal. 
 
Four obstacles to conquer
The vast majority of large companies world-
wide is not meeting the objectives of the Paris 
Agreement. According to the Carbon Disclo-
sure Project (CDP), which provides a platform 
for companies to register their emissions 
data, only 21% of European companies are 
making real progress with their climate pol-
icies.5 An important caveat here is that the 
CDP relies on data provided by companies 
themselves, which sometimes does not reflect 
the actual situation. The number of compa-
nies lagging behind may therefore be even 
higher than reported.6

We therefore asked ourselves: what are the 
most important obstacles we must overcome 
to ensure  that companies act in accordance 
with the Paris Agreement, and how to over-
come them? The four most important ones 
are described here. 

Corporate capture <=> 
Legal Action & Ecosystem pressure: 
Large companies use their political influence 
to gain control over the state’s decisionmak-
ing mechanisms and enforcement bodies. 
In doing so, they manipulate decisionmak-
ing in their favor, at the expense of the pub-
lic interest. The increasing power imbalance  
between multinational corporations and 
governments is exacerbated by globaliza-
tion, deregulation and privatization. The way 
society views companies, for example as job 
creators or climate  leaders, legitimizes their 
power and shield them from critique.

To conquer this obstacle, we will continue 
to pursue legal action, following our climate 
case against Shell and the climate case 
against ING. We see that filing lawsuits is cur-
rently the most persuasive way to exert pres-
sure on major polluters. In courts, facts count , 
not political framing.  And while multinationals 
seem to act above the law, a court decision 
is binding and enforceable. Court rulings can 
set a precedent for systemic change, having 
a significant impact on other multinationals 
as well as on public perception. A single win 
can establish a legal duty of care and re-
frames climate action as a legal right, not a 
political option. 
 
Many companies are also more influenced by 
actors in their own environment than by for-
mal laws or political pressure. This ecosystem 
includes accountants, ESG rating agencies, in-
surers, law firms, supervisory boards, investors 
and creditors. They influence corporate de-
cisions by assessing risks, setting standards 
and demanding transparency. By targeting 
this broader network, Milieudefensie  | FoENL 
increases the indirect pressure on companies 
to align with the Paris Agreement.

5 CDP Europe Report (2024). Get the money moving. Meeting the European corporate transition challenge: 
https://www.oliverwyman.com/content/dam/oliver-wyman/v3/template-scripts/cdp-report/pdf/CDP_Europe%20Report_2024.pdf

6 Climate Impact Partners. (2023). Fortune Global 500 Climate Progress Contin-ues:
https://www.climateimpact.com/news-insights/fortune-glob-al-500-climate-commitments/
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Weak Societal Pressure <=> 
Mass movement mobilization. 
The majority of people in every country in 
the world worries about climate change and 
support policies to address it. According 
to recent research7, people think climate 
change is a serious threat, and humans 
are  the cause. Concern was high across 
countries: even in the country with  the lowest 
agreement, 73% agreed. It is our ambition 
to set all these people into motion, to exert 
democratic influence and demand fair 
climate policies. We mobilize mass public 
support through campaigns and media, to 
increase social pressure on companies and 
influence public discourse. Strategies like 
“big organizing” enable local action to gain 
national impact. We invest in changemakers 
by offering practical training, campaign tools 
and leadership pathways. 

Governance Gap < => 
International change power.  
In recent decades, globalization, deregulation 
and privatization have led to an everwidening 

power imbalance between governments 
and large multinationals, to the benefit of the 
companies: they are not bound by binding 
international human rights obligations. 
Economic treaties also offer them protections 
and privileges, which, surprisingly, go far 
beyond those of citizens.8 This means for 
example, that companies can sue states 
through international arbitration systems if 
their profits are threatened by environmental 
or social legislation, while citizens and 
communities often lack comparable means 
to hold companies accountable in turn. 
 
We show the responsibilities of major 
multinational polluters to take action, while 
they are generally more powerful than 
governments and can, therefore,  ignore 
the rules.  That is the crux of what needs to 
change. 
 
By addressing multinationals, Milieudefensie 
| FoE NL operates in an international arena. 
In collaboration with allies, we are applying 
the model developed in the Netherlands 

to the international context. In this way, 
we are helping to build an international 
force for change, a coalition of civil society 
organizations, scientists and experts with 
which we exert pressure to ensure that 
companies comply.
 
Public Perception <=> Public debate 
Companies can exert their power most 
effectively when issues remain out of public 
view “what you don’t know won’t hurt you.” 
In the so-called backrooms, companies 
can negotiate with politicians without much 
resistance. As soon as issues become part 
of the public debate, the balance of power 
immediately shifts in favor of our overall 
social interests. This is where unions, NGOs, 
social movements and political opponents 
gain a voice. Corporate power, therefore, 
declines as public and political attention 
increases.9

Influencing public debate is our most 
important tool for achieving our goals. That’s 
why we’re building visible public support 

for fair climate policy by packaging our 
message as cleverly as possible. This way, 
a broad target group can easily internalize 
it. We call this “framing,” and it’s about how 
you express the essence of what you’re 
doing. But it’s much more than just clever 
language; it’s a language game. And, more 
importantly, whoever sets the frame controls 
the conversation — and that also applies to 
the public debate. That’s why we’re taking 
framing even more seriously over the next 
five years than we already have. By framing 
the debate, influencing public perception and 
generating political space for strong climate 
policy, we shift societal norms according to 
the Overtonwindow theory.

7 https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.adj5778
8 Sweet.,P.(2016). Corporations dominate world’s top 100 economic entities
9 Oxley,Z.(2020); Framing and Political Decision Making: An Overview
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Strategic Framework

Mission: Milieudefensie empowers people to realize the transformation 
needed for a good and healthy life on earth.  

Vision: Ecological justice (long term). Climate justice (5 years)

Primary process > Public campaigns

Strategic enablers | operational enablers

Corporate 
Capture

Legal action  
and ecosystem 

pressure

Weak Societal 
Pressure

Mass 
movement 

mobilization

Governance 
Gap

International 
change power

Public 
Perception

Public 
debate

Goal:  
All companies Paris proof.

Transformation theory: 
Shifting the narrative

Strategic & 
Operational Enablers
O ur goal is to make an even greater impact 

in the coming years. To this end, we have 
evaluated and refined our strategy and 
tactics. We know which obstacles we need to 
overcome and how we plan to address them. 
But our strategy can only flourish if we, as 
an organization, create the right conditions. 
Therefore we developed strategic and 
operational enablers: 

Leadership & Positioning
• Milieudefensie | FoENL positions itself as 

“reasonably radical” making use of the 
current economic and legal system while 
pushing for deep structural change from 
within.

• Milieudefensie Youth: We engage with young 
people, not just talk about them. The 
chair of Milieudefensie Youth is part of our 
management team.

Evidence-based 
• All actions are grounded in climate science, 

legal precedents and socio-political analysis 
to ensure credibility and effectiveness.

Changemakers are the engine of 
transformation
• We grow from 200,000 to 600,000 

supporters
• We support individuals to act within their 

communities, companies and institutions.

Alliances & Partnerships
• We collaborate with over 400 partner 

organizations.
• We engage progressive companies, unions 

and civil society groups.
• We work with international climate justice 

networks to scale impact.

Data-Driven Approach
• Strategies and campaigns are guided 

by insights from data, research and public 
engagement metrics.

Enabling Space
• Democracy and the rule of law is essential 

for the success of our climate justice 
agenda.  Therefore, we stay alert to 
national and international developments 
that threaten civic space. We evaluate 
developments annually, prepare for 
risks and make the most of available 
opportunities.

We make the 
impossible inevitable


