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Abstract 

Socio-technical transitions have come to the forefront of academic debate on the challenges of 

developing a low-carbon economy. According to the transitions literature, addressing socio-

ecological problems and underlying complexes of technologies and institutions requires novel 

approaches with a long-term orientation, as well as reflexive and adaptive policy design. Niche 

innovations play an important role in unearthing new solutions during the transition to a low-carbon 

energy system. In this context, the main aim of this investigation is to review the value of applying 

social enterprise in community owned energy schemes as a form of social innovation.  

This thesis reports on original research undertaken on the Role of Social Enterprise in the Transition 

to a Low Carbon Energy System. Through an in-depth case study and policy analysis, extensive 

stakeholder engagement and interrogation of the characteristics of social enterprises across a range 

of contexts, the potential of social enterprise to act as local level social innovation niche is 

investigated. The research conducted provides insight into the holistic nature of energy focused 

social enterprises and explores the common barriers faced such as raising finance, project 

development and managing key stakeholders. 

This investigation provides a business model perspective on the formulation of social enterprise 

within a socio-technical transitions conceptual framework. More broadly, the potential of social 

ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ΨǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŜƴƎƛƴŜǎΩΣ ōȅ ŘŜƭƛǾŜring a just community energy transition is 

investigated. The research has several important findings; 1) that social enterprises can increase 

democratisation in the energy system, 2) the premature withdrawal of protected space has hindered 

the growth of the community energy sector, and 3) the rapidly changing policy landscape has 

triggered innovation activity in the community energy sector. Social enterprises within a low carbon 

energy system are likely to remain at the niche level unless financially viable business models that 

can compete in the energy market can be identified and scaled-up. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

This thesis explores the role of social enterprises in the transition to a low-carbon energy regime. 

The research presented has been conducted across social enterprises in the UK. A pragmatist 

philosophical paradigm and mixed methods approach has been adopted. Three distinct but 

complimentary analyses are presented to address the main research question, presented in Section 

1.4.  

This project represents a key part of a wider research project on Sustainability Transitions by the 

Environmental Research Group at Liverpool John Moores University. The H2020 funded study titled 

ENTRUST investigates low-carbon transition processes and the human dimensions involved in the 

European energy systems. The ENTRUST project provides ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎ ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ 

energy system (key actors and their intersections, technologies, markets, policies and innovations) 

and an in-depth understanding of how human behaviour around energy is shaped by both 

technological systems and socio-demographic factors (in particular gender, age and socio-economic 

status). New understandings of energy-related practices and an intersectional approach to the socio-

demographic factors in energy use will be ŘŜǇƭƻȅŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ 

energy transition (ENTRUST, 2014). The research presented here is strongly influenced by a socio-

technical transitions framework as a means of providing a more holistic approach to sustainable 

development. 

1.1 Significance of the topic 

The planetary boundaries relate to the ecological limits within which humanity is operating, they 

explicitly highlight that climate change is a major threat to the planet and any increase in 

temperature should be capped at 1.5°C to avoid irreversible and deleterious impacts (Rockström et 

al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015). The main drivers for energy transition stem from the various global 

summits on climate change, the most recent and perhaps the most significant being COP211 which 

led to the Paris Agreement (United Nations, 2015a). The Paris Agreement makes global 

commitments to reduce carbon emissions in an attempt to avert runaway climate change and has 

been signed by 174 countries (UNCC, 2018). UK government data show that energy makes up 25% of 

UK carbon emissions, second only to transport at 26% (BEIS, 2018a). With pressing carbon 

reductions targets to be met, energy has become a key policy focus for the UK government to 

address (UNEP, 2017;BEIS, 2018a). The UK has a target to reduce CO2 emissions 50% by 2025 and 

                                                           
1 COP21 refers to the 2015 United Nations Conference on Climate Change 
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80% by 20502 (BEIS, 2018a). In addition to the ¦YΩǎ ŎŀǊōƻƴ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎΣ the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) were developed in 2015 (United Nations, 2015b). The SDGs aim to 

address not only environmental concerns but also the growing levels of inequality which present a 

considerable challenge to sustainability goals (United Nations, 2015b).  

Trying to incorporate political, environmental and social issues alongside the idea of economic 

growth creates complex problems. In relation to energy, these issues are often referred to as the 

energy trilemma. The energy trilemma frames energy issues, with a view to addressing the need for 

secure, affordable and renewable energy (Forman, 2017). Energy security relates to availability and 

access to natural resources for energy consumption (Forman, 2017). ¢ƘŜ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ 

ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎƛƴŎŜ мтллΩǎ Ƙŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ŧƻǎǎƛƭ ŦǳŜƭǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ 

centralised system and changes to key incumbents3 (Dallamaggiore et al., 2016; Kern and Rogge, 

2016; Geels and Johnson, 2018). ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎƘƛŦǘǎ ƛƴ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ƳƛȄΣ 

flexibility and security of supply, renewable generation and emissions reduction targets 

(Dallamaggiore et al., 2016)4. However, the UK has been dependent on imported fossil fuels in order 

for energy demands to be met (OFGEM, 2017). The reliance on other countries for imported fuel 

makes the UK vulnerable to insecure global supplies (BEIS, 2018b).  

Affordability relates to the ability for householders and businesses to meet there energy costs (BEIS, 

2018b). The renewable energy aspect of the energy trilemma relates to need to generate cleaner 

energy that supports the reduction of carbon emissions (BEIS, 2018b). Decentralised energy provides 

solutions to energy security that can be quickly deployed to help meet increasing energy demands 

(Tipper, 2013). Community energy, as a form of decentralised energy, is presented as a solution to 

affordability and renewable energy goals. Due to connections with the community and local 

knowledge, decentralised or local energy also has the potential bŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ ΨƎǊŜŜƴƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ 

system and tackling fuel poverty levels (Tipper, 2013; Regen SW, 2016). In a broad sense, 

decentralised energy refers to energy that is generated off the main grid and includes micro-

renewables, heating and cooling systems (Regen SW, 2016). The UK government issued its 

community energy strategy in 2014, recognising the importance of decentralised solutions, one of 

them being community energy (DECC, 2014).  

                                                           
2 Carbon emissions reductions are measured against a 1990 baseline 
3 Key incumbents in the energy system include; government, energy regulators, district network operators and 
dominant energy supply companies. 
4 ! ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ Appendix 1. 
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 When exploring the case of combined heat and power systems in Germany, Madlener & Schmid 

(2003) found that economic consideration alone did not explain the widespread diffusion of 

decentralised energy systems. Decentralised energy is considered as a way to liberalise the energy 

market through more democratic ownership and consideration of social justice issues (Madlener and 

Schmid, 2003).  

Social justice issues concerning the energy system can relate to several issues. Social injustices that 

occur in relation to the energy systems include; regional inequalities, a lack of agency in decision 

making processes and the fuel poor being disproportionately disadvantaged by rising fuels costs 

creating more vulnerable household  (Jenkins et al., 2016). Prevalent energy justice issues in the UK 

include rising fuel costs, the growing number of households in fuel poverty and a top down system 

that creates energy consumers rather than energy citizens (Middlemiss, 2017). Communities that 

have no agency in the energy system are less likely to have their voices heard by policymakers 

(Newell and Mulvaney, 2013; Ottinger, 2013). However, bottom-up activism can play a crucial role in 

stimulating social and ecological change (Finley-Brook and Holloman, 2016). 

Community Energy, as a method of decentralised energy generation, has the potential to address 

social justice and low-carbon energy issues as it utilises social enterprise business models (Seyfang 

and Haxeltine, 2012; Cieslik, 2016; Forman, 2017). A social enterprise by definition holds a more 

holistic position in relation to economic growth through the pursuit of economic, social and 

environmental objectives (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2011). Managing these three different but 

interlinked objectives can be very challenging. Social enterprises lend themselves itself to more 

innovative approaches to solving complex problems such as those epitomised by the energy 

trilemma (van der Horst, 2008; Bull and Ridley-Duff, 2018; Ruggiero, Martiskainen and Onkila, 2018). 

To date there has been a dearth of research in to the business models behind community energy 

despite its prevalence in contemporary discussions on low-carbon energy transitions (discussed in 

more detail in Section 2.3). 

1.2 Context of the research 

The nature of the research topic highlights the need for an interdisciplinary approach. Therefore, 

several different bodies of academic literature have been considered to provide an adequate 

academic foundation for the thesis. This section taps in to the diverse bodies of literature reviewed 

to provide the conceptual background to the research project. The section is structured as follows; 

1) sustainable development concepts, 2) community led sustainability, 3) socio-technical transitions 

and the energy system, 4) niche innovation and strategic niche management, 5) community energy 
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and, 6) the role of social enterprise. A comprehensive literature review provided in Chapter 2 

provides deeper insights in to these specific subject areas.  

Sustainable development concepts 

Across the literature is it widely acknowledged that business as usual is not an option and current 

production and consumption patterns are unsustainable (United Nations, 1992; Jackson, 2007; Sen, 

2013; Geels et al., 2015). Sustainable development requires alternative business models that 

support economic, social and environmental outcomes (Solow, 1991; Elkington, 1999; Jackson, 

2009). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) highlight the need for more holistic approaches in 

order to achieve sustainability (United Nations, 2015b)Φ ¢ƘŜ {5DΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ local 

level solutions and raise the importance of communities in helping address sustainably problems 

(United Nations, 2015b). Sustainable development solutions are more socially desirable when at 

developed by communities instead of using top-down global interventions (Holden, Linnerud and 

Banister, 2014). According to Geels et al., (2015) a whole systems approach to sustainable 

development and consumption is useful to understand the complex interactions that are at play 

during a transition to more sustainable regimes. These interactions need to be understood in order 

ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ΨƭƻŎƪ-ƛƴΩ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ (Geels et al., 2015). 

Community Led Sustainability 

The importance of community led sustainability was a central message from local agenda 21, a key 

output of the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 (United Nations, 1992). According to Barrutia et al., (2014) 

despite local agenda 21 helping raise awareness of local sustainable development solutions, a large 

implementation gap exists between what local councils want to achieve and what they have 

achieved (Douglas, 2014).  Globally driven, community led sustainability initiatives have been 

adopted by local councils with mixed successes and often short-lived results (Barrutia et al., 2014; 

Kveton et al., 2014).  It is thought that a lack of decision-making power and resource at a local level 

could be a reason for the varying degree of success (Stuart et al., 2014). 

The role of social capital is a key issue for community led sustainability initiatives (Damyanovic and 

Reinwald, 2014; Kveton et al., 2014). Networking, autonomy versus collaboration and what 

constitutes a community are prevalent discussions pertaining to social capital in the community led 

initiative context  (Franklin and Marsden, 2014; Kveton et al., 2014; Stuart et al., 2014). Networks 

are seen as valuable as they help to promote greater levels of stakeholder engagement (Damyanovic 

and Reinwald, 2014). From an interaction perspective, maintaining a balance between working with 

others whilst retaining a credible position is important (Franklin and Marsden, 2014). For example in 

the case of local activists, there is a dual need for them to remain autonomous from the state whilst 
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collaborating with them to effect change and reach consensus (Franklin and Marsden, 2014). The 

definition of what constitutes a community is often limited by the availability of funding. Funding for 

sustainability initiatives is often aimed at place-based communities as opposed to other types such 

as communities of interest or online (Aiken, 2014, 2015). 

Research shows that more innovative strategies are developed when stakeholder engagement is 

employed (Peris et al., 2013; Damyanovic and Reinwald, 2014). The notion that individuals and 

communities can provide solutions to global scale problems raises a key question; can individuals 

really take full responsibility for their own actions when they are locked in to a system (Maréchal, 

2010)? Global progress towards sustainable development is still lacking (Martella and Smaczniak, 

2013). By 2015 progress towards the millennium development goals, predecessor to the sustainable 

development goals, was uneven (United Nations, 2015c). Some countries were found to have 

achieved none of the goals set by the UN (2015c). The UN recognised the need for greater 

community involvement in the sustainable development goals (United Nations, 2015c).  If 

community led development is to be an effective element of the sustainable development goals, 

better long-term planning and monitoring is required (Douglas, 2014). 

Socio Technical Transitions and the Energy System 

The framing of the energy system from a socio-technical transitions perspective highlights the 

complex nature of the energy system transition (Bulkeley, Castan Broto and Maassen, 2013; Healy 

and Barry, 2017; Geels et al., 2018). The practicalities of the transitions are not as simple as just 

switching from one energy mix to another but involve a range of human interactions between 

technologies, markets, policies and innovations (Geels, 2002). There are many interconnected issues 

and a diverse range of stakeholders involved within the energy system that need to be considered 

(McLellan, Chapman and Aoki, 2016). According to Geels et al,. (2012; 2016) there is no single 

motivating factor that drives a transition. 

Geels (2002) developed the multi-level perspective model as a framework for a whole systems 

approach (Figure 1.1). The MLP illustrates the role of and interactions between landscape, regime 

and niche level activities (Geels, 2002). It emphasises the importance of the niche-level, in particular 

niche-innovations, and the impact they have during a transition (Schot and Geels, 2008). Much 

analysis has been done utilising the MLP model which is broad in scope (Schot and Geels, 2008; 

Coenen, Benneworth and Truffer, 2012; Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012; Whitmarsh, 2012; Crabbé et 

al., 2013; Smith et al., 2014; Slayton and Spinardi, 2016; Geels et al., 2018).  
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Figure 1.1: Geels Multi-Level Perspective Model (MLP) 

(adapted from Schot & Geels, 2008) 

 Transition pathways and protected space for niche-innovation are elements of the MLP that are 

important to this research (Geels and Schot, 2007; Schot and Geels, 2008). The use of protected 

space literature allows focus to remain on the niche innovations during the investigation. Strategic 

Niche Management can provide policy implications to support the use of protected spaces, this is 

discussed in more detail later in the section (Truffer, Metzner and Hoogma, 2002). By also 

incorporating the transition pathways literature, the interactions between the niche level, regime 

actors and domains can be explored. These dynamics are vital as they can influence whether or not 

niche innovation can diffuse into the regime (Geels and Johnson, 2018). The exploration of transition 

pathways can also help to understand ways in which innovation diffusion in to the regime may occur 

(Geels and Schot, 2007).  

Niche Innovation and Strategic Niche Management 

The development of a niche-innovation is an important aspect which is underpinned by a key 

question posed by Schot & Geels (2008); is the niche sufficiently developed to exploit regime 

disruption? Geels & Kemp (2012) also highlight how innovations coming out of one sector can 

benefit other sectors. Despite these inroads in to the understanding on niche innovation, two key 

questions remain unanswered. How is new technology defined? How can communities and 

individuals engage with and accept new innovations? 

The Strategic Niche Management (SNM) approach is rooted within the transitions literature (Schot 

and Geels, 2008). SNM is a framework focused on the development of niche-innovation through 

upscaling and diffusion (Mourik and Raven, 2006; Coenen, Raven and Verbong, 2010; Witkamp, 
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Raven and Royakkers, 2011; Ruggiero, Martiskainen and Onkila, 2018). Original thinking on SNM 

consisted of four key stages; 1) selection of experiment, 2) set-up of the experiment, 4) scaling up 

the experiment, and, 4) the breakdown of protection (Kemp, Schot and Hoogma, 1998). More 

recently three internal niche processes have been identified as playing a role within SNM; 1) voicing 

and shaping of expectations, 2) networking and, 3) learning (Mourik and Raven, 2006). In earlier 

literature SNM and niche-innovation were presented with a focus on technological innovations 

(Coenen, Raven and Verbong, 2010; Hermans et al., 2013). More recently, attention has been 

brought to social innovation predominantly around community activism and grassroots movements 

(Seyfang and Longhurst, 2013).  

The Role of Social Enterprise 

In a broad sense, Ridley-Duff & Bull (2011) highlight three key characteristics related to social 

enterprises ; 1) ambition to create social innovations, 2) have a social mission, and 3) socialise 

ownership and control. Social enterprises often exist where there is a state failure to provide 

adequate welfare provision (Hopkins, 2010). Social enterprise offers an attractive win-win-win 

proposition which challenges business through offering a multiple-bottom line approach to 

enterprise (Elkington, 1999; Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2011). Despite this it should not be forgotten that 

sustainable consumption is the means and not the end goal (Sen, 2013). A global definition of social 

enterprise is lacking with a number of different variations existing in the UK alone (Thompson, 2008; 

Grassl, 2012; Birkhölzer, 2015; Brouard and Vieta, 2015). Throughout this research social enterprise 

will be considered as an organisation where most of the income is gained, or has the potential to be 

gained, through trade and which then uses the surplus to address a social or environmental need. 

The definition is based on the UK government definition (DTI, 2002) ōǳǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ 

element as an extension. Recognising the potential to become financial sustainable is an important 

extension as it allows for the differentiation between social enterprises and charitable organisations. 

It opens a new debate on the role of social enterprise and questions their role of purely sitting within 

the third sector. The issues in defining what a social enterprise is are discussed in more detail in 

Section 2.3.  

Stakeholder engagement, social capital and networks are key topics across the literature on social 

enterprise (Coleman, 1990; Putnam, 2000; Sullivan, 2002; Porter and Kramer, 2011). Social 

enterprises often have a large amount of social capital through having well developed networks (Bull 

and Ridley-Duff, 2018). The social capital is often harnessed by sector specific networks to influence 

key policy and effect change (Phills and Denend, 2005; Thompson & Doherty, 2006). Social capital is 

a key aspect as it helps to create social cohesion and shared value, meaning that the work done by 
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social enterprises benefits both the social enterprise itself, through economic return, and the 

community which it serves through social and environmental impact (Porter and Kramer, 2011; 

OECD, 2012). 

Social enterprise structures have been widely adopted across the community energy sector as they 

enable a more democratic approach (Abraham, 2017). Co-operatives are the most prevalent legal 

structure utilised by community energy organisations. Various forms of co-operative models have 

been adopted across a variety of countries (Yildiz et al., 2015; Bauwens, Gotchev and Holstenkamp, 

2016; Ruggiero, Martiskainen and Onkila, 2018). In the UK, community energy has shifted away from 

co-operative models to Community Benefit Societies following a change in regulatory body (Co-

operatives UK, 2016). Community energy business models can vary, however across the literature 

the focus has been on community energy generation projects which will be discussed later in this 

section. This focus can be linked to a wider debate on decentralised energy and the democratisation 

of the energy system mentioned in Section 1.1. 

Community Energy 

Community energy can be applied as a broad term to describe community groups who are acting to 

solve both supply and demand side energy issues (Seyfang, Park and Smith, 2013). To date, a diverse 

range of fields and analytical frameworks have been applied to the context of community energy 

(Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012; Hargreaves et al., 2013; Hatzl et al., 2016). 

Stakeholder participation is a key element of community energy projects as it can support the 

development of low-carbon communities and foster community cohesion (Heiskanen et al., 2010; 

Bauwens, Gotchev and Holstenkamp, 2016). In turn these links can potentially support behaviour 

change initiatives in relation to the reduction of energy consumption (Heiskanen et al., 2010). 

Stakeholder participation has also been researched from the perspective of intermediaries in the 

community energy sector (Kivimaa, 2014; Seyfang et al., 2014). The importance for collective action 

to effect change is reflected across the literature (Heiskanen et al., 2010; Rogers et al., 2012; Smith 

et al., 2017). 

Seyfang et al., (2014) describe community energy as a social niche innovation through utilising 

strategic niche management principles. The principles used are the three SNM internal niche 

processes (Kemp et al., 1998), and theory on the development phases of niche innovations (Geels 

and Deuten, 2006). Ruggiero, Martiskainen and Onkila (2018) have developed a typology of three 

types of community energy projects; cost reduction, technical expertise and system change. The 

typologies presented have been developed when exploring specific community energy projects as 
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opposed to the business models behind them. Exploring community energy as a niche innovation 

serves to understand how successful innovations may be scaled-up and diffused in to the regime. 

Across the literature on community energy there has been a prevalence of case studies that focus on 

individual projects or whole sector analysis (Seyfang, Park and Smith, 2013; Bauwens, Gotchev and 

Holstenkamp, 2016; Ruggiero, Martiskainen and Onkila, 2018).  Few studies have placed the focused 

on the business models of community energy. The shift in focus to an organisational focus raises 

several new and underexplored questions; does our understanding of community energy change 

when organisations have multiple projects? Do existing definitions of community energy exclude 

more holistic approaches when renewable energy generation may not be a core aspect of the 

organisation, such as housing association generating renewable energy for its tenants? An 

organisational perspective can add value to existing frameworks on community energy and aid in the 

understanding of the phenomena. Understanding the business models utilised in the community 

energy sector is a central tenet of this research project. 

1.3 Justification for the location of the study area 

There are several reasons why it was preferable for this research to be conducted within the UK. 

Firstly, existing knowledge and connections in social enterprise sector with the UK was a key factor. 

The understanding of how social enterprises operate in the UK helped shape the research design. 

Secondly, there has been rapid growth in the community energy sector which resonated with the 

strategic niche management and niche innovations literature. Thirdly, during the early stages of the 

research project it became clear that UK community energy organisations were rapidly responding 

to national policy changes that posed a major threat to the future of the sector. The interaction 

between policy and the community energy sector resonated with the holistic, whole systems 

approach and the role of incumbents within the socio-technical transitions literature, in particularly 

the MLP model. The specific sampling strategies for each of the three studies have varied given the 

mixed-methods approach that has been employed. The different sampling techniques, boundaries 

and scope of the investigation and the individual studies are discussed in Section 3.2. 

1.4 Research aim and questions 

As discussed in Section 1.1, the main purpose of this thesis is to consider the role of social enterprise 

within the transition to a low-carbon energy system. The main aim of the research presented in this 

thesis is to understand the potential for social enterprise to diffuse into a new low-carbon energy 

regime. The research aim has been broken down in to three questions that will enable to the 

research aim to be met. The research questions that will be address through this thesis are;  
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1. Explore how community energy has responded to a rapidly changing energy system How has 

community energy responded to a rapidly changing energy system? 

2. How viable is social enterprise as a business model within the energy sector in the UK? 

3. Is it possible for social enterprise to become a niche innovation breakout and form part of 

the low-carbon energy regime in the UK? 

The research questions stem from the literature review and are discussed in more detail on the 

theoretical framework presented in Section 2.4. The thesis is presented in the following structure; 

 

Chapter 1 -  Introduction provides the context and underlying rationale and aims for the 

research project. 

Chapter 2 -  A comprehensive literature review is presented. The literature review is 

then used to inform the theoretical framework and the four specific 

research questions to be addressed. 

Chapter 3 ς  The philosophical position and methodological approach is discussed with 

this chapter. Specific details of the three studies conducted are given. 

Chapters 4, 5 & 6 ς  The results for the three studies are presented in turn across these three 

chapters. A summary of the key findings is presented at the end of each of 

the chapters. 

Chapter 7 ς  A syntheses and discussion of the results is presented. The synthesis is 

framed by the four specific research questions detailed in Chapter 2. The 

discussion centres on wider academic debate relevant to this research. 

Chapter 8 ς  The conclusion provides a summary of the research project, the relevance 

within the literature and key areas for future research. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

In this literature review, firstly, an overview of the sustainability transitions literature will be 

presented with a specific focus on the energy sector. Secondly, focus will be placed on three key 

emerging themes that are relevant for this research; 1) niche innovation and strategic niche 

management, 2) community energy and business models, and 3) social justice and the role of social 

enterprise. These themes will then be applied to inform the development of the theoretical 

framework underpinning this research. The structure of the literature review is presented in Figure 

2.1. 

 

Figure 2.1: Literature review structure 

 

The structure presented in Figure 2.1 has been developed following an extensive literature review of 

the social-technical transition literature and cognate fields. Although the discreet sections are 

presented here as distinct themes it should be noted that there are some cross-cutting ideas which 

are prevalent across the literature review such as niche level innovation, business models and social 

justice. This reflects both the interdisciplinary nature and more holistic approach to problem solving 

applied for this research, in keeping with contemporary multi-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary 

approaches in the social-technical transitions literature. 
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2.1 Sustainable Development Concepts 

In order to provide context, it is important to understand what sustainability and sustainable 

development concepts are and how they differ. Sustainability can be framed as the balance between 

economic, social and environmental priorities to act in equal harmony (United Nations, 1992). 

Traditionally the focus of sustainability was on environmental issues but Faber et al. (2005) 

highlights that the emphasis of sustainability has shifted towards the inclusion of societal and 

economic perspectives. Sustainable development was defined in the Brundtland report by World 

Commission on Environment and Development (1987, p.43) as; 

ά5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ compromising the 

ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƴŜŜŘǎέ 

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŜǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎΣ .ǊǳƴŘǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

is still accepted and widely used today. Diesendorf (2000) considers that sustainable development is 

a pathway towards sustainability which in itself is the end point or the goal. Sachs (2015, p.12) 

frames the concept of sustainable development as; 

άIow we make the planet prosperous and fair as well as environmentally 

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΧǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ and environmental parts on 

ǘƘƛǎΦέ 

¢Ƙƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎǳƳƳŜŘ ǳǇ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘhe term itself is subjective it 

can be perceived as economic well-being, social inclusiveness, biodiversity, environmental 

sustainability and well-functioning governments (Sachs, 2015). The remainder of this section will 

explore the drivers for sustainable development, key issues around sustainable consumption and 

indicators of sustainable development. Community led and social sustainability and their interaction 

with economic and environmental goals will then be explored in more detail later in the chapter. 

Steffen, Crutzen & McNeill (2007) found in their study that human activity is now the main driver for 

environmental change. Waters et al., (2016) state that this period of human activity caused 

environmental change, more commonly referred to as the Anthropocene, started in the mid-20th 

ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀƴ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ΨǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀŎŎŜƭŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

Second World War and spanned a period which saw rapid growth in economies, the human 

population, industrialisation and urbanisation. Steffen et al., (2015a) highlight the rapid growth of 

ǘƘŜ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜΩ ŀǎ ŀ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎƻŎƛƻ-economic trend. Steffen, Crutzen 

& McNeill  (2007) argue that over three quarters of CO2 produced during this epoch has been since 

1950 strengthening the case for the Anthropocene. Rockström et al., (2009) set out nine planetary 
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boundaries in an attempt to quantify the limits of planetary resources for continued human 

development. The planetary boundaries have since been updated by Steffen et al., (2015b):   

1. Climate change 

2. Novel entities 

3. Stratospheric ozone depletion 

4. Atmospheric aerosol loading 

5. Ocean Acidification 

6. Biogeochemical flows: Nitrogen and Phosphorus 

7. Freshwater use 

8. Land-system change 

9. Biodiversity integrity: Functional diversity and Genetic diversity 

 

The limit identified for climate change would cap the associated global temperature rise at 2°C5. 

According to Rockström et al., (2009) human related resource use has already exceeded planetary 

limits for climate change. In addition the limits for biogeochemical flows and biosphere integrity 

have been exceeded with the others not far behind (Steffen et al., 2015b).  The Living Planet Report 

by WWF (2014) states that unsustainable trends of consumption and a sole focus on economic 

growth has resulted in considerable damage to the planet, including impacts such as deforestation, 

water scarcity and food security. In the latest edition of this report WWF (2016) suggest that these 

issues are not only still prevalent but suggest they will be exacerbated by two current trends; firstly 

patterns of consumption and production remain unsustainable and secondly, economic and human 

population growth.  

A foundational axiom of sustainable development is the idea of ecological carrying capacity, which is 

the maximum amount of a species that can be indefinitely sustained in a given environment (Arrow 

et al., 1995). The Global Footprint Network (2015) highlights the problem of ecological overshoot by 

estimating that Ψǘǿƻ ǇƭŀƴŜǘǎΩ worth of resources, as measured by biocapacity6,  would be needed by 

2030 to support humanity at its current levels of resource use. The primary message now forwarded 

by international organisations such as World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP) and the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is that 

                                                           
5 2 degrees Celsius is the cap set out in the Copenhagen Accord at COP15. Although the more recent Paris 
Agreement from COP21 sets out that efforts to pursue a lower temperature increase of 1.5 degrees Celsius 
should be made 
6 Biocapacity measures the amount and productivity of cropland, grazing land, fishing grounds, forest and 
built-up land. Global hectares are utilised as a way to standardise the different types of land use and different 
biological productivity. For instance cropland is more biologically productive that pasture land (WWF, 2016) 
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business as usual is not an option. Elkington (1999) ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘǊƛǇƭŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƭƛƴŜΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ 

highlight the need for businesses to shift away from a solely economic imperative and towards 

consideration for the depletion of natural resources and pressures on society. Solow (1991) 

emphasises the roles of economics within sustainable development through stating that 

environmental degradation should be thought of as an investment problem, in which we must use 

returns from the deployment of natural resources to create new opportunities of equal or greater 

value. For example, investing in renewable energy generation technology uses natural resources in 

the short-term but in the long-term those resources have long-term environmental benefits over 

fossil fuels. 

Such a perspective raises important issues concerning economic markets and patterns of 

consumption which underpin the advanced economies of developed countries and increasingly the 

emerging economies of developing countries.  

2.1.1 Differing perspectives on sustainable consumption and production 

Local Agenda 21 addressed the needs to change unsustainable consumption and production and set 

out six activities to achieve this (United Nations, 1992); 1) encouraging greater efficiency in the use 

of energy and resources, 2) minimising the generation of wastes, 3) assisting individuals and 

households to make environmentally sound decisions, 4) exercising leadership through government 

purchasing, 5) moving towards environmentally sound pricing, and 6) reinforcing values that support 

sustainable consumption. Following the Oslo Roundtable for Sustainable Consumption and 

Production a working definition of sustainable consumption was produced (United Nations, 2015a, 

p.1); 

άǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ services that respond to basic needs and bring a better 

quality of life, while minimising the use of natural resources, toxic materials and 

emissions of waste pollutants over the life cycle, so as not to jeopardise the needs 

ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎέ 

Sustainable consumption and production play a key role within sustainable development. Sen (2013) 

argues that it is important to distinguish between sustainable development and sustainable 

consumption. The latter is a strategic concern around consumption habits and should supplement 

the former. Geels et al., (2015) states that traditionally there are two conflicting positions on 

sustainable consumption which are reformist and revolutionary. Reformist and revolutionary views 

Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƳŀǇǇŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ άǎǘǊƻƴƎέ ƻǊ άǿŜŀƪέ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ ! ǊŜformist view is 

where firms pursue eco-innovation or customers buy eco-efficient products and is closely aligned to 

the current western political and economic systems. A reformist view is rooted within the ideologies 
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of cost-benefit calculations and individuals as rational actors. The revolutionary approach critiques 

the mainstream and advocates the abolishment of capitalism. Geels et al., (2015) state that there 

are three strands to the revolutionary position; 1) structural changes to growth driven capitalist 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎΣ нύ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎƘƛŦǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻƴǎǇƛŎǳƻǳǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ ΨƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ оύ 

the refocus on grassroots innovation, decentralised production and local initiatives. 

Jackson (2005), who holds a revolutionary position, highlights the important role of investment 

within the current economic system, to seek out novelty. He states that on an individual level 

tension exists between the need for novelty and the need for tradition whilst simultaneously, a 

second tension occurs between our needs for self-satisfying behaviour and altruistic behaviour. 

When these tensions are considered in conjunction with each other they can be used to represent 

key drivers of the current capitalist economic system, Figure 2.2. 

 

Figure 2.2Υ WŀŎƪǎƻƴǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƻƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ 
(developed from Jackson, 2009) 

The model represents the idea that individuals need activity across all four quadrants to create 

meaning in their lives and demonstrates how the current economic system only satisfies one 

quadrant. Jackson (2009) states that for sustainable prosperity to occur the current economic model 

needs to be stretched to meet all four quadrants. Jackson suggests that a reorganising of firms will 
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be required and identifies social enterprises and B Corps7 as a way to do this and achieve this 

concept of prosperity. These ideas will be further explored in Section 2.3.3 later in this chapter. 

Geels et al., (2015) considers a third position in addition to diametrically opposing reformist and 

revolutionary views; this is reconfiguration. From this perspective, consumption and production are 

viewed from a socio-technical systems perspective which considers daily life practices and allows for 

the introduction of new conceptual frameworks. This new perspective refocuses the sustainable 

consumption and production debate on the idea that embedded rules, institutions, financial 

investments, policies and incumbent actors all work to stabilise the existing systems which make 

economic and consumption patterns difficult to change as they are locked in (Geels et al., 2015). 

Despite their differing positions, Jackson (2009) demonstrates that the economy is held stable 

through economic growth which is stimulated through spending and borrowing rather than saving. 

This therefore converges with the reconfiguration viŜǿ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ΨƭƻŎƪ-ƛƴΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 

overcome were radical change to be realised. The socio-ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨƭƻŎƪ-

ƛƴΩ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ Section 2.3 later in this 

chapter. 

2.1.2 Measuring Sustainable Development 

So far the idea of sustainable development presented has been relatively abstract and conceptual in 

relation to how it may actually be utilised for achieving sustainability (World Commission on 

Environment and Development, 1987; Faber et al., 2005; Sen, 2013). Indicators are therefore key in 

order to monitor the progress and measure the success of sustainable development (Neumayer, 

2004). There has been a shift in research agendas from theoretical to more applied sustainability 

studies (Meehan et al., 2006). Several practical approaches are evident in the literature. Holden, 

Linnerud & Banister (2014) suggest that in order for sustainability problems to be solved, countries 

should meet the threshold value for the following three dimensions; safeguarding long-term 

ecological sustainability, satisfying basic needs, promoting intra- and intergenerational equity. Pre-

existing measures were suggested to benchmark progress towards the four dimensions. For 

example, the Gini coefficient which measures income distribution and inequality. 

The Living Planet Report 2016 provides a practical approach to sustainability and breaks it down in 

to three key areas; ecosystems, healthy communities and food, water and energy (WWF, 2016). The 

report includes performance indicators, such as the living planet index and ecological and water 

                                                           
7 B Corps are companies that trade for-profit and are certified by B Lab. In order to become certified the 
company has to meet rigorous standards in relation to social and environmental performance, accountability 
and transparency. Some well-ƪƴƻǿƴ . /ƻǊǇǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜΤ .Ŝƴ ϧ WŜǊǊȅΩǎΣ 9ǘǎȅ ŀƴŘ tŀǘŀƎƻƴƛŀ (B Lab, 2018). 
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footprints, designed to measure performance towards specific sustainability goals rather than shifts 

towards sustainability. These types of indicators are useful in determining how individuals, 

households or organisations can reduce their environmental impact. Strezov, Evans & Evans (2017) 

conducted a study on the effectiveness of nine commonly used sustainable development indices and 

found a key problem was that many indicators focused on one or two areas of sustainability. The 

study proposed a normalised average sustainability index (NASI) calculated as an average of all nine 

measures. The NASI scores were found to be more reflective of progress towards sustainable 

development when standardised against each other (Strezov, Evans and Evans, 2017). 

The Report of the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development8 placed a new emphasis 

on the idea of transitioning to a green economy which is anticipated to provide a platform for 

sustainable development (United Nations, 2012). Since then the United Nations (2015b) have set out 

мт Ψ{ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ DƻŀƭǎΩ (SDGs), shown in Figure 2.3, which specifically include 

affordable and clean energy and also communities. Some of the more holistic goals centre on the 

ideas of justice and equality. 

 

Figure 2.3: United Nations Global Goals for Sustainable Development 
(developed from United Nations, 2015) 

The United Nations Development Programme (2017) issued a set of 232 indicators pertaining to the 

17 development goals. The indicators were agreed upon by a working group made up of various UN 

departments and experts. In comparison to some of the indices mentioned earlier, it is important to 

highlight that the SGG indicators include reference to local and community dimensions (UNDP, 

2017). According to Rourke (2017) the UK have collected initial data on 96 of the 232 indicators as of 

November 20179. The practicalities of the sustainable development goals framework being adopted 

                                                           
8 This was a key output from the Rio +20 summit 
9 This is 5 months since the formal adoption of the SDGs which was in July 2017 
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demonstrate that it will take some time before all the data will be collected and utilised as a 

benchmark for subsequent years. Given the recentness of these indicators it would be prudent to 

await developments within this field before commenting on their effectiveness. This is also an issue 

which goes beyond the scope of this research project. 

2.1.3 Community Led Sustainability 

Holden, Linnerud & Banister (2014) revisited the Brundtland report and stated that sustainable 

development has had more of an impact at a local or project level in enhancing the social desirability 

of solutions rather than at a global level. Therefore, this section will examine how community led 

sustainability has become increasingly prevalent and will review the most recent academic literature 

available to provide a description of current debate on the topic. 

The narratives presented on community led sustainability are discussed from a starting point of the 

United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, also known as the Rio Summit, held 

in 1992. This was an unprecedented gathering of Governments who came together to discuss key 

environmental and development issues including; carbon emissions from transport and production, 

energy sources and use and water scarcity (United Nations, 1992). 

Several documents came out of the Rio Summit. The most important one for the purpose of this 

discussion was entitled Agenda 21, which aimed to resolve global problems such as poverty, hunger, 

ill health and deteriorating ecosystems, and to create security for future generations (Martella & 

Smaczniak, 2013). More specifically Agenda 21 focused on combating poverty, the management and 

protection of natuǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ bDhΩǎΣ 

local authorities, communities, women and young people (Sitarz, 1993). In addition, it detailed the 

roles of international, nation and regional governing bodies in achieving sustainable development as 

agreed by the parties involved in the process (United Nations, 1992). 

The part of Agenda 21 that is most relevant for this discussion is Ψ/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ нуΥ [ƻŎŀƭ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ 

Initiative in Support of Agenda 21Ω. This is now commonly referred to as Local Agenda 21 or LA21 

(Brandt & Svendsen, 2013; Kveton et al., 2014; Peris et al., 2013; Wittmayer et al., 2015). Chapter 28 

is relevant is because it was here that the parties involved in the Rio Summit recognised that many 

global environmental problems, such as increasing carbon emissions and pollution, originate at a 

local level and can also be solved at a local level. Therefore the United Nations (1992) set out 4 

objectives for local councils;   
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¶ By 1993, the international community should have undertaken a consultative process aimed 

at increasing cooperation between local authorities 

¶ By 1994, representatives of associations of cities and other local authorities should have 

increased levels of cooperation with a goal of exchanging information and expertise among 

local authorities 

¶ By 1996, most local authorities in each country should have undertaken a consultative with 

populations and reached consensus on a Local Agenda 21 for the community 

¶ All local authorities should be encouraged to implement and monitor programmes aimed at 

ensuring women and youth are represented in decision-making, planning and 

implementation 

Following the Rio Summit, there was a greater global awareness of sustainable development and 

increased funding was made available to local ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀƴ ΨƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 

ƎŀǇΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻǊ ƴƻ meaningful progress has been made towards the aims of Agenda 21. Although 

the Rio Summit had an impact, it has not been enough to create a change in overall global trends, 

including for example declining biocapacity (Martella & Smaczniak, 2013). 

20 years following the Rio Summit, Rio +20 was held which reviewed Agenda 21 and acted as a basis 

to renew commitment towards the original goals set out in 1992. This has stimulated new research 

on the progress and effectiveness of initiatives since the Rio Summit. Barrutia et al. (2014) provided 

an analysis of the gap between the ideal LA21 models originally established and what had actually 

been achieved. Barrutia et al. (2014) found that local authorities now have a better understanding of 

sustainable development and of the means by which this should be implemented. Douglas (2014) 

agreed with this but also added that commitment to LA21 was linked to the attitude of local councils 

to sustainable development in the first instance. Even in cases when commitment to sustainable 

development is evident, impacts are frequently short-lived due to a lack of long-term planning and 

integrated thinking. 

Barrutia et al. (2014) also found that LA21 stimulated activity in relation to stakeholder participation. 

However, they also found a lack of monitoring and long-term planning as well as limited stakeholder 

participation in decision making at local authority level. They concluded that this was caused by 

decreasing resources and a lack of decision-making powers at a local level. Stuart et al. (2014) found 

that a lack of power and performance indicators at a local level created limitations on what could be 

achieved. However, they also found that the use of an Integrated Sustainability Planning approach, 
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such as those applied in local government strategies in Canada, have successfully promoted 

community involvement, inclusive decision making and stewardship. 

Kveton et al. (2014) conducted a study which compared areas where Local Agenda 21 had been 

implemented with those where it had not in the Czech Republic. They found that in municipalities 

that had created a local action plan under LA21, there were greater levels of stakeholder 

engagement and that the potential for creating social capital was much higher. In addition to this 

there was more focus on environmental concerns in strategic planning. Higher investment levels 

with well managed budgets were also evident (Kveton et al., 2014). As earlier highlighted, all these 

characteristics have an important role to play in sustainable development. 

Damyanovic and Reinwald (2014) found that the level of social capital in an area directly contributes 

to the success or failure of sustainable development issues. Furthermore, networks that develop 

social capital are required at both micro and macro levels. When studying areas in Spain, Peris et al. 

(2013) discovered that utilising analytic network tools in the decision making process had a double 

impact in terms of stakeholder engagement; greater understanding of LA21 and its objectives and 

centralising stakeholder engagement are core to the planning of sustainable development initiatives. 

There is however some debate on local participation in sustainable development as Brandt and 

Svendsen (2013) found that the cost of consensus building with larger groups of stakeholders 

eventually starts to outweigh the benefits of stakeholder engagement in the first instance. 

Franklin and Marsden (2014) looked at how community led initiatives could be better integrated 

within local government to strengthen social capital and create more innovative strategies for 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ΨǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ that there was a disconnect between what 

sustainability activists and local state actors were doing. Despite the disconnect creating potential 

issues, there is a need for community groups to retain the freedom of independence from local 

government (Franklin and Marsden, 2014). Activist groups need to be politically autonomous so they 

can challenge the existing systems and structures that they consider undemocratic. In this context,  

Franklin and Marsden (2014) state that a collaborative approach between activists and local 

government should be adopted.  Douglas (2014) supports this idea of collaboration and suggests 

that multi-stakeholder advisory boards can be effective in problem solving on sustainability issues. 

Aiken (2014; 2015) found that localised sustainability is driven by the community however, funding 

often supports place-based communities. The Transitions Towns movement is an example of a 

community drive response to sustainability issues that is explored further. 
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2.1.4 Example of a community approach to sustainability ς Transitions Towns 

The Transition Towns movement started as a direct response to climate change, social justice and 

economic issues and aimed to help small local areas become more self-sufficient (Transition 

Network, 2016). The first initiative was based in Totnes in the UK and started in 2006. The founders 

of the movement created a set of principles, tools and values that underpin the work conducted. 

Since inception, The Transition Network has facilitated groups to establish in various locations and 

has spread internationally. The transitions network now consists of 26 national hubs and 929 

registered initiatives (Transition Network, 2018). Some examples of initiatives that have come out of 

this grassroots movement are food growing, stimulating local business, local currencies and 

community energy. Stites (2013, p.19) provides an overview of the ideas behind Transition Towns 

and the scale of the movement in the following statement; 

άhǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ мΣллл ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ по ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ 

ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ά¢Ǌŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ¢ƻǿƴǎΦέ CǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƻǿ ǇŀŎŜ 

of change in response to challenges such as peak oil, climate change, and 

economic instability, people in these places have undertaken grassroots initiatives 

to build the resilience of their communities to survive sudden shortfalls of 

necessities such as food, oil, water, or ƳƻƴŜȅΦέ 

Transition Towns is not without its critics through. Trainer (2015) ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

contributions to sustainability, but suggests that a large systematic change is required globally to 

develop sustainable communities. Trainer goes on to state that a localised approach to solve global 

issues is insufficient as many problems are linked to inherent features of Western culture, affluent 

lifestyles and the levels of consumption typical of North Americans and Europeans. The link between 

Local Agenda 21 and transitions is discussed by Wittmayer et al. (2015) who summarise that earlier 

efforts in sustainable development were focused on government but in recent years responsibility 

has been shifted to social entrepreneurs and citizens to solve these issues. This has been the case 

following the post-recession government cut backs and the austerity agenda across Northern and 

Western Europe (Wittmayer et al., 2015). In contrast to Trainer (2015), Wittmayer et al., (2015) 

argue that advancing the sustainable development agenda will come from individuals taking 

responsibility for their own actions across society. The question arises, can individuals meaningfully 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƭƻŎƪŜŘ-ƛƴΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ǿƛǘƘin the current system. The perspective that Whittmayer et 

al. (2015) present is not universal. There is an increasing prevalence of arguments within the 

literature that a systematic societal change is required for any meaningful progress towards 

sustainability and that the responsibility of sustainable development does not belong to one group 

but to everyone. 
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There is a growing body of literature on the topic of behaviour change in the context of sustainability 

transitions which goes beyond the scope of this thesis (Shove & Walker, 2007; Shove & Walker, 

2010; Steg & Vlek, 2009; Moloney et al., 2010; Lindén et al., 2006; Kok et al., 2011). 

The development of community led sustainability has highlighted some interesting points that shall 

now be summarised. Since the Rio Summit in 1992 a global awareness of sustainable development 

along with the recognition that issues should be targeted at a local level. The creating of Agenda 21, 

and more specifically Local Agenda 21, has provided a useful tool for local governments and enabled 

a greater understanding of how to develop and implement action plans to work towards sustainable 

development goals. This can be seen in the widespread adoption of a holistic approach towards local 

action planning. Stakeholder engagement has also become more prevalent in decision-making at a 

local level which in some cases has had a double impact in terms of increasing understanding of 

sustainable development with stakeholders and creating more innovative strategies for addressing 

sustainability related issues. 

2.2 Evolution of Sustainability ς Ecological Modernisation 

The concept of green growth and the need for economies to move towards recognising 

environmental imperatives can be linked to the ecological modernisation school of thought. 

Ecological modernisation underpins several prevalent ideologies that are utilised by policy makers 

and in practice such as corporate social responsibility, green growth and sustainable consumption 

(Geels et al., 2015). These ideas have been addressed extensively by Jackson (2009) in the book 

ΨtǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΩ ŀƴŘ ōȅ 9ƭƪƛƴƎǘƻƴ (1999) with the triple bottom line concept. These ideas 

are very much in line with the current sustainable development agenda and therefore are a central 

tenet to the philosophical persuasion of this thesis. This body of academic literature on ecological 

modernisation has gained much attention from scholars and policymakers over the last several 

decades. Gibbs (201710) puts forward this definition of ecological modernisation (EM);  

 ά!ƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

crisis can be resolved politically, economically, and technologically in the context 

of existing institutions and power structures and continued economic growth. 

Political institutions and processes can be modernized in order to change the 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦέ 

In EM, an emphasis is placed on the roles of technology, innovation, and market dynamics as drivers 

for change (Gibbs, 2017). Mol & Sonnenfeld (2000) also describe EM as an attempt to formulate 

                                                           
10 Gibbs (2017) comes from an online encyclopaedia articles and therefore there is no page number attributed 
to this quote 
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general explanations of current transformations of environmental practices. EM is both a theory of, 

and a practical program for change. Mol & Sonnenfeld (2000) highlight the importance of EM in 

sustainability problem solving due to its more interdisciplinary, systems approach. EM was widely 

ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ŀ Ψǿƛƴ-ǿƛƴΩ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ōȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ 

economic growth and protecting the environment (Jänicke, 2008). Warner (2010) ōǳƛƭŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ψǿƛƴ-

ǿƛƴΩ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ōǳǘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 9a ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƭƻǿ ƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ 

as opposed to radical innovation. Hasan (2018) demonstrates the value of utilising EM alongside 

other theories in order to improve prospects for success application of solutions in addressing social 

changes at a global level. Despite incorporation into policies in several nationπstates, EM has been 

criticized for its poor theorisation of the state and of power relations, as well as for its coπoptation by 

vested interests.  

EM has become a valuable frame of reference in analytical work surrounding society-environmental 

interaction. One main criticism of the approach is that the focus has remained on the role of the 

state and on organisations (Mol and Sonnenfeld, 2000). Blowers (1997) explores the differences 

between EM and risk society as opposing ideologies, the former focuses on transitioning to a new 

society whereas the latter towards more transformative change. The idea of a risk society was 

heavily informed by the work of Beck (1992) as a theory of social change. Beck (1992) highlights two 

central tenets of the risk society concept; 1) industrialisation has created irreversible ecological risks 

and progress can be made to mitigate these risks through the reorganisation of society, and 2) the 

reform of scientific and industrial11 practices is required. The idea of a risk society is one where a 

society has organised itself in response to the risks that it faces (Giddens, 1999). EM and risk society 

are opposing concepts in how they suggest environmental problems are solved; either through 

distribution of the environmental and technological risk (risk society) or through correcting the 

environmental problems within current production and consumption models (EM) (Cohen, 1997). 

Although in theory these two approaches are incompatible, in practice Thomas (1996) found that 

environmental organisations often utilise a combination of transformative and reformative 

approaches which can be categorised as; collaboration, confrontation, complementary and 

consciousness-raising. Cohen (1997) deepens this argument through the consideration that different 

society types may find themselves positioned as a risk society or transitioning through EM. Cohen 

(1997) also suggests that there may be a window of opportunity to move from a risk society to an 

EM one and vice versa. However, if this window of opportunity is missed then it could be very 

difficult for the pathway to be altered. There has been little advancement on the thinking around 

                                                           
11 This notion is now more commonly referred to as reflexive modernisation 
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utilising EM and risk society in conjunction with each other since Cohen (1997). However, Hasan 

(2018) states there is still value in this work and posits a new perspective through the introduction of 

άŘƻǳōƭŜ Ǌƛǎƪέ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΦ ! ŘƻǳōƭŜ Ǌƛǎƪ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ƻŦ 

industrialisation before they have industrialised themselves, therefore it accounts for developing 

countries which have arguably been neglected in previous research (Hasan, 2018). 

Adua, York and Schuelke-Leech (2016) studied state supported environmental innovations in the 

United States and found evidence of examples where firm and state supported innovations 

produced more CO2 emissions than the technologies they were aiming to replace. However, 

evidence was also found to support the case that technological innovations can reduce 

environmental impact but the results of technological innovation alone were modest (Adua, York 

and Schuelke-Leech, 2016). This highlights the need for broadening the scope of EM to include more 

extensive consideration of human dimensions. Mol & Spaargaren (2000) identified five core themes 

across the various strands of research into EM at the time; the changing role of science and 

technology, the increasing importance of market dynamics and economic agents, transformations in 

the role of the nation-state, modifications in the position, role and ideology of social movements and 

changing discursive practices and emerging new ideologies. This is reiterated by Mol & Sonnenfeld 

(2000) who state that the debate on EM theory has been diverse and has developed over time with 

the focus shifting from technological innovation to the role of markets. Huber (2008) explored the 

global diffusion of environmental innovation and found that stringent regulation was the most 

important pre-condition that enabled innovation. A second key finding was that pioneering 

countries are more likely to lead the way on environmental innovation than global environmental 

regimes. This is due to the influence of technological innovation and environmental policy happening 

at a national scale and often within key domestic markets.  

The recognition of the importance of human dimensions has led to a much broader perspective of 

EM recognising the importance of the state and more recently included studies on transformation of 

consumption and global processes (Cohen, 1997). The relationship between social capital and 

societal transformation is something that has also been acknowledged as requiring additional 

empirical attention (Cohen, 1997). Despite the emerging trends, EM as a concept prevalently focuses 

mainly on policy changes, organisational structure and industrial protection whilst neglecting to 

consider individual interactions within the system (Adua, York and Schuelke-Leech, 2016). In the 

case of the agri-food system in Brazil, Africa and China it was found that EM can significantly 

contribute to solving environmental issues within the agri-food regime if a more holistic approach is 

fostered including the participation of the farmers and consumers (Horlings and Marsden, 2011). 
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From a social sustainability perspective, historically there has been a dearth of research into social 

inequality and political landscapes relating to EM (Blowers, 1997). Jänicke (2008) highlights the 

limitations with EM. He suggests that due to its innovation-based nature, the use of this framework 

should be so supported by other literature such as transitions management or ecological structural 

policy. Hovardas (2016) also looked at EM as a paradox and stated that if a capitalist mode of 

production is utilised to address the ecological crisis then there will be demand for additional 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ IƻǾŀǊŘŀǎΩ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ 

primarily focused on state-led regulation alone to address the crisis. Lemprière (2016) explored the 

interaction between regulation and firms in the case of the zero-carbon homes agenda in the UK. 

The study found that the zero-carbon home policy was undermined by several factors; change in 

government, the 2008 financial crisis and the housing shortage coming on to the political agenda. 

Lemprière (2016) concludes that the economic framing of sustainability issues in this case meant 

that the zero-carbon homes agenda became a burden that shifted back and forth between the state 

and private sector organisations. 

2.2.1 Ecological modernisation and renewable energy 

In relation to renewable energy Toke (2011a) suggests that EM does not fit with the nature of the 

energy system and suggests that the future success of renewable technologies is dependent on 

bottom-up pressures or social movements. Toke calls tƘƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ΨƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŘŜǾƛŀǘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ-driven or environmental policy 

led variants of EM (Simonis, 2012). Toke (2011b) found that across Europe, grassroots movements 

have been influential in getting renewable technologies onto the agenda of key incumbents and 

policymakers. 

When the focus is on capitalist values and scientific knowledge, the voice of citizens is often 

ƻǳǘǿŜƛƎƘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ΨŜȄǇŜǊǘǎΩ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ (Rajkobal, 2014). Hillebrand (2013) explored this 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ DŜǊƳŀƴȅΩǎ 9a ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŎŜƴǘǊŜŘ ƻƴ ǘǿƻ Ƴŀƛƴ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎΤ 

1) To address energy security and climate protection through the use of renewable energy and 

energy efficiency, 2) To phase out hard coal subsidies and nuclear power. However, a third critical 

goal is ensuring that the economic argument motivates companies which is where tension has 

occurred between organisations and the state due to the costs involved in such a radical 

transformation (Hillebrand, 2013). 

Rajkobal (2014) looked specifically at the role of citizen engagement in EM and found that whilst 

some theorists promote engagement activity within the decision-making process others gave 

prominence to the state, science and technology. This disconnect within the academic discourse 
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makes EM difficult to be utilised as a framework in practice. Toke (2011a) sets out five 

characteristics of energy systems that can be utilised as a framework for analysis of energy 

programmes stemming frƻƳ ΨƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ 9aΩΤ мύ ƛŘŜŀƭƛǎƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ нύ ŀ 

dedicated financial support mechanism, 3) independent trade associations representing main 

technologies, 4) coalitions between renewable trade groups and environmentalists, and 5) 

deployment of renewables by companies that are independent of the main energy corporations. 

A key finding of this literature review is that traditional approaches towards ecological 

modernisation have focused too much on incumbent led solutions to environmental issues. 

However, EM has served to increase understanding on the interaction between firms and the state 

along with highlighting the important role that innovation plays. A broadening of scope on what 

constitutes an innovation is evident, with the shift from purely technological innovations towards 

organisational structure and policy innovations. However, there is a need for EM to include social 

issues and for interactions to include the human dimensions in more meaningful ways. It has been 

suggested that a way of achieving this is through policymakers utilising EM alongside other 

approaches rather than in isolation. Within the renewable energy sector specifically the role of 

grassroots movement is of interest due to community participation and the success in bringing the 

attention to renewable energy at a regime level. In summary this review highlights the need for EM 

approaches on consumption and production to promote the role of the citizen and to have a 

multiple bottom line objective to address issues surrounding the energy trilemma effectively. 

2.3 Socio-technical Transitions 

Major technological transformations in societal functions, such as transportation, communication, 

housing and energy systems, can be categorised as socio-technical transitions (STT) (Geels, 2002). 

This approach towards sustainable development is broader than previous policy management 

efforts to shift the paradigm of economic and social systems (Geels, 2012). Korhonen (2007) 

suggests that previous attempts to shift the economic and social systems failed due to a lack of 

direction, vision and overall goal. The interdisciplinary nature of the transitions literature is 

noteworthy. Sovacool and Hess (2017) conducted an in-depth study and identified over 96 theories 

and conceptual approaches from across 22 different disciplines related to socio-technical transitions, 

with diverse and varied methodological approaches and frameworks. This methodological diversity 

is a defining feature and challenge of transitions approaches.  

STT is a hybrid theoretical framework bridging science and technology studies and evolutionary 

economics, drawing extensively on institutional analysis as a middle ground spanning these 

traditions (Coenen et al., 2012). The broader focus adopted within STT has demonstrated that social 
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and technological practice are linked rather than the focus being on one or the other (Smith et al., 

2005). Farla et al.(2012) state that a general feature of transitions is that sustainability is framed 

from a systems perspective. Also critical to the development of STT theory are the concepts of 

technical regimes and the idea of technological paradigms and technological trajectories (Dosi, 

1982). Rip and Kemp (1998) developed these concepts of STT and looked at encouraging 

experimentation and innovation through the use of evolutionary niches.  

Kern (2012) states that within the socio-technical transitions literature, scholars have explored ways 

through which relatively stable configurations of technologies, infrastructures, social practices, 

institutions and markets can change to provide societal functions such as energy provision, transport 

and nutrƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǿŀȅΦ {ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мффлΩǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ 

has emerged, highlighting the need for a longer term approach to sustainability (Geels 2002; Kemp 

1994; Schot & Geels, 2007). With these ideas in mind it is posited that an energy systems transition, 

the subject of this research, can be classed as a social-technical transition. Energy systems transition 

ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǿƛǘŎƘ ΨŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩ (Crabbé et al., 2013). In a real world context, it is commonly accepted that 

the current transition required is to a low-carbon energy system to address issues of climate change 

and rising human consumption rates (Meadowcroft, 2009; Solomon & Krishna, 2011). In relation to 

the current energy system transition Meadowcroft (2009, p.343) emphasises that; 

ά¢ƘŜ ƛǊǊŜŘǳŎƛōƭȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǎǘainable development, 

and suggests that the long-term transformation of energy systems will prove to 

ōŜ ŀ ƳŜǎǎȅΣ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǳŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŘƛǎƧƻƛƴǘŜŘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ 

The switch to more sustainable energy systems is not only pressing as a direct response to climate 

change but also due to the rapid depletion of fossil fuels. Solomon & Krishna (2011) state that a 

global consensus is still lacking and is needed along with government support for R&D and mandates 

to transition to sustainable energy. The solution for a global sustainable energy supply consists of a 

combination of cleaner generation, demand reduction and system optimisation. These changes need 

to happen simultaneously in order to accelerate the transition (Solomon & Krishna, 2011). 

Across the transitions literature, a range of approaches have emerged and Markard, Raven, & 

Truffer (2012) provide an overview of these, distinguishing between transition management, 

technological innovation systems, strategic niche management and the multi-level perspective 

(MLP). Further details on these and other transitions approaches can be found in the review paper 

by Lachman (2013).  
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Specifically of interest is the MLP which itself has become a frequently utilised model across 

transitions literature (Coenen et al., 2012; Crabbé et al., 2013; Kern, 2012a; Schot & Geels, 2008; 

Seyfang & Haxeltine, 2012). The MLP distinguishes three levels of heuristic, analytical concepts, 

which combine as a nested hierarchy to create a socio-technical system: landscape, regime, and 

niches (Crabbé et al., 2013). A central tenet in MLP is the stabilising influence of a socio-technical 

ǊŜƎƛƳŜΣ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

process technologies, product characteristics, skills and procedures, established user needs, 

regulatory requiremŜƴǘǎΣ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎέ (Geels, 2002). 

The MLP acts as a whole systems approach to transitions as is shown in Figure 2.4. The MLP posits 

that transitions come about through interactions between processes at three levels: 1) niche-

innovations afford space for new ideas to be tested and developed12; 2) changes at the landscape 

level create pressure on the regime; and 3) destabilisation of the regime creates windows of 

opportunity for niche innovations to emerge. 

 
Figure 2.4: Geels Multi-Level Perspective Model (MLP) 

(adapted from Schot & Geels, 2008) 

 

According to Geels & Schot (2007), the niche level is particularly important, as this level provides a 

space for experimentation with new technologies, ideas and approaches that could potentially feed 

                                                           
12 Niches of innovation offer opportunities to experiment with new practices, technologies and organizational 

models, with subsequent potential for wider social transformation, should these niche innovations be suitable 

for wider uptake and diffusion (Geels, 2002; Geels and Schot, 2007; Seyfang and Smith, 2007; Seyfang, 2010).  
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ƛƴ ǘƻ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ΨǊŜƎƛƳŜΩ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ At the niche level of the MLP Geels (2002) explores the idea of 

ΨƴƛŎƘŜ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀs radical forms of innovations with may challenge the 

existing regime. Early thinking on niche-innovations was restricted within the confines of a 

technological niche (Geels, 2002). However, over time the definition of niche innovations has 

evolved with many papers exploring the idea of social innovation (Witkamp, Raven and Royakkers, 

2011; Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012; Feola and Nunes, 2014; Van Der Schoor et al., 2016). Schot 

(1998) stated that these radical innovations are protected from normal market conditions at the 

ƴƛŎƘŜ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ΨƛƴŎǳōŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΩΦ .ǊŜŀƪƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƴƛŎƘŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜƴ ƻŎŎǳǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎh 

ΨƴƛŎƘŜ-ŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Geels, 2002). This idea of a niche-innovations and protected space is an issue 

that has been explored extensively throughout the STT literature and underpinned several new 

theoretical frameworks such as transitions management and strategic niche management (Truffer, 

Metzner and Hoogma, 2002; Schot and Geels, 2008; Raven, Bosch and Weterings, 2010; Witkamp, 

Raven and Royakkers, 2011; Kivimaa and Kern, 2016). Niches play a crucial role within this research 

and therefore more attention will be given to types of niches and niche management in Section 

2.3.1.  

The MLP can be further differentiated by distinguishing six patterns and mechanisms, which add 

depth to the model; these are transition pathways, add-on hybridisation pattern, knock-on effects 

and innovation cascades, fit-stretch patterns, hype disappointment cycles and niche-accumulation 

patterns (Geels, 2005), detailed in Table 2.1. Of particular interest is the idea of innovation cascades 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ΨƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ 

configuration that works. Geels & Kemp (2012) also highlight how innovations coming out of one 

sector can benefit other sectors. Niche-accumulation patterns are also of relevance to this research 

as thŜȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǳǇ-ǎŎŀƭƛƴƎΩ ƻǊ ƴƛŎƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛon of local niches and then 

global niches, which have shared visions, values and rules. The role of niche innovations has become 

a fundamental conceptual construct of STT theory as, depending on timing and quality of different 

niche-regime-landscape interactions across the system, transitions can evolve following different 

types of transition pathways (Geels, 2002; Kemp, 1994; Rip & Kemp, 1998). 
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Table 2.1: Multi -Level Perspective Patterns and Mechanisms 

Mechanism/ 
Pattern 

Description 

Transition 

pathways 

Sets out different patterns of change that can occur within the regime during a 

transition. This explores in more detail the relationships between the 3 levels; 

landscape, regime and niche (Geels and Schot, 2007). 

Add-on and 

hybridisation 

pattern 

The niche breakthrough to the regime occurs through innovations linking up with 

established technologies and create symbiosis. Rather than directly competing with 

then they often use this relationship to help solve development problems or reduce 

bottlenecks (Geels, 2005). 

Knock-on effects 

and innovation 

cascades 

Niche innovations are adopted by the regime for certain reasons. Following this 

learning processes and improvements trigger further adjustment within other 

system components (Geels, 2005). 

Fit-stretch 

patterns 

A pattern followed in the co-evolution between technical form and social function. 

In the early stages the technology will fit closely with the existing regime. The 

advancements made in the technology led to new user experience. Following the 

wide diffusion of this the regime adapts to the innovations new form (Geels, 2005). 

Hype-

disappointment 

cycles 

This specifically relates to the diffusions of niche innovations where the hype 

influences the demand side. This hype can trigger the take-off of a niche innovation. 

However, disappointment can occur if expectations are hyped too much. For 

example, innovations can crash the market due to being over-produced and then 

innovations are sold below market price (Geels, 2005). 

Niche-

accumulation 

patterns 

The pattern by which niche innovations can diffuse into the regime. This is where 

niche innovations can branch out or penetrate the regime in respect of a specific 

domain such as market or technology. The innovation is subsequently adopted by 

the other domains to become part of the regime. (Geels, 2005). 

Transition pathways were explored by Geels (2005) who found that there are five main ways in 

which a regime can transition; reproduction process, transformation path, de-alignment and re-

alignment path, technological substitution and reconfiguration. In addition to this Geels & Schot 

(2007) also argue that transition can happen in a sequential transition pathway whereby the 

pathway does not remain static over the period of the transition. This sequential pathway would 

occur in the following order; transformation, reconfiguration, then substitution or re-alignment. The 

transition pathway that occurs is linked to how well-developed niche innovations are, or, how well 

placed they are to take advantage of disruptions across the regime and provide an adequate 
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replacement or solution. Table 2.2 shows the potential pathways developed by Geels and Schot 

(2007) that demonstrate that pathway it determined by two factors; 1) the development stage of 

the niche innovation, and 2) the interactions between the landscape, regime and niche level. 

Table 2.2: Transitions pathway possibilities 

Pathway 
Is the niche 

innovation 

developed? 

Nature of interaction between the 3 levels 

Reproduction process 
Niche innovations may 

or may not be 

sufficiently developed 

Landscape is stable and reinforces the 

regime 

Transformation path 
Not sufficiently 

developed 

Moderate landscape pressure causing 

disruptive change to the regime 

De-alignment and re-

alignment path 

Not sufficiently 

developed 

Landscape change is divergent, large and 

sudden. 

Technological substitution 
Niche innovation is 

sufficiently developed 

Landscape change is disruptive ς this could 

ōŜ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŀ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎƘƻŎƪΩ ƻǊ ΨŀǾŀƭŀƴŎƘŜΩ 

change 

Reconfiguration 
Niches are sufficiently 

developed 

Niche innovations are symbiotic with the 

regime 

Sequential transitions 

pathways: Transformation, 

Reconfiguration, then 

Substitution or Re-alignment 

Niche innovations may 

or may not be 

sufficiently developed 

Slow disruptive landscape change 

perceived by regime actors as moderate. 

The disruption increased over time as 

pressure on the regime increases. 

 

Geels & Schot (2007) added two further scenarios; one being a control where there are no landscape 

pressures and therefore the regime remains stable and replicates itself. The final scenario, 

reconfiguration, represents a specific sequence where a transition starts on one pathway and shifts 

through the others. The transition pathway will be determined based on variations of two factors; 1) 

is the niche developed? 2) How does the niche interact with the landscape developments and the 

regime? In terms of the first factor, is the niche developed? Geels & Schot (2007) set out four proxies 

to assess the development of the niche; 

¶ Learning processes have stabilised in a dominant design 

¶ Powerful actors have joined the support network 

¶ Price/performance improvements have improved and there are strong expectations of 
further improvement (e.g. learning curves) 

¶ The innovation is used in market niches, which cumulatively amount to more than 5% 
market share. 
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The second factor is whether niche innovations and landscape developments have a disruptive or 

reinforcing effect on the regimes and the type of relationship the niche innovation has with the 

regime. Geels & Schot (2007) state that this can either be symbiotic or competitive. 

The roles of a variety of different actors across the system have therefore started to emerge as a key 

theme in the literature with a number of studies conducted on users (Schot, Kanger and Verbong, 

2016), incumbents (Geels and Kemp, 2012), government (Raven et al., 2016) and more recently 

intermediaries (Kivimaa, 2014). The relationship level of collaboration between different actors plays 

a crucial role as to the pathway a transition will take. In particular in the case of government-

affiliated intermediaries, findings suggest that this group have the potential to have either a 

reinforcing or a destabilising effect on the regime and incumbent actors (Kivimaa, 2014). 

2.3.1 Niche Innovation & Strategic Niche Management 

Innovation issues are often explored across the STT literature with a common theme being on the 

upscaling and diffusion of niche innovations to the regime (Coenen, Raven and Verbong, 2010; 

Naber et al., 2017; Geels and Johnson, 2018). In their research Smith, Voß and Grin (2010, p.441) 

state; 

άbƛŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǎŜŜŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘransition historically had to overcome the 

constraining influence of regimes, branch out, link up with wider change process, 

and drive transformations in those same regime structures over the long-term. 

Many niches are not successful at expanding, or even surviving for a long-ǘƛƳŜέ 

Following on from this they pose the following two questions, 1) How do practices replicate, scale-

up or translate into other contexts of application? 2) How does the niche perform as a political 

actor? 

Niches can be defined as a series of ground up experiments, which emerge and develop in a 

protected space which affords given niches enough opportunity to develop. In terms of directing 

change, Raven et al. (2010) state that experimental niches are to be used to guide social change and 

to develop more forward thinking research and practical advice. Protected space allows emerging 

niches sufficient support so that they are able to compete with the status quo of the regime 

(Temmes et al., 2013). The change induced by niche innovations breaking through into the regime 

can be trigged through several mechanisms, described in the transitions literature (Geels & Schot, 

2007). Geels et al., (2007, 2016) provides different scenarios in which transitions can happen, 

referred to as transition pathways as discussed earlier (transformation path, de-alignment and re-

alignment path, technological substitution and reconfiguration). This is an important consideration 

when exploring niches as they have an impact in determining which transition pathway will occur. 
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The questions posited by Geels et al., (2007) in relation to the niche involvement in a transitions 

pathway are based on variations of two factors; 1) Is the niche developed? 2) How does the niche 

interact with landscape developments and the regime? 

The common consensus is that being sufficiently developed alone does not determine success for 

emerging niches. Other factors such as timing, the opportune emergence of openings for niches and 

key actor support are also of critical importance (Geels & Schot, 2007).  

Strategic Niche Management is concerned with the development of niche innovation and therefore 

seeks to explore how niches are best supported and can develop enough to become an embedded 

part of the regime in transition (Temmes et al., 2013). Schot, et al. (1996) define strategic niche 

management as learning about niches and developing the application rate of technologies through 

the creation, development and controlled phase out of protected spaces. 

Kemp, et al. (1998) developed this further by stating that niches are formed through the following 

three steps; aligning expectations, learning through sharing information and lessons learnt and 

forming networks. With this in mind, SNM should be viewed as a tool for transition with the purpose 

of allowing experimentation of options as well as assisting niche innovations to become embedded 

within the regime (Kemp, Schot and Hoogma, 1998). For this, Kemp et al. (1998) describe 4 stages of 

SNM which distinguish this transitions approach as a tool specifically for regime transition rather 

than simply a strategy to introduce a new innovation to an existing market; 1) The selection of an 

experiment; 2) The set-up of the experiment, 3) Scaling up the experiment, 4) The breakdown of 

protection. 

Consideration should also be given to the literature on alternative approaches to SNM. One such 

example of this is Transitions Management (TM) which according to Raven et al. (2010) traditionally 

centres on four main activity clusters; 1) Structuring the problem in question and establishing and 

organisation a multi-actor network, 2) Developing a sustainability vision, transition agenda and 

driving the necessary transition paths, 3) Mobilising actors and establishing and executing transition 

experiments and 4) Monitoring, evaluating and learning. 

Raven et al. (2010) argue that Transitions Management is more of a strategy development tool for 

transitions and differs from SNM which is often very technical in nature. In contrast to TM, there is a 

greater need for SNM to be tested in a wider range of scenarios to develop the tool further (Raven, 

Bosch and Weterings, 2010). This need for testing of SNM on a wide range of scenarios is also 

mentioned by Truffer et al. (2002). The development of transitions tools such as TM and SNM across 

the literature has focused on the need for the growing body of knowledge on transitions theory to 
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be transposed to a form that can be utilised by practitioners (Raven et al. 2010; Mourik & Raven 

2006). However, to date there has been a reliance on historical case studies across the literature 

(Smith, et al. 2014; Mourik & Raven 2006; Raven, et al. 2010), an overview is given in Table 2.3.  

Table 2.3: Studies of Innovation Niches 

Researchers Studies of Innovation Niches Type of innovation Date of study 

Laak, Raven & 

Verbong (2007) 

3 case studies on biofuels in the 

Netherlands; Solar Oil Systems, Biofuel 

boats and vehicles in Friesland, OPEK 

Technological 

artefacts 

2002 ς 2005, 

мффлΩǎ ς 2003, 

2003-2004 

Hermans et al. 

(2013) 

Agricultural networks in the 

Netherlands 

Technological 

artefacts 

1992 - 2010 

Seyfang & 

Longhurst 

(2013) 

Community currency developments 

over 30 - 40 years  

Civil society and 

economical 

1973 ς 2007 

Smith et al. 

(2014) 

Solar photovoltaic in the UK Technological 

artefact 

мфтлΩǎ - 2010 

Sushandoyo & 

Magnusson 

(2014) 

The use of field testing in hybrid-

electric vehicles 

Technological 

artefact 

2009 - 2010 

Temmes et al. 

(2013) 

Electric vehicles in Finland Technological 

artefact 

2009 - 2013 

 

Mourik & Raven (2006) acknowledge that there is a need for more of a practitioner focus and set out 

three inter-related internal niche processes that contribute to the success or failure of a niche; the 

voicing and shaping of expectations, networking and learning. In their work, they also establish a 

plethora of research questions13 which require further exploration to develop practitioner guidance 

through knowledge creation. This work has been continued by Raven et al. (2010) through the 

development of a strategic niche management toolkit, whereby three discreet competence layers 

enable practitioners to adopt a flexible approach in application of SNM; a practical layer, an 

illustrative layer and a theoretical layer. 

Truffer, et al. (2002) investigate the testing of innovations and how to predict the means through 

which innovations may become embedded within the regime. Truffer, et al. suggest that societal 

embedding can be viewed as three interlinked processes; network management, infrastructure, 

matching and expectation building. This redefining of the original three SNM processes (expectation 

alignment, learning and networking) allows space for exploration of the means through which 

influences external to the niche and protected space can be incorporated within a SNM framework. 

                                                           
13 Mourik & Raven (2006) present 46 research questions which cover several key aspects of the literature; 
Differentiating between projects and niches, the creation of niches, articulating and shaping expectations, 
dealing with networking and learning processes and niche protection. 
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Intermediaries are another external influence that are often discussed in the literature as an 

important aspect which can help to connect the niche with the regime and can help to empower 

niches (Bush, et al. 2017; Hermans, et al. 2013; Temmes, et al. 2013). Other external factors such as 

political changes and research projects can also play either nurturing and damaging influences on 

the testing of niche innovation (Smith, et al. 2014). The protected space, and therefore the niche, 

can be influenced by powerful actors and the conditions they set such as funding requirements, 

regulation or terms for collaboration (Hermans, et al. 2013). 

The literature also examines the specifics of niche formation; managing expectations, learning and 

networking. Hermans, et al. (2013) investigated networks across niches in agriculture over a 15 year 

period and found that an erosion of trust can occur when there is a lack of consensus and the visions 

of the niche become fragmented. Another consideration is the credibility of actors across the 

network and how much influence they can have across the niche in terms of managing expectations. 

Key activities that increase credibility include advocacy and publicity work (Temmes, et al. 2013). The 

need for learning and developing new skills at an earlier stage of design is also required for 

sustainability focused technologies seeking a place within the regime. Ceschin (2014) suggests that 

fundamental skills14 should be developed during the design phase to ensure that new products have 

a place within the regime in transition. Low rates of adoption of niche innovations to the main 

regimes may also be attributed to the lack of governance and operational frameworks as this can 

lead to false expectations and poor learning processes (Verbong, et al. 2008). 

2.3.1.1 SNM and grassroots innovation 

In discussing the case of community energy in the UK, Seyfang & Haxeltine (2012)  highlight the need 

for social innovation coming from a grassroots level. Grassroots initiatives that stem from civil 

society are predominantly socially innovative (Smith, 2010). Using the three inter-related niche 

process as described by Raven et al., (2010) as a basis for analysis15, Seyfang & Haxeltine (2012)  

found that SNM is relevant and important for social innovation as it helps innovations to become 

part of the new regime through replication, translation and by growing in scale. Analysis of the 

community energy sector in the UK also highlights the importance of considering the development 

phase of the niche from a local-level phase to a global phase niche (Geels and Deuten, 2006). The 

work on development phases distinguishes between many local-level niche practices that become 

                                                           
14 Ceschin (2014) suggests 4 key skills that are required for socio-technical system design; 1) translating project 
visions in to transition strategy, 2) identifying and involving a broad range of actors, 3) facilitate the building up 
or shared project vision and transition path, and 4) managing the dynamic adaptation of the societal 
embedding process. 
15 Voicing and shaping of expectations, networking and learning 
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more connected and those that do not. Niches that sufficiently develop have the potential for 

successful regime breakthrough, those that are insufficiently developed are unlikely to breakthrough 

(Geels and Deuten, 2006). This work has more recently been followed up in the context of 

photovoltaics projects in Austria as a form of social innovation by (Hatzl et al., 2016) shown in Figure 

2.5. 

 
Figure 2.5: Development Phase of Niches 

(Hatzl et al., 2016) 

When comparing grassroots projects with market-based initiatives, Hatzl et al. (2016) found that 

while both approaches were deemed capable of growing out of the niche and into the regime, there 

were significant differences in the types of actors and their network interactions -  a key determining 

factor in their success or not. The grassroots movement explored by Hatzl et al. (2016) was a local 

tight-knit network whereas the market-based network were found to be much more heterogeneous. 

Similarly, Ruggiero et al., (2018) have applied the development phases framework to community 

energy projects in Finland and identified that actor networks patterns are not the same for all 

grassroots projects. As network building is a key aspect of SNM this highlights that solutions for 

niche development may not always follow a similar pattern. The lack of standardisation is supported 

by Bakker et al., (2015) who explored electric vehicle charging plugs in Japan, the US and Europe. 

They found that niches were prevented from aggregating to the point of a global phase were 

standards were not aligned. Bakker et al., (2015) suggested the lack of standardisation is due to 

practices being developed locally and therefore form around local needs rather than global needs. 

The application to social innovation in practice has been presented through scenarios research that 

demonstrates it is appropriate to use SNM theory in the context of radical social innovation 

(Witkamp, Raven & Royakkers, 2011). However, for the approaches to be successfully adopted, 

there is a need to rethink the framing of socio-technical regimes. Research in to regimes needs to 

include social as well as technical elements, and the technical elements should not just relate to 

technological artefacts (Witkamp, Raven and Royakkers, 2011).  
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Research into strategic niche management has highlighted important issues around diffusion 

(Longhurst, 2015; Geels and Johnson, 2018; Geels et al., 2018). Geels & Kemp (2012) state that there 

is a need for collaboration between innovators and incumbents in order for upscaling and 

commercialisation to be possible for niche innovations. Geels & Kemp (2012, p67) also state that; 

ά!ŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ŜƳōŜŘŘƛƴƎέ 

This statement raises two issues, on which there is a dearth of research across the literature; 1) how 

do we define new technology, and 2) how communities and individuals engage and accept new 

innovations? 

Hargreaves et al., (2013) suggest that there is a disconnect between existing growth-oriented SNM 

approaches and practical realities faced by grassroots organisations. There is a need for existing SNM 

approaches to be reformulated to reflect the diverse and conflicted realities that exist within niches. 

Seyfang & Smith (2007) state that issues faced by grassroots organisation can be categorised as 

intrinsic or diffusion challenges. The intrinsic challenges include how grassroots innovations are 

managed, what skills and resources are required and the vulnerability to wider shocks such as 

funding cuts, loss of key people or changes in policy priorities. Diffusion challenges are wider and 

external influences such as ideological commitments to differentiate from regime models, 

competition from mainstream models that have adopted similar principles to grassroots 

organisations or the risk aversion from policy makers when dealing with small-scale, often radical 

and relatively informal innovating organisations (Seyfang & Smith, 2007).  

Intermediaries are an important source of support for niche innovations seeking to address intrinsic 

and diffusion challenges. Intermediaries are well placed to support the wider niche due to their 

ability to share lessons learns from failed innovations within the niche (Hargreaves et al., 2013). 

Geels & Deuten (2006) suggest that intermediaries have three key roles in supporting niche 

innovations; 1) aggregating lessons from multiple local projects, 2) establishing an institutions 

infrastructure for the niche innovation and, 3) framing and coordinating action on the ground in local 

projects. Furthermore, intermediaries play a fourth role by brokering and coordinating partnerships 

with actors beyond the niche (Hargreaves et al., 2013). SNM theory should be applied, and if 

necessary adapted, in a manner that is sensitive to the diversity and dynamism of the grassroots 

innovation (Hargreaves et al., 2013). 
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2.3.1.2 Policy Implications for SNM 

Geels & Kemp (2012) suggest that niche innovation policy often focuses on the stimulation of niches 

rather the creating pressure on the existing regime, highlighting the importance of changing the type 

of support for the development of niches. SNM research also provides evidence which demonstrates 

the impact that external factors and quick changing policy decisions can have on the success or 

failure of niche testing within the protective space (Seyfang & Haxeltine, 2012; Smith et al., 2014; 

Temmes et al., 2013). SNM as a tool is starting to move towards a more action-based and 

practitioner led research approach (Raven et al., 2010). SNM could be utilised more extensively as a 

tool by policy makers to make key decisions on determining potential areas for more extensive long-

term government support. 

More short-term policy support should be focused on ensuring that protected spaces and support 

are removed in a phased manner out rather than removed abruptly with little warning. There may 

also be a skills gap across practitioners in terms of the management of niche innovations. In addition 

to this, the scaling up and aggregating of innovations with other niches to the extent that these 

innovations move beyond the local level could be hindered by inappropriate standards (Witkamp et 

al., 2011). SNM therefore can provide substantial contributions on the diffusion of grassroots and 

organisational innovation into the regime during a transition (Seyfang & Longhurst, 2013). 

2.3.2 Community Energy 

Community energy refers to local community groups who have acted to challenge energy issues 

such as decarbonisation and fuel poverty (Seyfang, Park & Smith, 2013). This can be achieved 

through using collective action to reduce, purchase, manage or generate energy. The types of 

activity that often occur under the heading of community energy include community-owned 

renewable electricity installation; district heat networks, collective switching of energy supplier or 

energy efficiency projects. The idea of what community energy means was considered by Walker 

and Devine-Wright (2008) who identified that community energy should be open, participatory, local 

and collective. Community energy projects should be largely owned by communities and the 

community should collectively benefit from the outcomes of the project. This understanding was 

derived by looking at two fundamental questions; who is the project by and who is the project for? 

Seyfang et al., (2013) added to this concept that community energy should include both demand and 

supply side energy initiatives. 

2.3.2.1 Stakeholder participation 

Some of the main attractions of a community-based approach is that groups understand the needs 

of the community and can bring people together with a common purpose. Across the academic 
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literature several themes are prevalent in relation to community energy such as stakeholder 

participation and barriers to community energy. It is evident that there has been a diverse range of 

fields and analytical approaches applied to this phenomena (Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012; 

Hargreaves et al., 2013; Hatzl et al., 2016).  

The roots of the community energy sector emerging from civil society is a critical factor which has 

typically ensured successful engagement with local communities (Seyfang, Park & Smith, 2013). This 

can be considered in terms of internal and external stakeholders. Internal stakeholders are the 

members of a cooperative organisation who hold some degree of ownership over a project or the 

external could be the communities who benefit from outputs of the project. In the case of UK 

renewable energy  generation schemes, members are also the investors in a large amount of cases 

(Seyfang et al., 2014). The motivation of people to invest in community energy was explored by 

Bauwens (2016) who found that norm driven values were linked to schemes set up within a place-

based community. Such schemes had strong a strong community imperative rather than commercial 

one and had a more democratic organisational structure (Bauwens, 2016).  

Heiskanen et al., (2010) studied four different communities to investigate how building low-carbon 

communities can act as a support mechanism for individual behaviour change. It identifies some key 

areas which impede the effectiveness of achieving behaviour change by targeting individuals; these 

are social dilemmas, social conventions, lack of infrastructure, helplessness and specific features of 

communities which influence their capacity to facilitate a low-carbon lifestyle. The findings 

demonstrate that there is potential for low-carbon communities to alleviate the helplessness felt by 

individuals due to the scale of the climate change problem using collective action. Rogers et al., 

(2012) found a weak positive link between community energy projects and changes to energy 

consumption practices and also to individuals living more sustainable lifestyles. Rogers et al., (2012) 

stated this was due to the focus on local socio-economic sustainability issues. More recently Smith et 

al., (2017) provided a case study on the Stories of Change project which utilised the method of 

storytelling to share positive visions of what the future might look like. This research highlighted that 

the stories themselves were not the key outcome but rather the process of challenging ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ 

own ideas on their engagement with energy processes.   

The research on stakeholder participation ƛǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ YƛǾƛƳŀŀ 

(2014) highlights through exploring the role of government-affiliated intermediaries. Intermediaries 

have the ability to act as a translator between community groups and regime actors by articulating 

their visions, values and expectations, which serves to bridge the communication gap. In addition to 

this, Kivimaa (2014) also states that intermediaries are in the position to either contribute towards 
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the stability of, or challenge or destabilise the existing dominant regimes. Seyfang et al., (2014) also 

found that intermediaries were important for networking and learning but their role was not  

enough alone to ensure success within the community energy sector. Ruggiero et al., (2018) found 

that conflicting expectations were also an issue between different community groups in Finland, 

with no unified vision of what the sector could look like. 

2.3.2.2 Community energy as a grassroots innovation 

Smith (2010) considers civil society as a source of grassroot innovation activity that gives rise to 

diverse, hybrid and sustainable energy activities. Environmentally focused grassroots organisations 

can either demand something better or present alternative options that contest existing regimes 

and pathways (Smith, 2010). Community energy can be considered as a non-market innovation and 

when explored through this lens it is evident that external cultural factors can play an important role 

in the up-scaling of community efforts (Ruggiero, Martiskainen & Onkila, 2018). However, at a 

grassroots level there is not a universal desire to grow and diffuse niche innovation in to the regime 

level.  

Seyfang & Smith (2007) highlight the difference in growth position through defining simple and 

strategic niches. Simple niches seek to offer mutual support for other grassroots initiative that are 

often poorly resourced. Strategic niches seek wider scale transformation through growth and 

diffusion. Seyfang et al., (2014) frame community energy in the UK as a niche social innovation and 

describe it as an emerging niche which is neither strategic nor managed. Hargreaves et al., (2013) 

found evidence of both simple and strategic niches in the community energy sector in the UK. 

Where strategic niches do exist, aggregating lessons from local projects is not always easily achieved. 

The challenge to aggregate lessons is due to the diverse range of issues which can be project and 

location specific (Hargreaves et al., 2013). Co-ordinating local community energy projects is 

challenging given the variety of social and political contexts in which they operate (Hargreaves et al., 

2013). Replicability of localised community energy projects is identified as a limiting factor in the 

development of community energy sector (van der Horst, 2008). 

Ruggiero, Martiskanien & Onkila (2018) reviewed community energy projects in Finland in relation to 

strategic niche management and identified three key types of community energy projects, Table 2.4. 

Table 2.4 indicates how community energy projects could be upscaled and can be utilsed to indentify 

commonalities between different contexts of community energy. Firstly, are these typologies 

applicable outside of Finland? Secondly, how could the typologies of community energy be utilsied 

on an organisational scale as opposed to a single project scale? The framework by Ruggiero, 

Mariskanine and Onkila (2018) advances the ealier work of Seyfang et al., (2014) who recognise the 
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plurality of the community energy sector but do not distingush between different types of 

community energy projects. 

Table 2.4: Typologies of Community Energy 

Type Key Characteristics Networking and Learning Expectations 

Cost 

reduction 

projects 

- Support external to the niche is 

required 

- Aim is for low cost ς not 

environmental reasons 

- Locally constrained 

- No aim to expand the project 

- Closed networks 

- Learning comes from external 

support and/or suppliers 

- No networking or learning from 

other projects within the niche 

- Wider learning unnecessary and no 

aim to expand beyond the project 

Lower cost of 

energy 

Technical 

expertise 

projects 

- Motivational factor was the 

expertise of the key actors 

- Environmental reasons 

prioritised or held at same value 

as community benefit 

- No aim to expand the project 

- Existing knowledge mostly 

sufficient for project needs 

- Any learning that is needed comes 

predominantly from suppliers 

- Could be networking and learning 

from other projects 

 

Environmental 

and low cost of 

energy 

System 

change 

project 

 - Aim to develop new ways of 

generating energy for social 

change 

- Motivation was to increase the 

amount of renewable energy 

generation 

- Projects not necessarily 

restricted by location 

- Aim to expand 

 - Networking and learning are 

Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƪŜȅ ŀŎǘƻǊǎΩ 

knowledge 

- Aim to share information 

- Open and wide-reaching network 

not restricted by location 

- Learning across projects such as 

benchmarking 

Specific aim to 

increase 

renewable 

generation 

(Ruggiero, Martiskainen and Onkila, 2018) 

Table 2.4 also highlights that the more scalable projects were system change projects which do not 

explicitly consider issues around energy justice. In Germany and Denmark, Mundaca, Busch & 

Schwer (2018) found that community energy projects mainly focused  on procedural justice, such as 

consultation and decision-making. In regards to distributive justice, Mundaca, Busch & Schwer 

(2018) show that of tensions exist due to the unequal benefits towards certain groups or individuals. 

This is despite Germany and Demark being considered as successful case studies of localised energy 

project development (Bauwens, Gotchev and Holstenkamp, 2016; Geels et al., 2016; Hermwille, 

2016). The categorisation of community energy as a niche innovation challenges traditional 

approaches to innovations as technologies. This shift of focus towards more human dimensions and 

interaction with the regime may help to develop understanding of how community enery can be 

successful in developing and then diffusing in to the regime. 
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In the context of the UK, government policy on community energy has not included community 

ownership as a priority (Walker and Devine-Wright, 2008), in contrast to Germany where democratic 

ownership has been at the heart of the energy system long before the low-carbon transition 

(Abraham, 2017b). Policy efforts to support community energy in the UK include Scottish 

/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ IƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜǎ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΣ ²ŜƭǎƘ !ǎǎŜƳōƭȅΩǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ {Ŏŀle Renewable 

Energy Programme, Rural Community Energy Fund, Urban Community Energy Fund and Feed-In 

Tariffs (Nolden, 2013; Seyfang et al., 2014). In addition to this, community energy was made eligible 

under several tax relief schemes; Seed Enterprise Investment Scheme, Enterprise Investment 

Scheme, Social Investment Tax Relief. The tax relief schemes helped to make community energy in 

the UK an investable proposition to those wanting to own shares in projects. Since 2015 most of 

these policy mechanisms supporting community energy schemes have been withdrawn, some earlier 

than expected (Regen SW, 2016). 

2.3.3 Sustainability & Social Enterprise 

The discussions in Sections 2.1 and 2.3 regarding sustainable development and socio-technical 

transitions highlight that the ends do not necessarily justify the means and that systems are 

complex. Sen (2013) argues that sustainable consumption is the means and not the end goal. Sen 

(2013) acknowledges that sustainable consumption still has an important role informing strategic 

direction of organisations towards sustainability. Sustainable consumption is closely aligned with the 

concept of a triple bottom line as presented by Elkington (1999); businesses need to consider 

economic, social and environmental performance. The triple bottom line, which can represent a 

business or societal issue, represents a more holistic strategy through which to consider economic, 

social and environmental goals. Social enterprises fit well within a triple bottom line framing and 

have been adopted widely, in various forms, across the energy sector globally (van der Horst, 2008; 

Cieslik, 2016; Munro et al., 2016).  

This section introduces social enterprise and some of the key issues and challenges identified from 

across the academic literature. As a starting point, how to define social enterprise is mentioned in 

nearly all of the literature reviewed (Thompson, 2008; Grassl, 2012; Birkhölzer, 2015; Brouard & 

Vieta, 2015). In the UK, the government tried to address this issue and provided a definition which 

identifies social enterprises as those organisations which utilise surpluses generated within the 

business for social good rather than profit maximisation for shareholders (DTI, 2002). Grassl (2012) 

provides an in depth review of the literature in regards to defining social enterprise from a global 

perspective and finds that different countries or regions place emphasis on different aspects of the 

definition. For example, the United States focuses on social entrepreneurship and tends to discount 
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ΨǇƘƛƭŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƛŎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦƛǘΣ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

governance more open (DTI, 2002; Phills and Denend, 2005; Hopkins, 2010; Byerly, 2014). 

While definitions vary, the common factor across all is that social enterprises trade to make most of 

their profits, in contrast to charities. The difference from traditional business approaches is that 

these profits are used to address social or environmental problems. The term business model is used 

to describe how organisations create economic value in existing markets. Osterwalder & Pigneur 

(2004, p66-67) define a business model as; 

άŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǎŜƎƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ 

customers and the architecture of the firm and its network of partners for 

creating, marketing and delivering this value and relationship capital, in order to 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ǇǊƻŦƛǘŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ǎǘǊŜŀƳǎέ 

Having a working definition helps organisations outline the structures, systems and processes that 

collectively make up the business model (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2004). Business model design is 

key as it can reflect the strategic decisions made by an organisation (Porter and Kramer, 2006; Farla 

et al., 2012). An orgŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ Ŏŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 

delivering innovations to market (Chesbrough, 2010). Table 2.5 highlights the different segments of 

ǘƘŜ ΨōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŎŀƴǾŀǎΩΣ ŀ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ōȅ (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2004) to detail 

ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƳƻŘŜƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŎŀƴǾŀǎ 

represents a variation on the BMC, tailored to the specific nature of social enterprise organisations 

(Qastharin, 2015). 

Table 2.5: Business model canvas differences 

Business Area Business Model Canvas 
Social Enterprise Business 

Model Canvas 

Stakeholders - Key partners - Partners & key stakeholders 

Operations 
- Key resources 
- Key activities 

- Key resources 
- Key activities 

Marketing 

- Value propositions 
- Channels 
- Segments 
- Customer relations 

- Value propositions 
- Channels 
- Segments 
- Types of intervention 

Finance 
- Cost structure 
- Revenue 

- Cost structure 
- Revenue 
- Surplus 

(adapted from Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2004; Qastharin, 2015) 

Table 2.5 demonstrates key differences between traditional and social enterprise business models; 

1) social enterprises need to satisfy a wider range of stakeholders, 2) interventions are utilised to 

create social value, and 3) consideration needs to be given as to where the surplus profits will be 
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invested. In terms of this research, it is suggested that the existing definitions of social enterprise are 

extended to include any organisation which gains, or has the potential to gain, the majority of its 

income through trade and which then uses surplus to address a social need. This extension is an 

important factor as it captures organisations who have a reliance on grant funding at present, but 

who could viably move to a more trade-based strategy. It emphasises the need for social 

organisations to become more financially sustainable. 

Social enterprise sits within the third sector of the economy and according to Hopkins (2010) such 

organisations primarily exist where there are market or governmental failures in social welfare. 

Social enterprise has increasingly become a key driver of social progress. This means that by their 

nature, social enterprises are often politically active and engage in activities such as lobbying 

government and creating public campaigns to create social change. High profiles examples include 

the Social Economy Alliance (Social Enterprise UK, 2015) or the Buy Social Campaign (Co-operative 

Heritage Trust, 2015). However, social enterprise type organisations are not a new concept and a 

notable historical example is the Rochdale Pioneers, a group of weavers who formed a co-operative 

in 1844 and later developed the Rochdale principles which provided a foundation for the co-

operative movement (Co-operative Heritage Trust, 2015). 

Another key issue identified from the literature is how social enterprises interact with government 

and policymakers (Phills and Denend, 2005; Thompson and Doherty, 2006). The autonomous nature 

of the social economy is appealing to political parties across the political spectrum as a viable model 

to help reduce state dependence and expenditure on social welfare. SE therefore has a strong 

political dimension, frequently motivated by a desire to provide a valid alternative to a neo-liberal 

economy,  demonstrated trough social organisations trying to effect change through either 

collaboration or opposition (Phills and Denend, 2005; Thompson and Doherty, 2006).  

The idea of working politically and collaboratively links directly to the idea of social capital which can 

be discussed from either left or right-wing political perspectives. Sullivan (2002) ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ 

idea of social capital which emphasises inequalities in social class and supports the idea of social 

justice and empowerment and challenging existing paradigms, typically aligned with left-wing 

thinking. However, Coleman (1990) describes social capital as the connections between individuals 

within the social structure, with Putnam (2000) adding that social capital is the reciprocity that arises 

from these networks. This approach is more concerned with groups of individuals supporting each 

other, in other words, family and community values which can be understood as a right-wing 

political framing. 
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Social capital also plays an important part in social cohesion, which is explained by the OECD (2012, 

p.3) as; 

ά! ŎƻƘŜǎƛǾŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭƭ-being of all its members, fights 

exclusion and marginalisation, creates a sense of belonging, promotes trust, and 

offers its members the opportunity of upward mobility. This report looks at social 

cohesion through three different, but equally important lenses; social inclusion, 

social capital and ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦέ 

OECD (2012) go on further to state that social cohesion can assist and support long-term economic 

growth and should be a goal in terms of sustainable global development. In addition to this, research 

by Porter and Krammer (2011) argues for άŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŜέΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

consider the social good will benefit economically. In addition to this, Byerly (2014) considers that 

this idea of shared value can also provide solutions for wider social issues. This provides an 

interesting platform for discussion on how social enterprises are well placed within society to 

facilitate social cohesion at a community level (Peattie and Morley, 2008; Markard, Raven and 

Truffer, 2012). 

2.3.3.1 Social Enterprise and Low Carbon Transition 

In order to identify current gaps in knowledge, it was important to review existing literature that 

discussed social enterprise and low carbon energy transitions. The review of literature in fact 

highlights that very little research on this topic exists. This is likely due to the fact that both of these 

areas are at present emerging in their own rights (Peattie and Morley, 2008; Markard, Raven and 

Truffer, 2012). However, what is noteworthy is the increase in literature discussing community 

energy responses with the focus being on the decentralisation of the energy system argument as 

opposed to community energy as an instrument to assist the transition process. 

The literature which addresses social enterprise in relation to energy or carbon reduction has 

typically done so from different perspectives such as community governance (Aiken, 2015; Aylett, 

2013; Parag et al., 2013) and carbon finance models (Lambe et al., 2015). Dan van der Horst (2012) 

looked specifically at the role social enterprises can play in the development of the renewable 

energy sector in the UK. He identified that certain social enterprise models can have a comparative 

advantage over private firms within this sector due to the mutual dependence between energy 

producers and consumers in renewable energy systems. This importantly demonstrates the link 

between utilising a socio-technical approach to problem solving the delivery of renewable energy 

projects and it is directly suggested that social enterprise provides the testing ground for social-

technical innovations (van der Horst, 2008).  
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{ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ǿŀƴ ŘŜǊ IƻǊǎǘΩǎ нллу ǇŀǇŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 

on the topic of social enterprise within a low carbon transitions framework despite the on-going 

development of this sector. However, there are several papers which have emerged over recent 

years which have started to explore the community energy in relation to different areas of business 

(Heiskanen et al., 2010; Rogers et al., 2012; Becker et al., 2017; Ruggiero et al., 2018; Brummer, 

2018). The aforementioned papers have explored specific aspects of community energy business 

models, such as behaviour-change, entrepreneurship, embeddedness or governance. One 

noteworthy study by Seetharaman et al. (2016) provides an enterprise framework for organisations 

looking to generate and deliver renewable energy.  

Rogers et al., (2012) explored community renewables through a social impact frame with a particular 

focus on participants in the scheme and other local stakeholders. Their findings suggest that there 

was only a weak positive association between involvement in the project and participants changing 

to a more sustainable lifestyle. However, the paper does suggest the need for more studies across a 

range of contexts, such as location and technology types would be useful to provide some 

triangulation for the data. 

The literature also often tends to focus on energy co-operatives and generation models. Several 

different legal structures and alternative community energy business models are evident such as 

demand reduction, energy generation and tackling fuel poverty. Therefore, it is important to be clear 

on the scope and type of organisations being researched when considering community energy. The 

current body of literature is lacking in relation to the financial models adopted by community energy 

organisation as well as in depth exploration of practical aspects of business that are likely to lead to 

the success or failure of community owned energy businesses. More broadly, there is a new focus on 

applying social science to energy problems to obtain key insights into the barriers faced and to 

provide potential solutions for practitioners working within this context (van der Horst, 2012; 

Ottinger, 2013; Sweeney et al., 2013; Heffron, McCauley and Sovacool, 2015b). 

It is clear from the literature already presented that the use of social enterprise as an innovative way 

to address climate change through delivering community energy projects is not only an 

underdeveloped area of research, but that insights into this growing sector are needed in order to 

enhance understanding of the implications for SNM literature, more specifically grassroots 

innovation.   
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2.4 Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework synthesises key insights from the literature review to demonstrate how 

these multiple bodies of literature will be brought together to address the research questions, thus 

meeting the research aim of the thesis; 

To understand the potential for social enterprise to diffuse in to a new low-carbon energy regime 

1. How has community energy responded to a rapidly changing energy system? 

2. How viable is social enterprise as a business model within the energy sector in the UK? 

3. Is it possible for social enterprise to become a niche innovation breakout and form part of 

the low-carbon energy regime in the UK? 

The transition to a low-carbon energy system is a subjective and changing idea focused on the 

processes and mechanisms of the transitions. The UK energy system is already in transition to a low-

carbon regime, but the structure of the new regime is still unclear. This point raises several key 

questions; Will the incumbents remain as incumbents in a variation on the status quo, if so, how will 

this effect workers and communities? What could a transition to a low-carbon energy system look 

like and how can social enterprise play a role within that? If ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōǊŜŀƪ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ 

the regime do they still have an important but lesser role to play, such as informing private firms on 

more sustainable working practices? 

The answers to these questions partially lie within the further work of Geels et al., (2007, 2016) who 

provides different scenarios for the ways in which transitions can happen. As discussed, four 

different transitions pathways are suggested by Geels, transformation path, de-alignment and re-

alignment path, technological substitution and reconfiguration. The transition pathway will be 

determined based on variations of two factors; 1) Is the niche developed? 2) How does the niche 

interact with the landscape developments and the regime? The dynamics between niche innovations 

and the regimes help to provide the understanding of where social enterprise is currently operating 

with the system and what the potential of such organisations might be in a new regime. The use of a 

ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƳƻŘŜƭǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ŀǎ ŀ ƎǊŀǎǎǊƻƻǘǎ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ƴƻǾŜƭ 

understanding in to the development of niches. 

The literature review has explored the current knowledge and explored where gaps exist in relation 

to specific bodies of literature. The literature on community energy and grassroots innovation has 

not focused on the relevance of business models in understanding the development of niches. The 
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purpose of this research is to advance theoretical knowledge on SNM and grassroots innovation 

literature whilst also raising awareness of issues relating to the community energy sector in the UK. 

Social enterprise as a business model will be considered as an engine for delivering niche innovation. 

This research will interrogate social enterprise as tool or mechanism to help achieve low-carbon 

transition will review the potential and limitations of social enterprise in practice, with reference to 

state-of-the-art insights from the academic literature. 
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Chapter 3. Philosophical approaches and Methodology 

3.1 Philosophical approaches 

The creation of knowledge is rooted and shaped by the application of a philosophical approach. 

Understanding how knowledge is created has been explored by philosophers and scholars who have 

posed two key questions; 1) what is reality? and 2) how do we come to know it? These questions are 

more commonly referred to respectively as ontology and epistemology (DePoy and Gitlin, 2016). A 

research paradigm refers to the way of thinking about the world and can relate to both ontology and 

epistemology (Gray, 2009; DePoy & Gitlin, 2016).  

The ontology question relates to the perception of what reality actually is and whether or not there 

is a truth to be discovered. The ontological perspective of the research will dictate the epistemology 

of the research. This is because how the researcher views the nature of reality will determine the 

relationship they believe they should have with the research. Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill (2016) 

describe this relationship through the use of two key concepts; objectivism and subjectivism. Gray 

(2009) highlights that objectivism and subjectivism are not complete philosophical approaches but 

epistemological considerations. Objectivism describes the situation whereby the researcher remains 

independent to the data and therefore has no influence on the results (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Subjectivism holds that reality is socially constructed and therefore it is important to study the 

details of the situation in order to understand the reality that is happening behind the phenomena 

(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). An important aspect that relates to objectivity or subjectivity 

ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ IŜǊƻƴ (1996) argues that is it 

important for the researcher to be honest about their values in order to allow for transparency and 

to increase the credibility of the research. This is referred to as the axiology of the research (Heron, 

1996). 

Epistemology focuses on not only how knowledge is created and obtained but also what is 

considered to be acceptable knowledge (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). Deductive, abductive 

and inductive can be considered as the three main approaches to theory development that are 

incorporated within the ontological and epistemological grounding of a study (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2016). DePoy & Gitlin (2016) state that until relatively recently there have been two key 

views relating to ontological and epistemological concerns; naturalistic inquiry and experimental. 

Traditionally the two competing philosophical perspectives were thought to be Positivism and 

Interpretivism (DePoy and Gitlin, 2016).  



Chapter 3. Philosophical approaches and Methodology 

50 

Positivism is based on the idea of deductive, experimental-type scientific enquiry. The researcher is 

on the outside of research seeking an objective measure to answer the research question (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). Observations within a positivist perspective are likely to be collected to determine 

regularities or causal relationships within the data (Gill and Johnson, 2010). Interpretivism, by 

contrast, assumes that knowledge is maximised by increasing the proximity between the researcher 

and the researched.  

Interpretivism is considered to be a naturalistic means of enquiry utilising more holistic and 

humanistic perspectives based on inductive or abductive reasoning (DePoy and Gitlin, 2016). There 

are several ways in which meaning can be interpreted to create knowledge within this perspective. 

Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2016) identified two key traditions which allow for the creation of 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ CƛǊǎǘƭȅΣ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 

interpretation of their experiences. Symbolic interactionism emerges from interactions between 

people. The focus of symbolic interactionism is on the observation and analysis of social interaction 

(Griffin, 2006). 

The competing approaches of Positivism (scientific enquiry) and Interpretivism (naturalistic enquiry) 

detailed above should be considered as opposing ends of the research spectrum. A broad range of 

approaches exist in between positivism and interpretivism. Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill (2016) 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴƛƻƴΩ όFigure 3.1). 

 

Figure 3.1: The research onion 
(adapted from Bryman and Bell, 2011; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016) 
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Bryman & Bell (2011) highlight 9 philosophical approaches; Positivism, Realism, Interpretivism, 

Objectivism, Pragmatism, Subjectivism, Functionalist, Interpretive, Radical Humanist and Radical 

Structuralist. Realism and Pragmatism which will be explored in particular in more detail through this 

methodology chapter (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). Figure 3.1 also demonstrates where the 

research philosophy is situated in relation to the different aspects of the research processes. 

Objectivism and subjectivism were flagged earlier in this section as epistemological considerations as 

opposed to complete research paradigms.  

Burrell & Morgan (1979) coalesce functionalist, interpretive, radical humanist and radical 

structuralist approaches within a matrix to demonstrate the difference between them (Figure 3.2).  

 

Figure 3.2: Burrell & Morgan's matrix of dominant sociological paradigms 

(Burrell and Morgan, 1979) 

The matrix is based on four key debates set out by Burrell & Morgan (1979); 1) Is reality given or a 

product of the mind? 2) Must an individual experience something to understand it? 3) Are humans 

determined by their environment or do they have free will? 4) Is scientific method or direct 

experience the best way to achieve understanding of a phenomena? 

The functionalist paradigm is rooted in positivism. It is objective in nature and relies on hypothesis 

testing and scientific enquiry (Jones, 2014). A key assumption of a functionalist paradigm is that 

humans are rational actors that consciously make decisions regarding their behaviour (Pertti, 

Bickman & Brannen, 2008). It has primarily been used for organisational studies (Jones, 2014). 
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LƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛǾŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻōǎŜǊving 

ongoing processes. Some of the key philosophers who have informed this approach are Kant, 

Weber, Husserl and Schultz (Kaminski, 2006). Radical Humanist is concerned with social constraints 

that limit human potential (Stavraki, 2014). This approach suggests that individuals are prevented 

ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ άǘǊǳŜ ǎŜƭǾŜǎέ ōȅ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳ (Burrell 

and Morgan, 1979). This approach is often utilised to justify a desire for radical social change. The 

main philosophers who informed this approach are Kant, Hegel, Weber and Marx in his earlier work 

(Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Radical Structuralists believe that radical change is inherent within 

societal structures. Kavous (2009) states that the radical change is driven by structural conflicts such 

as political or economic crises. The main philosophers fundamental to radical structuralism are Marx, 

Engles and Lenin (Kavous, 2009). All four of these approaches demonstrate very specific positions 

which are not considered appropriate for the broad scope of objectives within this research.  

The final two paradigms to be considered are realism and pragmatism. Realism is related to scientific 

enquiry and objectivism (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). Realist philosophy states that objects 

exist independent of the human mind, therefore, reality is independent of the mind (Crotty, 1998). 

There are two key different types of realism that can be considered, direct realism and critical 

realism. Direct realism refers to the notion that what we experience through our senses portrays the 

world accurately (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). Critical realism is different in the respect 

that it highlights that the senses can sometimes be unreliable and therefore the surroundings of 

things that exist within the world are also important (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). 

Pragmatism is based on the idea that concepts are only relevant when they support action and 

therefore the research question determines the tools and techniques used (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2016). DePoy & Gitlin (2016) state that pragmatism transcends the incompatibility of the 

differing concepts allowing a mix of philosophical approaches to be utilised. Tashakkoria & Teddlie 

(2010) demonstrate that pragmatism provides a sound rationale for mixed-methods to be used 

should it be appropriate to answer the research question.  

Four different philosophical approaches are summarised in Table 3.1 in relation to their ontology, 

epistemology, and axiology. The data collection techniques most often utilised within each paradigm 

are also considered within Table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1: Comparison of four key research philosophies in business and management research 

 Pragmatism Positivism 
Realism 

Interpretivism 
Direct Critical 

Ontology 

What is 

reality? 

Researcher 

views reality as 

external, 

multiple and 

chosen based 

on best 

techniques to 

answer the 

research 

question 

Reality is 

external, 

objective and 

independent of 

social actors. 

Reality is objective. 

Reality is a 

social 

construction 

and subjective. 

It may change 

and multiple 

realities can 

exist. 

Reality exists 

independently 

of human 

thought, 

beliefs or 

knowledge of 

their 

existence. 

Same as realist 

but adds that 

reality is 

interpreted 

through social 

conditioning. 

Epistemology 

How do we 

come to 

create 

knowledge? 

Though the use 

of observable 

phenomena 

and/or 

subjective 

meanings. 

Focus is on 

practical, 

applied 

research. Data 

can be 

interpreted by 

integrating 

different 

perspectives. 

Knowledge can 

only be created 

using credible 

data or facts 

which are 

observed. 

Phenomena is 

reduced to its 

simplest 

element and 

the focus is on 

causality and 

generalisations. 

Facts and credible data are 

obtained through observing 

phenomena. 

Knowledge is 

created by 

subjective 

meanings and 

social 

phenomena. 

The focus is 

upon the 

details of the 

situation and 

the reality 

behind these 

details. 

Subjective 

meanings act 

as a motivator 

for actions. 

Insufficient 

data means 

inaccuracies 

in sensations. 

Phenomena 

create sensations 

that are open to 

misinterpretation. 

The focus is on 

explaining within 

a context(s). 

Axiology 

What is the 

role of the 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ 

values? 

Values play a 

large role in 

interpreting 

results. Both 

subjective and 

objective points 

of view are 

adopted. 

Values do not 

play a role in 

the research. 

An objective 

stance is 

maintained and 

is independent 

from the 

researcher. 

The research is value laden. 

Research bias by world views, 

cultural experience and upbringing 

impact on the research.  

The research is 

value bound. 

The researcher 

and the 

research 

cannot be 

separated 

therefore the 

research is 

subjective. 

Data 

collection 

techniques 

most often 

used 

Mixed or 

multiple 

method designs 

ς can be both 

quantitative 

and qualitative. 

Large samples 

and highly 

structured. 

Mainly 

quantitative. 

Methods can be quantitative or 

qualitative. However, the methods 

chosen must fit the subject matter. 

Small samples 

sizes and in-

depth 

qualitative 

investigations. 

(adapted from Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016) 
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The information provided in Table 3.1 gives a broad overview of the some of the potential 

approaches that are utilised across research and the characteristics of each of them. Table 3.1 is not 

presented as an exhaustive list of paradigms but rather to acknowledge the variety of philosophical 

perspectives that can be adopted. 

This introduction provides a brief overview of the basic foundation of philosophical approaches 

underpinning this research thesis. However, a wide variety of approaches and considerations need 

to be addressed in relation to the application of this thesis. The philosophical approach provides the 

foundations for how the data throughout this research will collected, analysed and used. Therefore 

Section 3.1.1 will explore the ontological and epistemological concerns important to this thesis and 

state the philosophical approach that underpins it and the reasons why it was utilised. 

3.1.1 Pragmatism in context 

tǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 

no absolute truth and that the world is constantly changing and therefore nothing is definite 

(William, 1975). Pragmatists consider the truth as something that is defined by our ideas on the 

world and our own desires. Therefore, it can be derived that the truth is subjective and variable. The 

subjective and relative nature of pragmatism lends itself to the study of organisations as it can 

capture the changing nature and complexity of different micro and macro factors facing the 

organisations (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). This could include, but is not limited to, the 

industry or country in question or even issues such as the diversity of the workforce. 

A fundamental part of the pragmatist paradigm is that people are primarily actors and secondarily 

knowledge seekers (DePoy and Gitlin, 2016). This is different to realists who will form knowledge 

from the point of humans being primarily knowledge seekers and then actors (Crotty, 1998). The 

foundations of pragmatism therefore lie in understanding that people solve problems through 

actions and then learn lessons from their successes and failures (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 

2016). This reflective and iterative process is what creates new knowledge (William, 1975). This 

research project has been developed on an iterative reflexive basis. A reflexive approach enabled 

emerging findings to be used to inform and develop subsequent research directions on an ongoing 

basis. The novelty of the research and the pairing of several bodies of literature means it is 

important to conduct the research in this way (Romm, 1998; Lowe & Phillipson, 2006). Pragmatism is 

particularly useful for exploratory research in new or under researched fields as is the case in this 

thesis.  
















































































































































































































































































































































































































