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Abstract 
Within the last decade, a number of initiatives (e.g. conferences, 

workshops, and research programmes) have been launched by 

governments, international organizations, universities, research 

groups, and non-profi ts to consider the social dimensions of 

energy production and consumption. Th is paper reviews and 

characterizes thirteen of these initiatives, with a particular (but 

not exclusive) focus on research programmes that address so-

cial aspects of consumption and effi  ciency in the UK. Examples 

from the US and elsewhere are also noted. Th e review shows 

that diff erent institutions are approaching the question of en-

ergy use as a social problem in very diff erent ways, and suggests 

that further coordination and ongoing comparative study of 

these initiatives could increase their impact.

Introduction 
Reducing energy use in buildings is a critical component of 

meeting carbon reduction commitments. Much of the work in 

this area follows a physical, technical, and economic model of 

the built environment (1993). Energy use in buildings has also 

been considered as a social problem rather than a technological 

one (Stern and Aronson 1984; NRC 1980). How societies are 

motivated to use or conserve energy has been a topic addressed 

sporadically by social scientists for more than a century (Rosa, 

Machlis, and Keating 1988). From this perspective, reducing 

energy use in buildings requires changes in the entire fabric 

of society.

In response to the latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change reports, many countries are ratcheting up their carbon 

emissions reduction targets. In the UK, for example, the target 

in 2006 was a 60% reduction by 2050, but in 2008 the target 

increased to 80% (Adam 2008). One eff ect of such enormous 

carbon reduction targets is that it seems increasingly unlikely 

that technologies alone will save the day. Th e deployment of 

effi  cient, renewable, and zero-carbon technologies at scale suf-

fi cient to achieve this reduction would be unprecedented, and 

will probably not go unnoticed by the general public. In fact, 

how to garner public support for a transition to a more sus-

tainable future has become a hot topic, which is discussed and 

debated in the media, in town halls, on street corners, and in 

the academic literature.

Not since the 1970s has energy been so prevalent a politi-

cal topic. US President Barack Obama mentioned renewable 

technologies in his inaugural address, the G8 Energy Ministers 

have issued plans for energy security and energy saving (ENS 

2006; Energy Tech 2008), and work around meeting the Kyoto 

Protocol continues. As these national and international policy 

discussions proceed, what—if anything—is happening to the 

fabric of society? And what—if anything—is happening in the 

fi eld of energy and social science that can capture, explain, or 

aff ect this transition?

To contribute to a broader understanding of how we com-

prehend and the new (?) relationship between energy and 

society, this paper will focus on a limited selection of recent 

initiatives that purport to engage in this very task. Within the 

last decade, a number of conferences, workshops, and research 
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programmes have been launched by governments, interna-

tional organizations, universities, think tanks, and non-profi ts 

to consider the social dimensions of energy production and 

consumption. Th is paper reviews and characterizes these ini-

tiatives, with a particular (but not exclusive) focus on research 

programmes that address social aspects of consumption and 

effi  ciency in the UK. 

We have elected to study the aims of research centres rather 

than the research they provide for several reasons. First, many 

of these centres are new, and comparable bodies of published 

research from each one is not yet available. Second, by follow-

ing the aims of the centres, we gain a better sense of what some 

of the larger social priorities are to which these centres are re-

sponding. Academic agenda-setting is driven in various parts 

by intellectual interests, disciplinary considerations, peer judg-

ment, and the practical need for funding. To obtain a research 

grant, it is not uncommon for researchers to say they will do 

one thing but actually pursue something slightly diff erent. We 

do not mean to suggest that researchers intend to deceive their 

funders or the public, just that the general aims of the research 

may be higher or farther than the limits of time and funding 

permit. Additionally, it is diffi  cult to accurately predict exactly 

where the research will lead, particularly in large, multi-year, 

multi-institutional projects. Our interest here is in what the ini-

tiatives claim to be doing, as it provides a reasoned representa-

tion of the public face of research as well as a useful point of 

departure for analysis. Th ird, in an interdisciplinary fi eld such 

as energy, it may be useful to call attention to new nodes of 

potential knowledge creation. Longstanding departments in 

established disciplines are ranked and listed by external bod-

ies, such as the UK Research Assessment Exercise. In 2008, the 

RAE assessed 67 academic subjects, but “energy” was not one 

of them. For better or worse, these 67 subjects are socially le-

gitimated in ways that many energy research centres are not. 

From the viewpoint of existing scholars, this process of profes-

sional scrutiny may be either rewarding or problematic. From 

the viewpoint of future scholars who seek information on how 

to choose where they might develop and hone their skills, nam-

ing and characterising energy research centres may provide a 

useful function. 

Th e paper begins with a brief background on status of social 

science in energy research, selecting a few specifi c papers as a 

frame for the analysis. Next, it describes the methods by which 

thirteen energy and social science initiatives were selected for 

study, what materials were studied, and how they were ana-

lysed. Th e results characterise the initiatives studied and de-

velop a typology of four diff erent initiative categories. Th ese 

categories are arranged by the extent to which energy and/or 

social research play a central role in each endeavour. In the dis-

cussion, we return to the framing papers to consider how dif-

ferent types of initiatives—either separately or together—might 

be more or less likely to provide the new research directions 

and developments for which these authors call. Th e paper con-

cludes with some suggestions for how research on energy and 

social science initiatives could be further developed. Finally, it 

proposes using the linguistic tools implemented in this study 

as a lens to examine additional kinds of texts and gain further 

insights about the development of ideas in this fi eld.

Background: Energy & Social Research
Since the 1970s, social science has played a role in energy re-

search. Although technical, physical, and economic aspects of 

the built environment have dominated work in this area, other 

social science fi elds have played consistent (if relatively minor) 

supporting roles. In the literature, this work is oft en defi ned 

as “behavioural” research, where the word “behaviour” is of-

ten accompanied by other words such as “individual” and/or 

“residential” (see for example, Wilson and Dowlatabadi 2007). 

Using examples from the US and UK, Lutzenhiser and Shove 

(1999) argue that the role of social science in energy research 

has been limited not by the ability of social science to contrib-

ute, but more by the ways that government organizations shape, 

fund, and contract energy research.

Energy research, however, has not always had much of a 

role in the broader social sciences. Although Biggart and Lut-

zenhiser (2007) argue that energy ineffi  ciency is a legitimate 

social problem that could be usefully explored using the tools 

of economic sociology, energy has long remained a fringe ele-

ment in most non-economic social science fi elds. A qualitative 

and quantitative review of social science energy research in the 

UK by Berkhout et al. (2003) showed that the subject is only 

represented at about 28% of UK universities. Th e authors also 

found that most (72%) of the social science energy research 

groups in the UK conduct some form of economic research, 

while far fewer adopt a political science perspective (22%) or 

a sociology/social psychology perspective (26%). Some groups 

pursue research in more than one discipline, which accounts 

for the overlap. Interestingly, this study also suggests that the 

size and number of the centres studied had declined over the 

period between the early 1990s and the early 2000s. 

Owens and Driffi  ll (2008), on the other hand, see a diff erent 

picture. Th ey report that “insights across the social sciences 

have increasingly been applied to a range of energy and envi-

ronmental issues” (p. 4412) and that the “evolution of social sci-

entifi c understanding…has been rapid over the past few years, 

and this is refl ected in substantial investment in research” (p. 

4414). Th ese authors conclude their paper with an appendix 

of research centres, programmes and projects with relevance 

to energy policy. 

Owens and Driffi  ll’s paper is written ten years aft er Lutzen-

hiser and Shove’s article and fi ve years aft er Berkhout et al’s 

paper. Do these fi ve years (2003-2008) mark a critical “tipping 

point” for energy and social research? Recent media studies 

show that there has been signifi cant growth in media coverage 

of climate change, particularly between 2004-2007 (Boykoff  

and Mansfi eld 2008). Is the increase in funding to which Owens 

and Driffi  ll refer simply a response to this increase in public in-

terest, or does it represent a genuine growth in understanding? 

Th at is, in throwing money at the problem, are wheels being 

reinvented or are the wheels taking us to new locations? Th is 

paper takes the approach that a review of the recent research 

initiatives may lead toward a broader understanding of what is 

happening in the fi eld. We are particularly interested in inves-

tigating diff erent conceptions of the locations, underpinnings, 

and meanings of human activity. 
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Methods

SELECTION

Selecting appropriate initiatives for study is a key diffi  culty 

in an endeavour such as this. What counts as “an initiative” 

could range from an informal meeting between researchers to 

a multi-year, multi-institutional, multi thousand Euro project. 

We have elected to focus more on the later than on the former. 

Th irteen initiatives were selected for initial review. Ten of the 

initiatives described in this review were taken from Appendix 

A in Owens and Driffi  ll (2008). Th ese are all research pro-

grammes. Th ree more were added by the author due to her 

direct experience of them: a US research programme, an in-

ternational workshop, and a US conference series on behavior, 

energy, and climate change. Th is conference was included be-

cause it is oriented directly toward the topic of this paper. Other 

conferences, such as the longer-running American European 

Council for an Energy-Effi  cient Economy summer studies, may 

have a panel or two that deal with this subject. But in general, 

these conferences only tangentially address the need for social 

science in energy research.

For the most part, we elected to look at ongoing, multi-year, 

group projects rather than funding given to individuals for 

their own research, or group endeavours of shorter duration. 

Individual work is critically important to the development of 

any fi eld, but it is not the orientation of this review. We seek 

to understand the role that research groups, in particular, play 

in the fi eld. Similarly, there are a host of one-off  workshops 

that can be catalysts for further work in the fi eld, both at the 

individual and group level. For example, Th e Meeting Place, 

which is part of the UKERC project, has held an average of 

17 events per year since 2004. Many of these are 2 day residen-

tial workshops which have been held specifi cally to develop 

new synergies between diff erent strands of energy research and 

build up the strengths of the research community. Although 

these events are valuable, perhaps even critical, we have not 

included them in our analysis because the longer-term contri-

bution of each meeting to the shape of the fi eld is at this time 

uncertain. We characterize them as an event, rather than an ini-

tiative. Similarly, we have not included ongoing online media 

discussions on relevant topics. For example, the oil company 

Shell has formed a media partnership with European Voice and 

EuroNews through which it “encourages dialogue” on the “en-

ergy challenge”. One such forum in the series, entitled “Global 

Warming and Lifestyle Changes” is clearly relevant to our topic 

of interest (Comment Visions 2008). However, we argue that 

there is no “there” there: it may be an ongoing initiative, but 

it is a online discussion that is not framed as a contribution 

to research.

CONSTRUCT VALIDITY

In focusing on the aims of research initiatives, we have elected 

to study text available on programme websites, rather than 

creating a corpus from the available publications of each pro-

gramme’s research staff . In making this choice, there are some 

reasonable questions about the validity of this construct. How 

well do programme websites actually refl ect the research work 

performed under their auspices? Websites are oft en written at 

or near the launch of a project, using text from the success-

ful funding proposal. As the research progresses, the fi ndings 

may change how the research group views and/or approaches 

its tasks. Some themes may become more prominent or less 

prominent. Meanwhile, the website language remains the same, 

proclaiming all themes are equal. We expect that there may be 

some divergence between programme reality and programme 

aims. Nevertheless we submit that treating the programme 

website as the public face of a research initiative is a reasonable 

subject for analysis. 

ANALYSIS

Analysis of the selected initiatives consisted mainly of a review 

of their websites, with a particular focus on their mission state-

ments and research theme descriptions. Th ese texts were used 

to characterize which academic disciplines the initiatives iden-

tify with most closely, as well as which keywords were used in 

defi ning the work. 

Th e selection of the keywords themselves was an iterative 

process. Th e meaning of language is a combination of denota-

tive and connotative associations, which is partially objective 

(is the keyword present or absent?) and partially subjective 

(what does the keyword mean in this context? Is its presence 

or absence notable in some way?). Soft ware called AntConc 3.2 

was used to display the keywords, sorted and arranged in a 

vertical plane, surrounded by the context in which they ap-

pear. Linguists call this process “concordancing” and assert 

that it allows a researcher to focus on the metalingual aspects 

of language—its patterns and paradigms (Wynne 2008). Al-

though the texts used for this paper were not extraordinarily 

long, this method facilitated the process of content analysis, 

ensured that our analysis did not overlook words hidden within 

other words, and provided an objective lens through which to 

see language as data. Th e further research section at the end of 

the paper notes that this approach may be promising for future 

applications with much larger texts, such as proceedings from 

the summer studies of the American and European Councils 

for an Energy-Effi  cient Economy.

Inevitably, characterizing any multi-year, multi-disciplinary 

eff ort according to only a handful of words (in our case, 19) and 

disciplines (we have selected fi ve, plus “interdisciplinary”) will 

be an approximation of their original meaning. For example, 

we have elected to separate “politics” and “policy,” but “social 

psychology” is represented more crudely as encompassing 

both “sociology” and “psychology.” To counteract somewhat 

the unavoidable fl attening of nuances caused by comparative 

analysis across a range of cases, we have tried to describe ranges 

of meaning where possible.

Th e keywords and frequencies discussed in Tables 1 and 2 

are only limited by space. Other words we searched for in-

clude: practice(s); institution(s); organization(s); innovation; 

and transformation. 

Results
Th e results of the review are presented in two stages. Th e fi rst 

stage characterizes all the programs along the comparative el-

ements discussed above. Th ese results are shown in Table 1. 

Th e second stage groups individual programs into categories. 

A brief synopsis of each initiative has been provided in Ap-

pendix A.
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Table 1. Energy and Social Science Initiatives
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STAGE 1: OVERALL CHARACTERIZATION

Th is section discusses the thirteen initiatives as comparable 

cases. In doing so, it treats each initiative as roughly equivalent 

to every other initiative. Th is stage of the results starts descrip-

tively, identifying the initiatives themselves as well as the disci-

plines and keywords they mention. Some exploratory questions 

are raised within the keywords section, but most of the analyti-

cal reasoning appears in the second stage of the results.

Initiatives
Eleven of the initiatives represented here are characterized as 

research programmes, which we defi ne as being multi-year 

programmes that encompass the work of several individual 

researchers acting in a group context. Th ere is also one con-

ference and one workshop represented. Th e conference is a 

new annual conference on behavior that has been held twice 

(in 2007 and 2008); the workshop was billed as the kick-off  

event for a longer term project.

Th e start year for each initiative has been listed in Table 1. 

Th e initiatives studied are a range of ages, from almost 30 years 

old (SEEC, the Surrey Energy Economics Centre) to newly 

minted (CCEP, the Centre for Climate Change Economics and 

Policy). A place in the analysis had been held for a new centre 

on sustainable behaviours, funded jointly by the UK Economic 

and Social Research Council (ESRC) and the Department of 

Environment, Food, and Rural Aff airs (Defra). Th is centre is 

currently under development, but it has yet to be formally an-

nounced. 

Eleven of the initiatives are located in the United Kingdom 

and funded by UK sources, predominantly the Research Coun-

cils. Two are located in the US, and these two are inter-related. 

Both the Precourt Institute for Energy Effi  ciency and the man-

agement of the Behavior, Energy, and Climate Change (BECC) 

conference are located at Stanford University. As BECC is con-

vened jointly by PIEE and two other organizations (the Califor-

nia Institute for Energy Effi  ciency and the American Council 

for an Energy Effi  cient Economy), we have treated BECC as 

a separate initiative from PIEE. Th e last initiative is an inter-

national workshop supported by the International Human 

Dimensions Programme on Global Environmental Change 

(IHDP). 

Disciplines
Th e disciplinary perspectives most frequently mentioned in 

the initiatives were “economics” (8 initiatives) and “social fac-

tors” or “sociology” (6 initiatives). Five initiatives take a pol-

icy approach to their work. Four initiatives (Carbon Vision, 

RESOLVE, LWEC and CCEP) cite a combination of factors, 

including social and economic, as important to their work. 

Interdisciplinary, multi-disciplinary, or “many disciplines” ap-

proaches were referred to explicitly in only four instances. Th e 

disciplines and factors next least mentioned were “politics/po-

litical” and “psychology/psychological”. Only three initiatives 

associated themselves with each of these branches of social 

science, and these initiatives do not overlap with each other. 

Although “cultural” factors appeared in both the Tyndall and 

RESOLVE descriptions, neither of these programs tie them-

selves explicitly to anthropology. PIEE is the only group that 

lists anthropology as a fi eld of interest. 

Several initiatives tied themselves to a number of disciplines, 

but not all use disciplinary language. Th e Sussex Energy Group 

mentioned no specifi c disciplinary approach. Four initiatives 

(UKERC, Carbon Vision, IHDP, and Oxford Institute for En-

ergy Studies) mention an expertise in “the social sciences”, but 

Frequency Grouping Keywords/Concepts # of Initiatives 

Energy 10 High 

Demand 8 

Sustainability 7 

Behaviour 7 

Markets 7 

Efficiency 7 

Climate Change 7 

Supply 6 

Technology 6 

Carbon 5 

The Public 5 

Medium 

Systems 5 

Lifestyles 4 

Consumption 3 

Governance 3 

Transition 2 

Survivability  1 

Adaptation 1 

Low 

Conservation 0 

Table 2. Keywords in Initiative Texts
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UKERC, IHDP and Carbon Vision do not further defi ne their 

connection to any specifi c fi elds within the social sciences. 

PIEE’s behavior program uses the term “behavioral science” 

to describe its activities and lists 15 diff erent fi elds as some of 

the areas it covers. PIEE’s model of behavior will be explored 

in more detail in the discussion section near the end of the 

paper.

Keywords
Table 2 shows the keywords used in the initiatives in descend-

ing order of frequency. It is not surprising that the highest 

number of references is to the word “energy,” but it is surprising 

that it appeared in only ten of the 13 initiatives. Th e next most 

popular term was “demand”. Tied for third were “sustainability”, 

“behaviour”, “markets”, “effi  ciency”, and “climate change”. En-

ergy supply issues and technology were the next most frequent 

terms. “Carbon” appeared in only fi ve of the initiatives, along 

with “public” and “systems”. Th e lowest category of mentions 

includes “lifestyles”, “consumption”, “governance”, and “transi-

tion”. Almost but not quite absent, there was one mention each 

of “adaptation” and “survivability,” both of which appeared in 

the CCEP text. “Conservation” was not mentioned by any of 

the initiatives, although RESOLVE’s work on consumption 

does incorporate the study of consuming less.

Supply or Demand?

In the initiatives studied, energy demand was a more popu-

lar subject of study (8 initiatives) than supply (6 initiatives). In 

some instances, it was diffi  cult to wrest even these distinctions 

from the initiative descriptions. We have characterized six ini-

tiatives as discussing energy “supply”, but the word itself does 

not appear very frequently in the texts. “Supply” was used to 

generally characterize initiatives that mentioned various kinds 

of energy resources, like OIES’s “economics of petroleum, oil, 

gas, nuclear power, solar and renewable energy” and SEEC’s “oil 

and gas markets, privatisation and regulation of energy mar-

kets”. OIES was virtually the only initiative that focused exclu-

sively on supply. It conceptualizes “demand” only in the sense 

that it recognizes producing and consuming nations, but does 

not study the dynamics of demand as a phenomenon driven by 

factors other than resource availability. “Demand” was used to 

characterize initiatives that focused on end-use sectors more 

than energy resources.

Energy or Carbon?

One revelation in the course of the research was that energy-

relevant research may not contain the word “energy” at all. 

Th ree initiatives avoided this term entirely. LWEC refers to 

“fossil fuel consumption”; CCEP refers only to “climate change”; 

and BRASS discusses “sustainability”. Tyndall mentions energy 

in the title of its “Constructing Energy Futures” theme, but its 

stated focus in the text is on “decarbonization”. Carbon Vision 

mentions “carbon” more than any other initiative (32 times), 

followed by RESOLVE (9 times), Tyndall (5 times), BECC 

(once), and CCEP (once). Normalizing for text length, Carbon 

Vision still uses “carbon” about 40% more than the next highest 

user. Figure 1 shows a “concordance plot” generated by Ant-

Conc 3.2, that allows for a visual description of the appearance 

of “carbon” (including “decarbonization”) in each of these fi ve 

text fi les. Each vertical line shows an occurrence of the target 

word and its location in relation to the rest of the text fi le.

STAGE 2: CATEGORIZATION

For most of the initiatives discussed, social science around en-

ergy issues is only a part of the research endeavour. Tyndall, 

UKERC, Carbon Vision, BRASS, LWEC, CCEP, IHDP, and 

PIEE all have other themes and agendas. Based on the con-

cordance analysis and document review, we have grouped the 

initiatives into four categories: 1) Macro Environment and So-

ciety; 2) Traditional Energy; 3) Energy, Technology and Society 

(ETS); 4) Society, Energy, and Technology (SET). In developing 

this typology, we recognize that although the fi rst two catego-

ries relatively easy to distinguish, the last two are less distinct. 

Th ey are close variants of each other and diff er only in the level 

of emphasis placed on social science relative to energy tech-

nologies.

Figure 1. Concordance plot of the word “carbon” in fi ve initiatives: Tyndall, Carbon Vision, RESOLVE, BECC and 

CCEP. Generated in AntConc 3.2. 
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Macro Environment and Society (5 initiatives)
Th is category is the most general. It contains the fi ve initiatives 

for which energy is but a small part of the overall research en-

deavour. Th e Tyndall Centre, for example, has one theme that 

addresses energy, but it also pursues research in seven other 

areas, such as climate science and policy, international develop-

ment, and sustainable coastlines. BRASS focuses on corporate 

social responsibility, and in doing so looks at sustainability 

from the perspective of the production and consumption of 

goods and services. Some of the environmental areas it focuses 

on are food systems, forestry, mobility, and mining. Sustainable 

energy comes into the BRASS agenda mostly through alterna-

tive fuels for transport. Living with Environmental Change is a 

vast undertaking that concentrates mainly on ecosystem serv-

ices, including clean air, fresh water, healthy soils, and fl ood 

and disease protection. It sees energy consumption, economic 

growth, and population growth as a threat to the natural world 

and looks for ways to cope with these pressures. Similarly, the 

International Human Dimensions Programme (IHDP) is in-

credibly broad in scope. Its fi ve core science projects are: Global 

Environmental Change and Human Security; the Global Land 

Project; Industrial Transformation; Land-Ocean Interactions 

in the Coastal Zone; and Urbanization and Global Environ-

mental Change. If the IHDP energy workshop develops into a 

science project on a comparable scale, it will likely conceptual-

ize energy from a similarly global perspective. Th e Centre for 

Climate Change Economics and Policy looks at the political 

economy of a low-carbon future, and like BRASS, has an ori-

entation towards how businesses will act and react. Because its 

focus is generally on broader forms of economic activity, we 

have classifi ed it as a macro-oriented initiative, even though 

its environmental aspects are somewhat weaker than the other 

initiatives in this category.

Traditional Energy (2 initiatives)
We put the two oldest initiatives—the Oxford Institute for 

Energy Studies and the Surrey Energy Economics Centre 

(SEEC)—in the “traditional energy” category. Both are the only 

initiatives that explicitly address such important systems as oil 

and gas markets. Both use energy economics extensively in 

their work, lay claim a longstanding body of research, and con-

tinue to produce scholarship in these areas. For these groups, 

energy resources are empirical commodities that have political, 

social, and economic signifi cance at the market level. Neither 

the commodities themselves nor their signifi cance is debated.

Energy, Technology, and Society (ETS) (4 initiatives)
Th is category contains initiatives for which energy is central, 

but few if any of these initiatives study the traditional energy 

resources. Instead, they vigorously investigate the newer, less-

traditional resources and related technological systems such as 

renewables, distributed generation, demand-side management, 

and effi  ciency. In these initiatives, the role of social science is 

present and pursued, but it is generally secondary to and in 

support of the study of the energy technologies themselves. 

Initiatives in this category include Th e UK Energy Research 

Centre, the Carbon Vision Initiative, the Sussex Energy Group, 

and the Behavior, Energy and Climate Change (BECC) Con-

ference. 

Society, Energy and Technology (SET) (2 initiatives)
Th is category looks at the same forms of energy as above, but it 

places social research fi rst and energy second. Initiatives in this 

area are generally led by bona fi de social scientists, rather than 

engineers with social scientifi c tendencies. Initiatives in this 

area include RESOLVE and the Precourt Institute for Energy 

Effi  ciency’s behavior program (it should be noted, however, 

that PIEE’s other programs fi t squarely in the Energy, Technol-

ogy, and Society area).

Discussion
Although the above typology above is somewhat subjective, we 

hope the directions it suggests may be useful in considering 

where the future of the fi eld of energy and social research could 

lie. We discuss the potential drawbacks and benefi ts of each 

category below, then address opportunities for collaboration 

across categories. 

POTENTIAL DEVELOPMENTS AND DIRECTIONS

Both Owens & Driffi  ll (2008) and Berkhout et al (2003) out-

line promising directions for future developments in energy 

research. Owens and Driffi  ll suggest eight diff erent possi-

ble developments: knowing about attitudes and behaviours; 

new disciplinary insights and more sophisticated concepts of 

interdisciplinarity; dealing with complexity; reconceiving the 

role of the public and consumers; challenging the deliberative 

turn in policy-making; avoiding mixed messages; the need 

for a systemic approach; and confusion of objectives. Many 

of these suggestions are good ideas and sound advice for any 

empirically-oriented fi eld. For energy research, we agree that 

particularly important categories for future work include socio-

technical systems (included under interdisciplinarity), better 

ways of dealing with complex situations, and reconceiving the 

role of the public. Berkhout et al. suggest seven themes which 

are more broadly drawn: processes of long-run change in socio-

technical systems; vulnerability, resilience, and adaptiveness; 

services, systems of provision and consumption practices; 

policies in natural monopolies and liberalised markets; pub-

lic attitudes and processes of governance; energy in the global 

context; and integrated appraisal of energy systems and poli-

cies. Of these, we think three themes—processes of long-run 

change in socio-technical systems; vulnerability, resilience, and 

adaptiveness; and services, systems of provision and consump-

tion practices—hold the most promise for advancing the fi eld 

in practical and practicable ways. Drawing upon the typology 

above and the directions suggested by these authors, we suggest 

that such developments are more likely to occur in the context 

of some kinds of initiatives than in others. 

Rolling Along
If more research is funded in the “traditional energy” vein, we 

would expect incremental improvements in knowledge rather 

than step changes. It is critically important to understand the 

existing system, and this information can help provide a base-

line for a transition to a future system. However, further re-

search with this approach does not help us prepare for a world 

where traditional resources may no longer exist or be used as 

they are today. We characterize the potential knowledge devel-
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opment in this area as “rolling along” to indicate that new ideas 

are unlikely to spring forth from this endeavour.

Reinventing the Wheel
In the “macro environment and society” approach, the impor-

tance of energy related research seems almost inconsequential. 

At the very least, it is not critical to the mission of any of these 

initiatives. New fi ndings in energy and social research could 

come from these areas, but since the focus in these initiatives 

is not on energy to begin with, we fear that such fi ndings would 

be a happy coincidence rather than the results of a concerted 

eff ort. Th ese eff orts may fi nd, for instance, that public educa-

tion about climate change has the eff ect of reducing carbon 

emissions. However, since 30 years of public education about 

energy effi  ciency has not had the eff ect of reducing absolute 

levels of energy use, it seems unlikely that public education 

about climate change will be wildly more successful in this 

task. Th e danger here is that much time and eff ort will be spent 

reinventing parts of the energy and social research wheel in-

stead of moving forward in new directions. Th ere certainly are 

new directions in these initiatives—such as CCEP’s focus on 

“survivability”—but to inform the energy research agenda they 

would need to be better integrated with energy issues. 

New Directions
From our perspective, the most promising avenue for new 

developments will be from work at the interface of the more 

closely inter-related groups of Energy, Technology & Society 

(ETS) and Society, Energy, and Technology (SET). Th e ETS 

confi guration should be fairly familiar to readers, as it is the 

usual confi guration of energy and social scientifi c research. Th e 

SET confi guration is slightly newer. One of the benefi ts of the 

SET confi guration is the tendency for relative newcomers to en-

ergy research to rethink the fi eld through the lens of their own 

background and training. For PIEE, for example, neuroscientist 

Carrie Armel has made foundational readings available online 

and constructed a concept map that describes how a number 

of diff erent disciplines and fi elds aff ect our understanding of 

what she calls “energy positive” behaviours (see Figure 2). Of 

the initiatives studied, this is the most explicitly broad repre-

sentation of the relevant fi elds. Whether or not one agrees with 

this particular conceptualization of the fi eld, we argue that a 

greater degree of refl exivity in energy and social research is a 

positive development.

Both of ETS and SET groups, in principle, should be capable 

of doing work on socio-technical energy systems. However, in 

practice, it seems diffi  cult to equally privilege the social and the 

technical. Hence, we suggest that work in both these categories 

should continue, in order to provide the tension necessary at 

the interface between them. Th is idea leads to a discussion of 

how to think about how to foster opportunities for collabora-

tion in the current research landscape.

COMBINING FORCES: OPPORTUNITIES FOR COLLABORATION

Th e fi eld of social science energy research is experiencing 

growth for the fi rst time since the 1970s. Along with this 

growth, however, comes the real dilemma of integrating ex-

isting knowledge and new challenges in a timely fashion with 

current personnel. As Berkhout et al (2003) acknowledge, so-

cial science energy research is not a prevalent fi eld in many 

institutions. Because energy expertise is hard to gain, it may be 

diffi  cult to fi nd. It may also be diffi  cult to recognize or correct 

its absence. 

A workshop on energy innovation policy raised an interest-

ing question about the relationship between “incumbents” and 

“outsiders” in low-carbon energy businesses (Sussex Energy 

Group 2008). Th e question basically concerns how best to draw 

upon existing resources and experience, while allowing for and 

supporting the development of new participants. It made us 

wonder whether a similar problem is present in low-carbon 

research. 

Framing the problem as one of incumbents and outsiders 

provides a slightly diff erent picture of how research initiatives 

might work together. If the outsiders in this picture are new-

Figure 2. PIEE concept map of behavioural sciences related to “energy positive” actions. 
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comers to the energy fi eld, they could benefi t from the knowl-

edge of incumbents. Incumbents, on the other hand, could 

benefi t from some new ideas brought in from “the outside.” 

In our typology, outsiders would include initiatives in the 

Macro Environmental and the Society, Energy, and Technology 

(SET) categories. Incumbents would be initiatives in the “tra-

ditional energy” and Energy, Technology, and Society (ETS) 

categories. We would expect to see unions between insiders 

and outsiders, but not between two groups of like kind. We can 

think of two cases at two diff erent universities that support this 

premise. In the fi rst case, the Surrey Energy Economics Centre 

(traditional energy, incumbent) and RESOLVE (SET, outsider) 

formally acknowledge each others expertise and claim to work 

together. In the second case, at Oxford University, two incum-

bent groups (Oxford Institute of Energy Studies and another 

group that is part of the Carbon Vision project) have virtually 

no association with each other.

Other promising collaborative opportunities exist between 

the Macro Environmental and other incumbent groups, as well 

as incumbent groups in diff erent countries. For example, the 

call for more energy work on services, systems of provision 

and consumption practices might gainfully be approached 

by researchers from BRASS and Carbon Vision. A partner-

ship between the Centre for Climate Change Economics and 

Policy and the UK Energy Research Centre could be useful in 

the area of vulnerability, resilience, and adaptiveness. Work on 

socio-technical energy systems is oft en advanced by compara-

tive international study, because technologies on virtually any 

scale—from household appliances to large complex technical 

systems—have socially-constructed aspects that diff er from 

country to country. Th ese are just hypothetical examples, of 

course. Whether such partnerships would work in reality is an-

other question. But considering the urgency of the task ahead, 

thought experiments of this kind about how to combine intel-

lectual resources currently available in the fi eld seems like a 

low-cost, low-risk fi rst step.

Conclusions and Further Research
In this paper, we identifi ed and characterized thirteen initia-

tives that engage social science to varying degrees in the pursuit 

of energy research. Aft er using linguistic tools to study the aims 

of each initiative, we developed a typology of four categories 

into which we grouped these eff orts. Next, we considered the 

likelihood that the kinds of initiatives in each group would pro-

duce, either separately or together, the kind of future research 

that some authors have called for in the fi eld. We argue that 

neither the macro environmental approach, nor the traditional 

energy approach will produce the necessary research. Instead, 

we turn toward initiatives that combine society, energy, and 

technology in various permutations and suggest that further re-

search in these areas may lead out of the thicket of what Owens 

and Driffi  ll call the “persistent emphasis in policy discourse on 

awareness-raising and education” (p.4413).

As indicated earlier, this work could be further developed by 

adding other initiatives to the pool studied thus far. Studying 

other groups in the UK with diff erent funding sources (e.g. pri-

vate foundation, non-profi t, for-profi t), or groups in other 

countries could contribute a comparative angle to the research. 

We could also deepen the research by analyzing papers done by 

researchers in the initiatives studied. Th is development could, 

however, represent a signifi cant additional investment of time, 

depending on how up to date and available the references and 

texts are at each website. Moreover, this eff ort could (for better 

or worse) blur the current focus on the aims of research groups 

with a more traditional literature review.

During the course of our research on research, we became 

interested in the opportunities of doing further content analy-

sis of texts in the fi eld of energy effi  ciency. In particular, we 

would like to take up the idea of incumbents and outsiders in 

social science and energy research. To do so, we might examine 

ACEEE and ECEEE proceedings as longitudinal representa-

tions of an incumbent community pursuing energy effi  ciency 

research. How have ACEEE and ECEEE researchers been en-

gaging in the “new” fi eld of energy and social research? How 

have the conceptions of the role of behaviour and human agen-

cy changed in the effi  ciency literature compared to the broader 

academic literature? Th ere are many questions that could be 

usefully explored through these methods, which we hope may 

yield additional insights into what we know, how we know it, 

and how well we share our knowledge with others.

Appendix A
Th ese brief descriptions are provided to help the reader un-

derstand how each initiative describes itself. Th ese synopses 

are taken directly from each initiative’s website without altera-

tion, including the use of personal pronouns. Th e concordance 

analysis includes but is not limited to these descriptions.

Surrey Energy Economics Centre (SEEC)1.  is a research 

centre based at the University of Surrey, that examines all 

aspects of the economics of energy, including oil and gas 

markets, privatisation and regulation of energy markets, de-

mand modelling and forecasting and energy effi  ciency. 

Th e 2. Oxford Institute of Energy Studies (OIES) is a centre 

for advanced research into the social science areas of energy 

issues. Our aim is to promote dialogue between consum-

ers and producers, government and industry, and academ-

ics and decisions makers in order to gain a more informed 

understanding of the factors that infl uence international 

energy markets. Research carried out encompasses the 

economics of petroleum, oil, gas, nuclear power, solar and 

renewable energy; the politics and sociology of energy; in-

ternational relations of producing and consuming nations; 

and the economics and politics of the environment in its 

relationship with energy.

Th e Tyndall Centre3.  brings together scientists, economists, 

engineers and social scientists, who together are working 

to develop sustainable responses to climate change through 

trans-disciplinary research and dialogue on both a national 

and international level - not just within the research com-

munity, but also with business leaders, policy advisors, the 

media and the public in general. Seven themes: 1) Inform-

ing international climate policy; 2) Constructing energy 

futures; 3) Building resilience to climate change; 4) Inter-

national development; 5) Sustainable coasts; 6) Engineering 

cities; 7) Integrating frameworks.
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Th e 4. Centre for Business Relationships, Accountability, 

Sustainability, and Society (BRASS) focuses on the most 

important dimensions of the developing Corporate Social 

Responsibility and business sustainability agenda. Th e re-

search refl ects nine research areas: 1. Business Impacts, 

Regulation & Management; 2. Resource & Technology 

Management For Sustainability; 3. Making Progress To-

wards Sustainability : Measuring, Reporting and Learning; 

4. Responsible Management, Governance and Leadership; 

5. Sustainable Consumption and Marketing; 6. Sustainable 

Lifestyles and Communities; 7. Towards Sustainable Food; 

8. Towards Sustainable Mobility; 9. Rethinking the Future 

for Sustainability

Th e 5. UK Energy Research Centre (UKERC) is the focal 

point for UK research on sustainable energy. It takes an in-

dependent, whole-systems approach, drawing on engineer-

ing, economics and the physical, environmental and social 

sciences. Th e Centre’s role is to promote cohesion within the 

overall UK energy research eff ort. It acts as a bridge between 

the UK energy research community and the wider world, 

including business, policymakers and the international en-

ergy research community. Research themes are: 1) Demand 

Reduction; 2) Future Sources of Energy; 3) Energy Infra-

structure and Supply; 4) Energy Systems and Modelling; 

5) Environmental Sustainability; 6) Materials for Advanced 

Energy Systems; 7) Cross-cutting Research Activity

Carbon Vision6.  comprises a coordinated package of univer-

sity-based research studies to explore how we are going to 

make the transition to a low carbon economy. Achieving 

this vision will require radical, innovative thinking. Carbon 

Vision is fostering this by building broad partnerships that 

will help to lay the foundations of a low carbon economy. It 

seeks to stimulate a step change in thinking that will radi-

cally improve the way the world thinks about this new era. 

Th e activities we support through the Carbon Vision part-

nership are: 1) Th e Carbon Vision Leadership Programme: 

to support outstanding scientists and engineers as they be-

come world leaders in low carbon research and develop-

ment; 2) Carbon Vision Buildings: showing how to achieve 

50% carbon reduction in the carbon ‘footprint’ of new and 

existing buildings by 2030; 3) Carbon Vision Industry: to 

provide the tools required to develop step change reduc-

tion in the lifetime carbon emissions associated with basic 

products and their manufacture; 4) SUPERGEN: to extend 

and expand the EPSRC SUPERGEN programme on meet-

ing the challenges of providing sustainable power genera-

tion and supply.

Sussex Energy Group (SEG).7.  Th ere is growing awareness 

that the transition to a sustainable energy economy is one of 

the main challenges facing us in the 21st century. Although 

climate change is a signifi cant factor, there are many oth-

er reasons why we need to address the energy transition, 

including security of supply, fuel poverty and the oppor-

tunities off ered by innovations such as renewable energy 

resources, distributed generation and combined heat and 

power. Critically, the transition needs to be designed in such 

a way that maximises economic effi  ciency. An eff ective re-

sponse requires technical ingenuity, behavioural change 

and virtually unprecedented political commitment. Th ree 

themes link together in addressing the challenge of such 

a transition: • How to appraise the options for technology 

and policy around transitions. • How transitions occur, how 

technology can be ‘shaped’, and how technological regimes 

can be managed. • How to govern the complex and uncer-

tain transition processes.

Th e mission of the 8. Precourt Institute for Energy Effi  ciency 

(PIEE) is to promote energy effi  cient technologies, systems, 

and practices, emphasizing economically attractive deploy-

ment. PIEE works to understand and overcome market, pol-

icy, technology, and human behavioral barriers to economi-

cally effi  cient reductions of energy use and to inform public 

and private policymaking. Energy Effi  ciency is vital for the 

U.S. and world economy, for environmental protection, and 

for energy security. PIEE has six focus areas of energy ef-

fi ciency research that we believe will help create workable 

options to promote energy effi  ciency. Th ese clusters are: 

1) Buildings: commercial and residential building design, 

construction, operations, and embedded technologies, 

including building energy models and other design tools; 

2) Transportation: technology and regulation of passenger 

cars and light duty trucks; transportation systems analysis; 

vehicle electrifi cation; 3) Systems: systems analysis; electric 

generation/distribution systems, storage/distribution op-

tions, vehicle/building interaction; 4) Behavior: behavioral 

and decision making research, analysis, and intervention; 

5) Energy Modeling: economic modeling of the energy sys-

tem, institutions, and economic impacts, including process 

modeling of energy use; 6) Energy Policy: policy design, 

policy analysis, individual faculty advocacy; pricing poli-

cies, policy interventions, R&D policy.

Th e overall aim of 9. RESOLVE is to develop a robust under-

standing of the links between lifestyle, societal values and 

environment. In particular, RESOLVE will work to provide 

robust, evidence-based advice to policy-makers in the UK 

and elsewhere who are seeking to understand and to in-

fl uence the behaviours and practices of ‘energy consumers’. 

Specifi c objectives of RESOLVE are: * to explore material, 

economic, psychological, sociological and cultural accounts 

of the relationship between modern lifestyles and the envi-

ronment; * to develop theoretical and empirical understand-

ings of the potential for long-term lifestyle change in mov-

ing towards a sustainable energy economy;* to understand 

the economic, social and psychological implications of a 

technological transition to a sustainable energy economy; 

* to develop an empirical ‘evidence base’ for eff ective policy 

intervention in energy-related behaviours and practices;* to 

engage eff ectively with policy-makers, opinion-formers and 

the media in developing and communicating this new body 

of research. Th e work programme is structured around 

three inter-woven intellectual strands: energy and carbon 

‘mapping’ (V1), social psychological infl uences (V2), and 

socio-cultural understandings (V3) of lifestyles. Th ese three 

‘vertical’ strands are informed and supported by two (hori-

zontal) cross-cutting themes – on energy lifestyle scenarios 

(H1) and on policy and governance (H2). Keywords: life-
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Policy Dialogue Workshop, “Energy, Sustainability and 

Societal Change”.

Centre for Climate Change Economics & Policy (CCEP)13. . 

Human-induced climate change could have enormous im-

pacts on economies and societies if we persist with ‘business 

as usual’. Th is is the consensus view of climate scientists and 

one with which economists are increasingly fi nding agree-

ment (e.g. Th e Stern Review). It is much less certain, how-

ever, that our economic, social and political systems can re-

spond to the challenge. Will public, private and civic actors 

take action to create low-carbon economies? What emission 

reduction strategies will be effi  cient, equitable and accept-

able? How much should we invest, and when, on measures 

to reduce vulnerability to climate change? Who will bear 

the costs and enjoy the benefi ts? Th ese types of questions 

inform the work of the ESRC Centre for Climate Change 

Economics and Policy. Its mission is to advance public and 

private action on climate change through rigorous, innova-

tive research. To fulfi l the Centre’s mission, an innovative 

combination of qualitative and quantitative studies will be 

conducted by a highly multi-disciplinary team. Th e Centre 

has fi ve inter-linked research programmes: 1. Developing 

climate science and economics; 2. Climate-change gover-

nance for a new global deal; 3. Adaptation to climate change 

and human development; 4. Governments, markets and 

climate-change mitigation; 5. Th e Munich Re Programme: 

evaluating the economics of climate risks and opportunities 

in the insurance sector.
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