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00:00 Speaker 1: Here you are.

--Interviewee describes their affiliation and research to date, removed for anonymit—

02:08 S1: Okay, so this project and this conversation also is about the social dimension of the energy transition and social science research on energy transition. So if you take a historical view, what would you say... How would you describe the developments in this area over the last 20 or 30 years? So what comes to mind? 

02:35 Interviewee: In the research, you mean? 

02:38 S1: Yes.

02:43 Interviewee: Yeah. I think the whole... The area of energy research, if you look back in the energy journals 20 years ago, you didn't see much social science at all in the academic literature. So I think it was something that emerged a bit more in the 1990s. When I started working on it, I found very little, so to speak, competition, applying some social science perspectives on energy policy. For example, I was writing on energy grids, the grid development situation, particularly in the Nordic region, and I could find exactly zero references in the political sciences around grids and transmission question. So that was an interesting gap, and I thought about why it's the case.

03:43 Interviewee: I think there's been barriers to entry from social science because of the technical complexity of energy and the electricity systems and so on. So it's a big... It was a hurdle to come over. Before you can start discussing the social science aspect you need to, in my view, have a grip on the technical aspect as well. And that was... But that has changed and there's been journals coming up with... Both on the policy side and more on the social community side, etcetera, from studies of grassroots, movements in energy, sort of the things that's been done in [project]. Lots of discourse analysis and transitions studies, there's been quite a lot of focus on the energy system I think. Maybe it's been easy, it's been sort of energy, transport, food, repetitive [chuckle] to some degree, maybe too much focus on those three over the years. But... Yeah, so... It's been a growing field and there's also been like these... I noticed some specialized journals. The... What is it called? That Sovacool is editing, Energy and Social Science Research...

05:31 S1: I think... We're having an interview with him later this afternoon.

05:35 Interviewee: Yeah. Okay.

05:38 S1: So an interesting thing that you mentioned is that when you started, it was... The lack of technological knowledge or the technological complexity was maybe a barrier to entry of social scientists? 

05:54 Interviewee: Yeah.

05:54 S1: But that changed, did the social scientists develop more knowledge on technological innovation? Or did they...

06:04 Interviewee: Yeah. I think so, there's been some research environments around Europe that has developed that capacity over the years. But I think in the mid-90's, it was more or less not much there. So it emerged and then it requires some leading individuals and institutions that start to build up that competence. So I think that's been a change.

06:36 S1: Yes.

06:37 Interviewee: I think it's more competitive now, and okay, there's more capability in the social science research community regarding the energy system. When I started, you could say the environmental social science was there. So there were lots of political scientists studying environmental policy and environmental politics. But there was not much going into the sort of social technical systems.

07:12 S1: But the emerging areas of social science research that you mentioned, like the grassroots movement or the communities, you could also say that they do not take that much interest in the technology aspects, so they focus much more on the social dynamics while ignoring or maybe not really addressing the technological issues.

07:45 Interviewee: Yeah. I think that's true, but I think it's actually true for all the [chuckle] communities [chuckle] So similarly, you could say the social scientists, they ignore, the basic economic factors in their explanatory frameworks, which is like... You talked about powers and discourses, etcetera, we forget that, well, it has to somehow be profitable for an actor to do the investment. But I find that to be better addressed in the transitions literature with incumbents and the efforts that have been made to integrate a little bit more industry... Analysis of industries and the private sector as well as public sector conditions, which includes the economics together with the kind of institutional and social. Similarly technology researchers ignore the social side of things, so it's... [chuckle] Except people like you and me.

09:03 S1: Yeah, yeah we're the only good exceptions that take in a holistic... To some extent this is also part of our exploration how this historical evolution leads to fragmentation or diversity, whether you wanna frame it negatively or positively, and where the blind spots are. But maybe also where the areas of contestation and debate are. Is your view one of branching out and ignoring each other? Or...

09:42 Interviewee: I think there's... The last iterations I helped, I felt that it was branching out more than finding common ground, perhaps. That there was this... The tendency in the academic world to isolate your work and clarify your framework, etcetera has driven young researchers to be not integrative to a large extent. But actually finding their home in a specific community of research or community of practice, you could say, so that the social scientists have then also veered into perhaps more studies of local systems, social movements, etcetera, and at the expense of studying the major power-centre and... Sort of... Okay, the big incumbent industries or the systems brokers in a system that is perhaps... Perhaps there's a political angle to it as well, that people are more in favour of one system than the other, and then they prefer to study that system. At least I find that...

11:23 S1: Can you explore that a bit further? So what causes this more... Branching out is also form of power dependency or is it sort of human nature to just make something manageable or is there a political angle to it? 

11:43 Interviewee: Yeah, I think there is this combination. There's the academic push to publish, you should categorize yourself in a particular community, so that can cause this approach. The other is... I think political in the way that perhaps people that are interested in environment and energy and climate policy tend to have a political orientation which is more favourable to the local or the community action orientation or the grass roots movements, etcetera. But you can say okay, they might belong to that community, they might know the people there, they might find it more interesting and simple to interview them, etcetera if that's the method, as opposed to going into Shell or Unilever or the UK government and do government interviews with the people in power there, which might be more difficult to access as well, as well as more uncomfortable. I think there's that dimension, but... Yeah, I think it's not all over, it's not. It's a pattern I've seen in some places, in the transitions community for example. I know people like... I've discussed it a bit with people like Frank Hills, who's tried to little bit go into those incumbents more and a bigger... At that level.

13:46 S1: Yeah.

13:47 Interviewee: Well, I think he's been able to fill a gap to some extent.

13:52 S1: Yeah, that's also why the last transitions conference has much more emphasis on the incumbents' roles and phase out and decline, destabilisation. These kind of... For political scientist, it should be more interesting to maybe address the locus of power rather than the niches but I can recognize the tendencies. So...

14:22 Interviewee: But as you say, this is... It's a bit obsolete this information, but it was observations I made a few years ago, couple of years ago.

14:30 S1: Yeah, very well. I'm just saying that I recognise your observations, and from that observation, do you see specific areas of contestation or debates that are more recent between...

15:01 Interviewee: Yeah, I think there's... Yeah, I know there is a certain drive now in... Let's say in [country], you could see a number of companies that are not greenwashing, but actually pursuing some strategic re-orientation. So, companies are very often declaring net zero by 2040 or 2050 or something. And it's also heavy industry, and it's a very big shift the last 5 years. You can see some of it on the investor side as well. And I find that in the research community, there's a lot of reluctance and a lot of pessimism or skepticism to these approaches and whether we should sort of be... How we should relate to it as researchers. And I find out that it's a new situation compared to five years ago, and it feels like the research, the academic community is a slower moving system and it hasn't really caught up with this...

16:33 S1: Still largely sympathizing with the niche and the industries...

16:39 Interviewee: Yeah well, if there is sympathy or not, but they find that it's not... I mean, I would find it to be an extremely interesting dynamic of change within those sectors and industries, what's going on there. I don't see that's being addressed by the researchers. And if I listen to how people think about it, they are not paying much attention to it or not believing in it, sort of dismissing it a bit. But I do find that it is a profound change in the industry. Now the question is that we don't have sort of the trends in the environmental issues and so on and consumption, it's still going on. It's a household level, of course, there's business that is pushing out their products, but change seems to be happening in the industry, not so much perhaps in retail so far, and not so much in the area of consumption and lifestyles. But this might be... I find because we're trying to make this work a little bit more international around industry change and transition, and it seems to be... It's possible that these big Swedish companies are a little bit ahead of the curve.

18:20 S1: I've recently pointed a number of people to your publications, your institute's publications, so the interest also in industry transitions or industrial transformation is clearly also growing. It's a clear urgency behind it, but they also start to think more strategically and see it as an opportunity.

18:51 Interviewee: I think there's a very important link to be made to the energy research area in the way that most of the industry transition is depending on the shift in the energy system, the supply of energy to the industry.

19:09 S1: So would you say that business scholars or maybe other disciplinary contributions. Are they present enough in the social science research on the energy or are they...

19:34 Interviewee: No. I think there's a gap.

19:35 S1: They're part of it.

19:36 Interviewee: I think there's a gap. I find very little from the business literature or business scholarship, let's say.

19:44 S1: Yeah.

19:48 Interviewee: In this direction. And I've found that they are still sort of looking down a bit on sustainable development as a area work in general, at least, for example, in the finance research, like it's a part of business school here. They find that it's, like the shift to green finance or green bonds, etcetera, that they find that it's not interesting, it's not publishable, it's not a relevant question in their community. And so I think they are all a little bit behind in that respect, that they haven't really joined the community in a profound way. There are exceptions. There are individuals, I think, in every school that's doing but they seem to be a little bit isolated.

20:49 S1: It's an interesting observation. I see more... We also have our business school, and there's a sustainable finance professor that is very active, but he is like complaining that he is alone.

21:02 Interviewee: Yeah. Yeah, yeah. I think it's true. Is it in Rotterdam, the business school? 

21:08 S1: Yes. But on the level of individual businesses, I do see more research emerging, which is more on the incumbents in the energy sector, for example, but that's an individual business and not on the industry level. Yeah. Okay. So, if you look back maybe from your personal or maybe looking at this on the industry, on the historical development of research around energy transition, are there particular breakthroughs or political or societal changes that have had a significant effect? So, we're looking...

22:09 Interviewee: Can you repeat or rephrase? 

22:11 S1: So, are there particular triggering events or critical turning points or disruptions that have influenced this development? 

22:24 Interviewee: Yeah. I think the growth of the policy-driven growth of renewable energy or renewable electricity, of course, triggered a massive shift and a bit crisis situation for the incumbents, which I think, that has triggered a lot of academic interests for good reason. And then the question becomes what you can learn from it and so on for other system change or more generalized... But then when... I think it's difficult. When it comes to the energy sector, difficult, the transition process comes into this period where it becomes a bit of a stalemate that... Okay, the renewables come to a certain level, the incumbents are still there, they didn't go away, and they are shifting their income perhaps more to higher costs for the grid or things like that, but it becomes... I think the decision makers, the investors and policy makers are a bit lost now where to go now. The nuclear lobby is coming back strong here and there's still growth in the wind and there's still interest. So, the question is now, will there be this real acceleration into a new stable phase where the renewable electricity is dominating the system? It's not dominating at the systems level yet anywhere, I think. It's sort of just on the verge. It's an interesting, I think, political dynamics.

24:56 S1: Yes.

24:57 Interviewee: At the moment in the country.

24:58 S1: And this feeling of being lost in transition is, I think, that's also very true in [country].

25:12 Interviewee: So, there's market dynamics that's driving.

25:14 S1: Yes.

25:15 Interviewee: You can see now those that were the most strongly lobbying for market to liberal approaches like the right-wing, the conservatives, they are now asking or demanding government subsidies for nuclear. Because the nuclear is not market competitive anymore. So, in the end, those values sometimes, I mean, it's interesting that those positions are stronger than the liberalization position.

26:00 S1: Yeah. It's also quite cynical, but this is also really a political science kind of analysis.

26:11 Interviewee: Yeah.

26:13 S1: One that I also recognize in the [country] context, by the way, because it's all the big companies that have always asked for liberalization that now want government money to develop carbon capture and storage.

26:29 Interviewee: Yeah.

26:29 S1: For example or... Which is... Yeah, okay. The picture you describe is that the research community seems a bit maybe reactive or responding to what is emerging in society. So policy takes a specific course and something happens and then that draws the interest of researchers, is that how it happens? 

27:03 Interviewee: That's a good, a good question. I think there are some examples of researchers in social science influencing policy as well. Of course, a lot of the influence in the early days was from economics and economists that were advocating emissions trading or things like that. Then transitions management had some influence on creating those experiments I remember in the Dutch context. And I think it's certainly influencing... Like the government's trying to promote... I'm gonna... Do you hear me okay? There's somebody...

27:55 S1: Yeah.

27:55 Interviewee: With a machine close by. Okay, it's okay.

27:58 S1: Yeah I hear you.

28:01 Interviewee: So it's... Like innovation policy, I think has been created out of the innovation systems approach... It has also been a strong [country] axis there where early... And UK, and early innovation systems research actually created a conceptual basis for governmental innovation agency in [country] called Vinnova. And they are promoting things that are very close, they are carefully taking note of things like TIS and transitions management and whatever... Like the stuff that Johan Schot is doing has created this network of...

28:52 S1: TIPC it's called.

28:55 Interviewee: Yeah, with the... I know the Swedish innovation agency is part of that, and... So yeah, there are examples that it's not just... That it can be quite proactive as well.

29:09 S1: Yeah, so there's a more nuanced perspective. We're looking also a bit into identifying how people see the direction of development and the factors that influence it.

29:25 Interviewee: Yeah, and I feel like I've tried to, because I've been a bit multi-disciplinary and tried to apply a bit of engineering thinking through social science problems and trying to be solution-oriented, in like the social science that I did. And I felt that it was quite unusual if you look in political science departments, for example, that anybody would care about solving problems. They were just interested in looking back and comparing and so on. Maybe that has changed, maybe there... I'm certainly seeing a lot of that more solution-oriented literature coming, but maybe not from the traditional departments in the universities.

30:19 S1: No. I think that's still... That brings us also to the next set of questions, which is about what do you consider as marginalized or under-developed disciplines or theories. Yeah, can you say something about that? So I think this is bringing engineering into social sciences as one. Are there areas you think about? 

30:51 Interviewee: That's a good question. I try to... Like if you are in the transitions area, you try to think a bit about the future and then... So the integration with future studies, we tried in a couple of projects, like the Pathways Project was there.

31:15 S1: Yeah.

31:17 Interviewee: I think it's really underdeveloped that part. The application of social science in, for example, Integrated Assessment Modeling or other ways of scenario thinking or thinking about the future. However, I don't think that... So I don't wanna be quoted saying like, "There should be more social science, we should invest more in the Integrated Assessment Models and bring in social science." We tried that as well, and it... Maybe not... Maybe it's a dead end. [chuckle]

31:56 S1: Yeah, but...

31:56 Interviewee: The idea of the adding these variables, I think maybe it's not the best way of applying the social science concepts to the future.

32:11 S1: Yeah, but I think... Very relevant to point at this, the lack of integration, maybe a critical thinking and solution orientation... When it comes to future studies and dealing with scenarios, scenario thinking, and how... To me, a lot of the resistance or lack of engagement in sustainability transition also relates to the lack of imagination or the ability to see positive alternative futures. All of the emphasis is on the negative and on the problems, but... Are there other things? Maybe also from your current position, you maybe see some very relevant or interesting ideas that do not fit anywhere.

33:08 Interviewee: Well, I think it's also like what you talked about in the last transitions conference... That phase out of the system, I think it hasn't been researched much. But it's coming now. We are investing in it as a topic on fossil fuels. What does it mean? It's... I think, and... Otherwise in the community of research, it's been 98% examining the new technologies and the growth and what can happen and the phases. Very little has been researched around the process of break down and destabilization and understanding sort of the social dynamics in that situation. Which causes... It's more sort of ethically challenging it needs to be... Because a lot of the time it has to do with communities or people that are dependent on...

34:13 S1: People's jobs. Yes.

34:17 Interviewee: Jobs... But I think there's work being done, but sort of... So rationally it should be 50% on both sides...

34:28 S1: At least.

34:29 Interviewee: At least. Because it's more difficult to leave something than to go into something new. [chuckle]

34:35 S1: So maybe it should be 80%, but that's...

34:38 Interviewee: Yeah.

34:39 S1: Yeah. Given the time, Maybe a very brief or short, question and answer, are there particular geographical perspectives that are marginalized? 

34:58 Interviewee: Well, European... The research that I tend to get confronted with, has a strong EU focus [chuckle] And it has its natural explanations. But I would say... What is it called? It's called a partnership... Eastern partnership countries or Mediterranean countries. The neighborhood policy of EU related to energy, for example, then has to do with both fossil supply and renewable supply. I think that is... I haven't seen much work on that. So North Africa, the East... Eastern into Central Asia connecting to governance issues. Very difficult, of course.

35:55 S1: The interesting thing of course that the EU focus a lot of our energy is import, and a lot of our renewable technology is export.

36:06 Interviewee: Yeah.

36:07 S1: So it would make sense to widen this view somehow, but...

36:10 Interviewee: Give them the European neighbourhood somehow is the summary, but is a bit under-studied in the current programs.

36:23 S1: That's a good point. Okay, European neighborhood. Last question, can you say something about the changes in the policy-science relationship? 

36:38 Interviewee: Oh, okay.

36:40 S1: It's a big question with... Are there particular things that you want to highlight or share? 

36:51 Interviewee: That's a good question. I think it's the rise of populism and the rise of sort of anti-elite movements is detrimental, it has been detrimental. There's a big sort of opportunity to spread, to lie when you're in politics and nobody will punish you for it. Lying has become mainstream. So you can say anything about also the energy system or climate change, etcetera, which might be entirely contrary to what science says and it's just treated like if it was the truth. It's not treated differently, it's become normalized through Trump and Putin and...

38:03 S1: But...

38:04 Interviewee: And that if you are a scientist saying the wrong thing, you're not safe in your position.

38:14 S1: Gradually science, especially social sciences have come much closer to policy, you might say. But now, but maybe they've undermined their position with that.

38:29 Interviewee: Yeah, yeah. Somehow... It's not because social science... So I think it's true that social science has become a bit closer to policy alongside the natural science, but it's the other trends in society with populist leaders that is counteracting the science-policy interface. And the use of scientific advisory bodies and science advisors and chiefs of science advice, etcetera, feels like it's in recession a bit, but I haven't studied it. But I just feel like there was more of that from years ago.

39:20 S1: Yeah, I'm also not asking for a scientific assessment, but [chuckle] your view on...

39:25 Interviewee: Yeah, it's possibly something I've noticed. Yeah.

39:32 S1: Okay, interesting observation that. We have four minutes left, so I also wanna mind the time and also we can... 
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