
Which conceptual framework guides our analysis?
SONNET’s empirical research is informed by a novel conceptual framework 
combining insights from sustainability transitions, energy studies and social 
innovation literatures. SONNET recognizes that all actors – from corporate 
energy suppliers to private citizens – may have to undergo fundamental 
changes concerning not only their role, but also their routine practices and 
attitudes towards how to produce, transport, store, trade and consume 
energy. We foreground the politics, power and multi-level and participative 
governance involved in such transition processes, and how they can be 
accelerated through social innovation.

Socio-economic focus Socio-cultural focus Socio-political focus
ANTWERP GRENOBLE MANNHEIM
Aim is to address energy 
poverty and transition to 
clean and affordable energy 
through citizen 
participation and develop 
novel service models that 
tackle these challenges.

Aim is to empower 
energy users to change 
their daily practice and 
reduce energy 
consumption and 
develop novel service 
model in the process.

Aim is to develop novel 
urban governance 
arrangements to 
enhance SIE-initiatives 
and practices for 
enabling SIE.

BRISTOL BASEL WARSAW
Aim is to develop novel 
investment practices and 
business models that make 
it possible to implement 
‘hard to realize’ energy 
efficiency measures within 
community buildings.

Aim is to understand how 
novel digitalization 
developments combined 
with changing social 
relations (e.g. 
gamification approaches 
and smart applications) 
can achieve energy 
savings.

Aim is to develop 
collaborative governance
arrangements to make 
energy more visible, 
focusing on vulnerable 
households and public 
buildings.

How are City Labs integrated in our research design? 
SONNET investigates how, to what extent and under which enabling 
conditions diverse types of SIE may result in new breakthroughs or 
successfully help to overcome transition barriers; such as limited citizen 
engagement or slow adoption of new technologies. This is accomplished by
bridging qualitative (e.g. innovation histories) and quantitative (e.g. choice 
experiments on the market uptake of SIE) methodological approaches in an 
innovative research design.

Given its focus on urban areas as major hubs for SIE, SONNET conducts six 
transdisciplinary SIE City Labs to experiment with new forms of SIE and learn 
about how multiple actors can harness the potential of SIE. The city labs are 
going to start in March 2020 and will last for an overall period of 18 months.

Overview of SONNET City Labs clustered by their cross-cutting issues on SIE experimentation What is our link to transformative innovation policy?
SONNET and its City Labs adopt a transformative innovation policy lens by 
enacting a set of diverse experiments aimed at accelerating sustainable 
energy transitions. These co-created City Labs are enacted by a variety of 
local government departments and units which often bridge various 
governmental players. 

The transdisciplinary research protocol co-created by the SONNET team 
enables our researchers to compare the processes and results of all six City 
Labs across different contexts and identify important enabling and impeding 
conditions.

In our research, we assume the perspective of transformative policy mixes 
for sustainability transitions. That is, while we focus on our local experiments, 
we explicitly acknowledge that these are embedded in and interact with 
regional, national and European policy mixes for the low-carbon 
transformation of the energy sector. This implies that we will jointly derive 
lessons learned for transformative innovation policy mixes and their multi-
level interplay – both horizontally between different departments (such as 
climate protection or economic development) and vertically (such as local 
and European level).

SOCIAL INNOVATION IN ENERGY TRANSITIONS (SONNET)

Our overall aim is to generate novel understandings of the diversity, processes and contributions of social 
innovation in the energy sector, and critically evaluate and assess their success and future potential towards 

supporting sustainable transitions of energy systems

SONNET team consists of:
§ Representatives of local governments from the cities of Mannheim (DE), Antwerp

(BE), Bristol (UK), Grenoble (FR), Warsaw (PL) and Basel (CH)
§ Researchers from partner research organizations (Fraunhofer ISI, DRIFT, University

of Sussex, Grenoble Ecole de Management, Kozminski University and ZHAW)
§ Network representatives from the ICLEI - Local governments for sustainability with

its European Secretariat
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