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1.  BACKGROUND  

1.1 Short introduction into the country report  

SONNET (Social Innovation in Energy Transitions) brings diverse groups together to make sense of how social innovation 
can bring about a more sustainable energy sector in Europe. The project aims to co-create a rich understanding of the 
diversity, processes, contributions, successes and future potentials of social innovation in the energy sector (SIE). We 
define SIE as a combination of ideas, objects and/or actions that change social relations and involve new ways of doing, 
thinking and/or organising energy. For example, organising under cooperative principles to generate renewable energy.  

As part of the WP3 case study work, we have produced 18 embedded case studies of SIE-fields across all six SONNET 
countries (including 36 cases of SIE-initiatives nested within them). This report outlines the case study work conducted 
in the UK. It contains the following sections:  

Section 1 provides some reminders of the concepts and research questions. Section 2 introduces the SIE-fields 
investigated in the UK. Section 3 outlines the UK energy sector, in particular, the national energy system, the governance 
of the energy system, major energy policy changes, and social and cultural changes linked to the energy sector. Section 
4 details the methodology of the UK work, including reflections on researchers’ relations to the case. Section 5 contains 
a summary of each SIE-field studied in the UK through answering the major and minor research questions that have 
guided the empirical work. A list of references can be found in section 6. The three case study reports about the 
emergence and development of SIE-fields in the UK can be found in the appendix.  

The country report builds on the previous SONNET work as outlined in deliverable 1.1, 1.2 and 3.1. It should therefore 
be read in combination with these deliverables. For example, the conceptual work is only briefly introduced in this 
report. For more detailed information, the reader should turn to D1.2 and 3.1.  

1.2 A brief reminder of concepts and research questions 

This section introduces three intertwined (and also distinct) empirical foci that have been investigated in WP3 (including 
definitions of key concepts and a visual conceptual map). The foci are: 1) emergence, development and 
institutionalisation of SIE and SIE-field over time, 2) SIE-field-actors and other field-actors’ interactions with the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment, and 3) enabling and impeding factors for SIE-field-actors and other field-actors to conduct 
institutional work. The following three major research linked to these foci are: 

 How do SIEs and SIE-fields emerge, develop and institutionalise over time? 

 How do SIE-field-actors and other field-actors interact with the ‘outside’ institutional environment and thereby 
co-shape the SIE-field over time?  

 What are the enabling and impeding factors for SIE-field-actors and other field-actors to conduct institutional 
work and change the ‘outside’ institutional environment? 

For more detail on this work see D1.2 and D3.1.  

In the following sub-sections, we introduce each of the three parts with short empirical narratives, conceptual working 
definitions, and a brief characterisation of the key aspects of the SIE-field that we    investigate in our case studies. 
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1.2.1 Emergence, development and institutionalisation of SIE and SIE-field over 
time 

Diverse SIE initiatives (and other SIE-field-actors) work on SIE and interact with other field-actors (who enable and/or 
impede the same SIE) within an SIE-field over time. SIE-field-actors (who work on SIE) and other field-actors (who enable 
and/or impede SIE) are actors within the SIE-field. These actors take one another and their activities into account and 
have a shared (but not necessarily consensual) understanding of an SIE and of their relationship to one another. Over 
time, SIE-field-actors’ and other field-actors’ patterns of activities can become more and more held in place, and 
practically taken for granted within an SIE-field. Actors can start to recognise (but not necessarily follow) shared norms, 
beliefs and rules.  

The main focus in this part is on the emergence and development of SIE within an SIE-field as well as the development 
of SIE-initiatives, SIE-field-actors and other field-actors. We want to empirically identify how actors manifest around 
specific SIE and develop collectives (e.g. informal and formal alliances/networks/collaborations) and shared (but not 
necessarily consensual) narratives and activities (and associated norms, beliefs and values) over time. We are also 
interested in understanding what is ‘socially innovative’, by specifying the ideas, objects and actions these actors and 
collectives are working on within an SIE-field, and how these demonstrate a change in social relations and new ways of 
doing, organising and thinking. 

Social innovation in the energy sector (SIE) is a combination of ideas, objects and/or actions that change social 
relations and involve new ways of doing, thinking and/or organising energy. An example: Organising under 
cooperative principles to generate renewable energy. 

SIE-initiative is a localised version/manifestation in time and space of a SIE. It includes SIE-field-actors, as those actors 
working on SIE. They can be from every sphere of society (community, market, state, third sector = SIE as multi-actor 
phenomena). Examples are: Ecovillage Aardehuizen and Living Lab Walldorf.  

SIE-field-actors are individuals, organisations or other collectives who are part of a certain SIE-field and actively work 
on SIE. They can be from every sphere of society (community, market, state, third sector = SIE as multi-actor 
phenomena). Examples are: Cooperatives, citizen initiatives, energy companies, start-ups, local governments, 
intermediaries and NGOs. 

Other field-actors are individuals, organisations or other collectives who are part of a certain SIE-field – these can 
enable and/or impede SIE. They can be from every sphere of society (community, market, state, third sector). 
Examples are: Local governments, national governments, professional organisations, industry actors and citizens.  

A SIE-field is an arena/space that includes a specific SIE as well as SIE-field-actors working on it and other field-actors 
enabling and/or impeding it. In this space these actors take one another and their actions into account and have a 
shared (but not necessarily consensual) understanding of a SIE and of their relationship to other actors. They 
recognise (but not necessarily follow) shared norms, beliefs and rules. SIE-fields are often not homogenous but are 
composed of actors with diverse and contradictory aims and interests. An example: The UK cooperative energy field 
includes SIE-initiatives and SIE-field-actors (e.g. Brighton Energy Co-op, Cooperative UK, Community Energy England, 
UK Government, City of Brighton), who have a shared understanding of an SIE, which exists as ‘organising under 
cooperative principles to generate renewable energy’.   
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Institutionalisation is a process by which a pattern of activities comes to be regulative, normatively and cultural-
cognitively held in place, and practically taken for granted within a SIE-field. The degree of institutionalisation is linked 
to the emergence and stability of a SIE-field.   

1.2.2 SIE-field-actors and other field-actors’ interactions with the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment  

The SIE-field (and its actors) are nested within an ‘outside’ institutional environment linked to an energy system. This 
environment is constituted by formal and informal institutions that shape the activities of SIE-field-actors and other 
field-actors within the SIE-field. Although energy systems consist of a wide range of institutionalised rules, norms, and 
beliefs, these institutions have been object to profound changes over the past decade. These changes are due to 
manifold developments and can be grounded in field events and contestations, inter-field interactions, external shocks 
and societal trends.  

The main focus is on the interactions of SIE, SIE-field-actors and other field-actors with the ‘outside’ institutional 
environment, thereby co-shaping the SIE and its SIE-field and potentially creating institutional changes or maintaining 
the existing environment. We are interested in the ‘outside’ institutional environment that ‘surrounds’ and ‘penetrates’ 
the SIE-field. We want to understand how dominant institutions (regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements) 
within the ‘outside’ institutional environment influence the emergence and development of SIE (i.e. their social relations 
and patterns of doing, organising and thinking) within an SIE-field.  

To understand how SIE-field-actors and other field-actors interact with the ‘outside’ institutional environment, we also 
need to identify and examine field events and contestations, inter-field interactions of SIE-fields and external shocks 
and societal trends. We are interested in how these events, contestations, relations, shocks and trends influence SIE-
field developments and ‘outside’ institutional environments, as they co-shape each other over time. A particular focus 
is on political and policy developments.  

Formal and informal institutions constitute the institutional environment. The SIE-field itself constitutes an 
environment (= SIE-field institutional environment) but also is nested with the larger encompassing institutional 
environment (= outside institutional environment). The SIE-field and its institutional environment consist of 
institutions and actors who interact with each other. The ‘outside’ institutional environment consists of institutions 
that can ‘penetrate’ (i.e. shape/ influence/ interact with) the SIE-field.   

Institutional change is any change in form, quality or state in an institution or arrangement of institutional elements. 

Institutions are made up of regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements. They are tacitly or explicitly agreed 
upon rules constraining or enabling activities of actors that provide stability and meaning to social life. These can be: 
1) Regulative institutions: laws, rules, standards, policies, 2) Normative institutions: norms and value systems, and 3) 
Cultural-cognitive institutions: shared conceptions of reality, binding expectations, common beliefs. 

Field events are events, which might influence actors’ relations and interactions within the SIE-field and can ‘unsettle’ 
the existing ‘outside’ institutional environment (but not necessarily change it). An example: A community energy 
advocacy group that was set up at a conference and started to talk to policy makers about their activities. 

Field contestations are debates among SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-actors over SIE-field structures and 
processes. These contestations can ‘unsettle’ the existing ‘outside’ institutional environment (but not necessarily 
change it). An example: Contestations over regulatory and industrial policy linked to energy infrastructure 
developments.   
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Inter-field relations are interactions between SIE-fields (they can be nested and/ or overlapping). An example: 
Cooperative energy is nested within community energy in the UK. 

External shocks and societal trends are, for instance, climate change, national elections, capitalism, ageing population, 
and economic crises that influence SIE-fields structures. Examples: Economic crises, weather disasters, and 
pandemics. 

1.2.3 Enabling and impeding factors for SIE-field-actors and other field-actors 
to conduct institutional work   

SIE-initiatives, other SIE-field-actors, and other field-actors perform institutional work. This means they engage in 
creating, maintaining and transforming institutions to be able to work on, enable and/ or impede SIE developments. 
Not all of the actors might be able to conduct this work (e.g. depending on skills, capacities, intentions and resources). 
There might be factors that can support or hinder institutional work. Some of the work conducted might have intentional 
or unintentional effects. Institutional changes can occur if the work and its activities appear to be more and more 
legitimate over time while previously institutionalised practices become eroded.  

The main focus is on studying the practices of institutional work conducted by SIE-field-actors and other field-actors, in 
particular, aiming to understand the factors that allow (or not) for these activities to be performed. We examine why, 
how, when and where actors work at creating, maintaining and transforming institutions. This then enables us to build 
an understanding of the different forms of institutional work, types of work conducted (boundary work, strategy work, 
etc.), actors who are engaged (or not) in this work and enabling and impeding factors to be able to conduct this work.  

Drawing attention to the practices rather than purely accomplishments of institutional work allow for an investigation 
of intended effects but also unintended consequences, i.e. success as well as failure, winners and losers, and acts of 
resistance and transformation. This then enables us to study how SIE-field-actors and other field-actors potentially 
contribute to institutional changes and/or maintain existing ‘outside’ institutional environments. 

Institutional work refers to the activities of SIE-field-actors and other field-actors that aim to create, maintain and 
transform institutions. Examples: 1) Attempts to influence policy makers and the general public through direct 
lobbying, research reports, positioning papers, advertising, and the setting of technical standards and 2) Attempts to 
influence informal institutions, such as values, norms, binding expectations, common beliefs, habits, and routines, 
among the wider public (Arenas 2017). 

These foci are visualised in Figure 1 below (black = ‘outside’ institutional environment; blue = SIE-field and its SIE and 
actors; orange = change/ maintain processes).  
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Figure 1: Summary of overall visual conceptual map 

 

1.3 Embedded, multiple case study approach   

In SONNET, we have identified eighteen clustered SIEs that together with SIE-field-actors and other field-actors make 
up the SIE-fields (for more detail see D1.1 and D1.2). To be able to study the SIE-fields in-depth and compare them, we 
have first delineated the national context as an important factor in the development and emergence of SIE and have 
included a diverse mix of country contexts (FR, DE, CH, PL, UK, BE/NL). We then developed a SIE-typology (see 
deliverable D1.1) and identified SIE clusters (see deliverable D1.2) and selected six SIE-fields for further investigation. 
The selection of SIE-fields was grounded in a purposive sample including the following selection criteria: 1) 
recognisability and prevalence of SIE-fields in each national context (i.e. SIE-fields had to be empirically recognisable in 
each SONNET country); 2) full coverage of interactions and manifestations that have been identified for the SIE-typology 
in WP1 (e.g. cooperative/doing and conflict/thinking); and 3) practical considerations including synergies with other 
SONNET work and building upon consortium expertise, relations in the field and interests of country teams. The 
following six SIE-fields have been selected in different national contexts: 
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Circle: Cooperative organisation models for renewable energy; Triangle: Framings against fossil fuel energy pathways; 
Square: Local electricity exchange; Star: City level competition for sustainable energy; Rectangle: Participatory 
incubation and experimentation; Half Moon: Financing and subsidies for renewable energy. 

Figure 2: Illustration of SONNET’s embedded, multiple case study applied, including national context 

In the UK, we have produced case study reports for the following SIE-fields: 1) Framings against fossil fuel energy 
pathways, 2) Local electricity exchange and 3) Financing und subsidies for renewable energy.  

See deliverable 3.1 for more information about SONNET’s embedded case study approach. 
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2  INTRODUCTION TO SIE-FIELDS AND SIE-INITIATIVES STUDIED IN 
FRANCE 

In France, we have examined the following SIE-fields:1) Renewable energy cooperatives, 2) Local electricity exchange 
and 3) City level competitions for sustainable energy. In this section, we briefly outline how we have defined each SIE-
field and its boundaries. In addition, we introduce the SIE-initiatives and SIE linked to the SIE-fields. 

Renewable energy cooperatives (REC) 

Within the "Renewable energy cooperative” case study, we defined the boundaries of the field by relying on the 
cooperative principles provided by the European federation of renewable energy cooperatives (REScoop) and by the 
International Co-operative Alliance (ICA) respectively. These principles include i) concern for community, ii) voluntary 
and open membership, iii) democratic governance of the undertaking, and iv) autonomy and independence. At the 
organisational level, the cooperative principles can be implemented through a legal cooperative statute. However, what 
principles are represented in a cooperative statute varies from one country to another. Also, organisations with other 
statutes can adopt the cooperative principles without having a cooperative status. For France, we thus decided to use 
as boundary of the field the membership in the intermediary organisation “Energie Partagée” which federates projects 
respecting their definition of “citizen energy projects”. The charter of this organisation has several principles 
corresponding to the ICA Alliance principles. The members do not necessarily adopt a cooperative status, but they are 
committed to respect the charter so we chose to include them in the field as cooperative organisations.  

In France, the main activity of REC is to raise crowd equity to finance and operate renewable energy power plants 
(mainly rooftop PV projects). RECs are however not limited to producing renewable energy, many are for instance trying 
to diversify their activities to include activities related to energy literacy and energy efficiency. Despite the recent 
emergence of citizen projects during the 2000’s, RECs are already well organised around three key national actors that 
support and structure their development: Energie Partagée, Centrales Villageoises and Enercoop. Our study includes 
the analysis of two local SIE-initiatives: Eoliennes en Pays de Vilaine, an association created in 2003 to develop wind 
turbines in the Bretagne Region and Buxia Energie, a cooperative whose objective is the collective appropriation of 
electricity production by planning, building and financing local projects in renewable energies and energy savings. 

Local electricity exchanges (LEE) 

The SIE-field called ‘local electricity exchange’ (LEE) investigates the development of multi-actor collectives that 
experiment with and implement local/ regional ‘exchange’. This includes production, consumption and distribution (and 
sometimes trading) of renewable energy, whilst being connected to the national grid. They develop novel financial, 
business model, institutional and technological (digital) innovations within trials and/ or commercial endeavours where 
multiple non-traditional energy players are actively/ consciously engaging with each other to enable local/ regional  
‘exchange’ of renewable electricity. Reasons for these endeavours can vary e.g. decentralised electricity production, 
empowerment of local actors, fighting energy poverty etc. While this report focuses on France, the same analysis has 
been conducted for the UK and Switzerland.  

In France, local electricity exchange refer to three types of endeavours: non-nationalised distributors, collective self-
consumption and local Power Purchase Agreement (PPA) - novel contracts supplying locally produced renewable 
electricity to a predefined group of customers. In this report we focus on collective self-consumption and local PPA that 
both emerged recently. Collective self-consumption is highly regulated and requires that projects comply with a very 
strict regulatory framework. This framework has and still is subject to intense negotiation and contestation. Local PPA 
can be implemented within existing regulatory framework. Our study includes the analysis of two local SIE-initiatives: 
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the project of collective self-consumption in La Motte-Servelex and a local PPA created by the energy supplier Planète 
Oui and the project developer Valorem in the municipality of Mézières-lez-Cléry.  

City level competitions for sustainable energy 

City level competitions for sustainable energy entail formats where participants strive to rank themselves, gain or win 
something focusing on particular local energy topics (e.g. energy savings) and contributing to specific energy pathways. 
This specific type of SIE therefore concentrates on novel ways of engaging different actors (playful) through energy 
competition formats. Its novelty lies in the formats of competition, which allow for new actors to engage in sustainable 
energy pathways. Furthermore, the formats might involve new indicators for measuring energy related behaviour. 
While this report concentrates on ‘city-level competitions for sustainable energy’ in France, the SIE will also be studied 
in further case studies in Germany and Switzerland. 
In the SIE-field of interest in this study, we focus on energy competitions that happen at the city level. With the term 
‘city-level competitions for sustainable energy’ we refer to diverse formats related to sustainable energy pathways, 
where participants strive to rank themselves, gain or win something. These formats can address competitions between 
city administration (e.g. referred to as ‘between city competitions’, which take place between different cities) or target 
changes of individual behaviour (e.g. referred to as ‘within city competitions’, which take place within the city between 
different stakeholder groups). What links these formats is their shared aim to promote and mainstream sustainable 
energy. Our broad understanding of competition includes gaming outcome such as voluntary comparisons, rankings, 
benchmarking, etc. and not necessarily only the traditional goal of defeating others. Participants can strive to gain an 
award, an energy label and/or win goods (money/prices/lower costs). They may also seek to gain recognition, a feeling 
of empowerment, opportunities for marketing, creating political capital and fun. 
Our study includes the analysis of three SIE-initiatives: First, Cit’ergie which is the French version of the European Energy 
Award. It is managed and co-funded by ADEME, which organizes national events, co-funds supporting consultants and 
AERE, the NGO that adjusts the label’s requirements based on French specifications. Second, the label Sustainable and 
Innovative City (SIC) developed by CEREMA (a decentralized public agency aiming to support regions with sustainability 
initiatives) and Efficacity (a public-private research partnership). It is meant to complement and expand the Cit’ergie 
label notably by including additional elements such as water management, resilience, governance or economic 
development. Finally, Déclics, a challenge formally called Energy Positive Families that is organised between families to 
show participants what they can do at their own individual level to reduce resource consumption through behavioural 
changes. Déclics is coordinated and animated by NGOs, with funding from national and local governments. 

Table 1: Overview SIE-field, SIE and SIE-initiative examined in France 

Name of SIE-field Description of SIE-field & its 
boundaries 

SIE definition linked 
to SIE-field 

SIE-initiatives 
investigated 

In which other 
SONNET countries 
are they being 
studied 

Renewable energy 
cooperatives 

With Renewable Energy 
Cooperatives we refer to 
organisational models through 
which citizens jointly own means 
of and participate in renewable 
energy production. Primarily, 
RECs aim to finance and operate 
renewable energy power plants 
but can also have other goals 
such as to sensitize local actors 
to the potential of local 
renewable energy and energy 
savings. 

Organisational models 
based on cooperative 
principles that allow 
owning means of and 
producing renewable 
energy. 

Local initiatives: 
Energie 
Citoyenne en 
Pays de Vilaine, 
Buxia Energie, 
 

Germany & 
Switzerland 
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Boundaries are defined by 
membership in the network 
“Energie Partagée” which 
ensure the respect of a charter 
coherent with cooperative 
principles, like open and 
voluntary membership and 
democratic governance 

Local electricity 
exchange 

The SIE-field called ‘local 
electricity exchange’ includes 
discourses and activities derived 
from the producing, consuming, 
distributing and sometimes 
trading of energy locally (i.e. 
consumption close to its point of 
generation). 

The social innovation 
in local electricity 
exchange can be 
defined as multi-actor 
collectives (including 
multiple non-
traditional energy 
players) experimenting 
with and implementing 
novel financial, 
institutional, technical 
(digital) and business 
model innovations to 
enable grid-connected 
local/regional 
renewable energy 
exchange. 

Collective self-
consumption 
project in La 
Motte-Servelex 
and Local PPA 
created in the 
municipality of 
Mézières-lez-
Cléry 
 
 

UK & Switzerland 

City level 
Competitions for 
Sustainable Energy 

Energy competitions that 
happen at the city; activities 
contributing to energy 
behavioural changes within the 
city and/ or the city 
administration to better address 
energy issues; involves elements 
of ranking, gaining or winning 

Closely embedded in 
federal 
administrational 
structures. 
Competitions take 
place within cities 
(often targeting 
behavioural changes of 
citizens) and within 
cities (often with a 
focus on specific 
indicators and 
benchmarks). 

Cit’ergie 
The label 
Sustainable and 
Innovative City  
Déclics 
 

Germany & 
Switzerland 

The next section outlines the French energy sector, focusing on the national energy system, the governance of the 
energy system, major energy policy changes, social and cultural changes linked to the energy sector.  
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3  BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO THE FRENCH ENERGY SECTOR RELEVANT 
FOR SIE 

This section briefly outlines the French energy sector, in particular the national energy system, the governance of the 
energy system, major energy policy changes, and social and cultural changes linked to the energy sector. Rather than 
providing an in-depth outline, the purpose of this section is to highlight key aspects and changes that are relevant for 
SIE. It provides a context for reading the three case study reports (see appendix 1).  

3.1 Description of national energy system & governance of energy 
system  

The French energy system has been described as atypical and strongly path dependent (Aykut and Evrard, 2017). In 
France, the electricity sector was dominated by national champion EDF (the state-owned producer, distributor and 
supplier of electricity). EDF was created after the end of the Second World War to accelerate the electrification of France 
and provide access to affordable electricity via the large-scale implementation of nuclear power plants (Defeuilley 
2001). Until the 2000’s, the French energy policy was based on an industrial policy aimed at strengthening national 
energy champions (Andriosopoulos & Silvestre, 2017). A close network of actors including the directors of public utilities 
and the central administration jointly determined the energy policy. These technical elite shared similar training (like 
Ecole des Mines), values and intellectual vision and defended a productivist approach massively based on nuclear 
generation of electric power (Aykut & Evrard, 2017).  For this reason, the electricity sector is extremely centralised and 
citizens have long been (or felt) excluded from energy decision-making (Bauby and Boual 1994).  

The decentralisation of the French state is quite recent and the decentralisation of energy policy is relatively new in 
France. It is only since 2005, following 50 years of nationalised energy system, that cities began gaining recognition as 
actors in the energy transition. Territorial reforms (re)gave local authorities energy responsibilities. While some cities 
such as Besançon, Dunkerque, or Grenoble, embraced these new responsibilities and developed ambitious energy and 
climate plans, others still have difficulty understanding what they have the power to influence.  

On the production side, and from the beginning of the nuclear program in the 80’, the French production of energy 
stayed dominated by nuclear energy, along with smaller amount of renewable electricity (mainly hydraulic and wood 
energy) and energy from waste (e.g. 8% of French electricity is generated from fossil fuels (Enerdata, 2019). Nuclear 
energy represents 77% of the primary energy produced in France (Ministère de la transition écologique, 2020a). 
Renewable energy production has grown by70% between 2005 and 2019 (Ministère de la transition écologique, 2020b). 
In parallel, the extraction of fossil energy has quickly declined and is marginal since around 2000. On the consumption 
side, the mix of primary energy consumption in France in 2019 was composed of 40% nuclear energy, 29% oil, 15%  
natural gas, 12% renewable energy and waste and 3% coal. The electricity mix is characterised by a low carbon intensity. 
The French consumption mix is rather unique in the EU. This also implies that, while other countries often start with 
decarbonising their electricity mix, to further decrease carbon emission, French government should focus on 
decarbonising other sectors such as heat and transport.   

When talking about the French energy sector it is difficult not to address the question of nuclear energy. As explained 
above, the strong dependence of France on nuclear energy is also the main reason why French electricity sector has a 
low carbon intensity. Incumbents are defending this technology and have reframed the energy transition as a transition 
towards a “low-carbon” instead of “renewable” energy system (Aykut & Evrard, 2017). This does not mean however 
that nuclear technology is not contested in France and anti-nuclear movements exist since the 60’s. The lack of political 
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victory from these movements can be explained by three factors. First, the coherence of the public policy community 
mentioned above that strengthens and supports nuclear-friendly policy. Second, the fact that scientists and politicians 
do not agree on the nuclear question and whether it should play a role in the energy transition and if so which one (see 
for instance Cassoret, 2020). Third, the lack of success of anti-nuclear movements can also be explained by the weakness 
of counter-expertise in the energy domain. A technical counter-narrative emerged only in 2003 with the publication of 
the NégaWatt scenario (Aykut & Evrard, 2017). The NégaWatt scenario, or its three principles of energy transition 
“sufficiency, efficiency and renewable energy”, is a source of inspiration for many cooperative initiatives. However, it is 
mostly known by experts and has little influence on public debate.  

3.2 Understandings of ‘social innovations’ in the energy sector  

In France, social innovation in the energy sector is not a widely known topic and does not fit widely within practitioners 
and policy maker’s discourses. There are energy policies on one hand and some social innovation policy on the other 
but there is no specific policy or community of actors at their intersection. Social innovation in France is included in the 
larger field of social and solidarity economy that is quite institutionalized with an unclear definition of the sectors’ 
boundaries. The 2014 law on social and solidarity economy defined social innovation as a project offering good or 
services that meet social needs unsatisfied by current market and policy conditions, or meet social needs in an 
innovative way. This definition frames public policies and organisations who meets the criteria can apply for specific 
support (prizes, subsidies...). The political intention behind these policies is ultimately to integrate social innovation in 
research and development support schemes initially designed for technological innovation. We observed that some of 
the cases studied in this report obtained support from “social innovation” policies (e.g. the energy cooperative 
Enercoop), but is not necessarily the main term used by actors to describe their practices. We also note that this policy 
definition which focuses on the satisfaction of social needs does not match the one we are using in SONNET because it 
gives quite explicitly a normative orientation to social innovation. On the contrary in SONNET, social innovation in energy 
is not assumed to be socially beneficial – the requirement is only for SIE to “change social relations” and “involve new 
ways of doing, thinking and organising energy” (Wittmayer et al 2020). 

3.3 Major historical energy policy changes  

At the onset of the electricity system, local electricity energy exchanges were the norm. Electricity networks in France 
were developed and managed by hundreds of local actors (private firms, cooperative and municipalities). These 
networks were hardly interconnected and access to electricity was heterogeneous (Defeuilley, 2001). After the Second 
World War, the electrification of the entire country became a priority for the French government. The law for the 
nationalisation of electricity and gas of the 8th of April 1946 initiated a large wave of nationalisation that led to the 
creation of French national champion EDF (Electricité de France). This is when the production, distribution and supply 
of electricity started to be organised centrally. This did not fully put an end to local exchanges of electricity as some 
municipalities chose to create DNN (non nationalised distributors) in order to maintain local control on energy related 
decision-making. In early 2000s, there were still 157 DNN distributing 5% of French electricity, the remaining 95% being 
controlled by EDF (Allemand, 2007). 

For decades, the core priority remained providing French people access to affordable and reliable electricity with core 
guiding principle the notion of tariff equalization: disregarding where people lived (in the centre of Paris or in an alpine 
village), people should pay the same price to access electricity (Poupeau, 2007). The principle of tariff equalisation has 
been in place for the entire country since the 80’s and is presented as a symbol of solidarity between regions 
(Observatoire de l’Industrie Electrique, 2017). Moreover, French energy policy has long been based on an industrial 
policy aimed at strengthening the national energy champion EDF (Andriosopoulos & Silvestre, 2017). Despite demands 
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from the EU, France has been very slow at liberalising its energy sector and EDF still leads on both the market and grid 
levels (Poupeau, 2020). 

In the mid 00’s, France gradually changed it’s doctrine. For instance in 2004, France launched what is called a “Climate 
Plan” (Plan Climat). The objective of this Climate plan was to allow France to meet its objectives of reduction of 
greenhouse gas emission as set in the Kyoto Protocol. This plan was important in that it recognized the central role of 
local public institutions in fighting climate change. The Climate Plan invited cities and inter-communalities to develop 
their own local Climate Plans. Afterwards the Energy law was passed in 2005 followed by the Grenelle laws in 2007-
2008 which were meant to initiate the energy transition. The 2005 law for instance included objectives such as a 75% 
reduction of GHG by 2050 (Andriosopoulos & Silvestre, 2017). During this period, feed-in-tariff (FIT) were introduced in 
order to support the deployment of renewable energy technologies. FIT are financed via an energy tax that consumers 
must pay called CSPE (contribution au service public de l’électricité).  

The 2012 presidential election following the Fukushima incident initiated a shift in energy policy. In 2015, the Energy 
Transition Law for Green Growth (LTECV) adopted by left-wing government represented a very important moment in 
French energy policy. The law introduced new targets including a 40% reduction of GHG emissions by 2030 compared 
to 1990 levels and the objective to reduce the share of nuclear power to 50% of electricity generation. It also saw a 
sharp increase in the aforementioned CSPE tax meant to finance investment in the energy transition (19.5 eur/MWh 
which is +333% compared to 2005 and +18% compared to 2014) (CRE, 2016). This law also created a window of 
opportunity for renewable energy communities (Aykut & Evrard, 2017). It made it possible for citizens and local 
authorities to co-finance local renewable energy production projects (Peullemeulle & Duval, 2017). The LTECV law 
allowed public authorities to take shares of private companies producing renewable energy and lifted some of the 
constraints imposed by the Financial Market Authority (AMF) on the raising of capital from the public (Poize, 2015). 
Finally, this law also stipulated the need to create a regulatory framework for collective self-consumption (Lormeteau 
& Molinero, 2018). This framework should include a legal definition of collective self-consumption and a definition of 
the grid price that these initiatives should be asked to pay.  

Finally, the 2019 energy and climate law, in accordance with the EU directive 2009/28/CE, set for France the target of 
33% primary energy consumption from renewable sources in 2030. But the country still has not met its 2020 objectives 
(17,2% against 23% of gross final energy consumption) (Ministère de la transition écologique, 2020a).  

3.4  Key cultural and social developments  

The environment is a growing concern for the French population since the COP 21 in 2018. In 2020, 36% of French 
people interrogated in an opinion survey cited the environment within the top priorities for their country (after 
employment). The reality of the related risks caused by climate change is progressively perceived and developing 
renewable energy is among the preferred solution to fight global warming (Boy 2019, Sondage OpinionWay pour 
l’ADEME 2020). When asked about electricity in general, people cited having lower prices and limiting the impact on 
the environment as first priority (Orano / BVA 2019). However when asked about what should be the main priority of 
the French energy policy, people cited fighting climate change and developing renewable energy as first priority, only 
23% of respondents think that reducing energy prices should be a political priority (Odoxa / Aviva, Challenges, BFM 
Business 2021).  

Given the specific history of France regarding nuclear energy, the public opinion on the adequate energy technologies 
that should be developed is however not clear-cut. In the 90’ the French population was in favor of nuclear energy but 
since the 00, the public opinion is unstable and quite dependent on current events. For example, the perception of the 
relative advantages and disadvantages of this technology shifted to disfavor after the Fukushima incident but shifted 
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back a few years later (Martin 2013). Then the opinion became unfavorable again around 2018 and is now back to a 
favorable stance with 59% of respondents declaring themselves favorable to the production of energy from nuclear 
sources. “Pronuclear” stances are more common among male, 65+ old, right wing and high socioeconomic status 
populations. Proximity with the green party EELV is linked with stronger anti-nuclear opinion (Odoxa / Aviva, Challenges, 
BFM Business 2021). In 2019, nuclear energy is still perceived as more performant than renewable energy, despite 
having other more negative characteristics (ADEME/ OpinionWay 2019). 

The data available since 2014 shows that the French population is globally in favour of renewable energy development: 
around 95% are favourable including 50% very favourable. Solar energy is globally more popular. Awareness about the 
different types of renewable energy is lower among women, youth and economically disadvantaged populations. 
Regarding how these technologies should be developed, there is a strong support for local production of renewable 
energy (around 85%), especially among advantaged socio-economic people and those with left-wing opinions. There is 
also a growing interest for self-production of renewable energy (68% of the respondent are interested). Regarding the 
costs of renewable energy development, 64% of French would be ready to pay more for renewable energy. Around 
55% of the representative survey respondents intend declare willingness to invest in renewable energy (ADEME/ 
OpinionWay 2019). 
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4 METHODOLOGY   

4.1 Researcher’s relations to the cases   

The GEM researchers have previously conducted research into REC and energy issues in France within the context of a 
project financed by Tuck foundation and is the focus of a PhD dissertation of one of the participants. They have therefore 
had existing relationships with Renewable Energy Cooperatives (REC) initiatives, intermediary organisations (eg. Energie 
Partagée), and energy companies. This helped the research team gain access to data for the REC case study. Besides, 
via its Energy for Society Chair and specialised programs in management and marketing of energy, GEM researchers 
could draw on a rich network of practitioners in the French energy sector. This was especially useful to access interviews 
for the LEE case. Finally regarding city level competition for sustainable energy, the SONNET city partner (Ville de 
Grenoble) provided useful insights and gave the team access to their own network. All interviewees participated 
voluntarily in the interviews.  

We approached interviewees with an introduction email presenting SONNET and the conditions under which we would 
collect data from them. We shared a link to SONNET’s website and offered interviewees the possibility to access and 
offer feedback on the report once it was completed. Some interviewees commented and provided feedback on the 
report.  

Due to COVID-19, all interviews took place on the phone or via video conferencing tools. Participants were collaborative 
and digital interactions made it possible to interview actors in various parts of the country. Interviews usually lasted for 
1 hour. While doing the research, we were very careful with looking for critical narratives about the SIE-fields in order 
to avoid normative bias from interviewees. For all cases studied, we interviewed both SIE-initiatives and field-actors. 
For the CRE and LEE case studies, we also interviewed other field actors to gain an understanding of the various 
perspectives and narratives around these two SIE-fields where we observed a lot of contestation.   

 

4.2 Short description of methods  

SONNET makes use of an embedded case study approach, aiming to describe SIE-fields using diverse units of analysis. 
The main unit of analysis is the SIE-field, whereas the subunits of analysis are made up of SIE-initiatives and SIE-field-
actors (who work on SIE) and other field-actors (who intentionally and/ or unintentionally enable and/ or impede SIEs 
within the SIE-field) and SIE. The context refers to the ‘outside’ institutional environment linked to the SIE-field (wider 
socio-political, socio-economic and socio-cultural context), seeing that SIE-fields are nested within larger encompassing 
context. We have drawn on the innovation history approach to co-construct the emergence and development of a SIE-
field (including SIE/ SIE-initiatives/ SIE-field-actors/ other field-actors). Case study research (through the document 
review) together with SIE-field-actors and other field-actors (through interviews) co-created this history. In addition, we 
got inspiration from the critical turning points approach to examine critical instances/ processes where SIE-field-actors 
and other field-actors conducted institutional work to create, maintain and/ or transform institutions. SONNET gathers 
data through conducting in-depth interviews, analysing documents and carrying out participant observation across the 
three embedded case studies in each national context. These three methods enabled data enrichment and 
triangulation. The COVID-19 global health crisis made it impossible to conduct face-to-face participant observation. We 
therefore joined online events conducted by SIE-field-actors. The three methods are detailed in more depth in the 
following three sections. The fieldwork was carried out between June 2020 and February 2021.  
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4.2.1  Document review  

We started the research by reviewing documents relying both on primary and secondary data source such as websites, 
recording of events, peer-reviewed articles, media articles, reports to better understand the boundaries of the field, 
actors that compose the field, how the field developed over time, which events shaped the field, narrative and counter-
narratives. In the case study reports, we listed between 3-16 documents that have been reviewed per case study.  
Interviewees also helped us identified additional documents and reports.  

For the REC case, we had a lot of prior knowledge of the field and had already collected many documents prior to 
SONNET. To complete this research, we looked for publications detailing evolution in the French energy and climate 
policy context. This was also useful for contextualising changes for the other two case studies. We also looked for 
historical documents detailing the fields in their early phases for which we had less prior knowledge. For the LEE case, 
we searched for publications from actors that supported the emergence of the field to understand their interests. These 
included publications on their websites, blogs or reports actors wrote when selling services to cities or other businesses. 
Given the importance of the legal framework in this field, we also reviewed many legal documents and publications 
from the offices of specialised lawyers to understand how the regulation changed and why. For the city level 
competitions for sustainable energy, we searched for documents explaining the various competitions, comparing these 
competition to other existing tools. We also looked for documents explaining how the role of cities evolved over time 
as French energy policy started to recognise their potential contribution.  

4.2.2 In-depth interviews  

The three main research questions and minor ones outlined in the methodological guidelines were translated into an 
interview guide for the in-depth interviews (see deliverable 3.1). This interview guide was used in conducting interviews 
for all three case studies: FAFF, LEE and FS RE. Overall, the interviews differed slightly due to the different role, position 
and background of the interviewees in relation to the SIE-field. Interviews usually lasted around one hour. All the 
interviews were recorded with the consent of the interviewees. Due to time and funding constraints, not all interviews 
conducted were transcribed. We did use detailed notes of the interviews. During the interviews, the interviewees were 
informed on the confidentiality and anonymity of their participation. The written report was made available to 
interviewees so they could validate whether they agreed with the way we had used the information they provided and 
the quotes we derived from interviewing them.  

For the CRE case, nine interviews were conducted. We selected initiatives in order to represent the organizational 
(Enercoop, Centrales Villageoises, Energie Partagée) and geographical diversity of the field (Bretagne, Est, Rhône-Alpes), 
but given the small number of interviewees, the sample is not representative of the whole diversity of the projects. For 
example, there was no biomass project. To better understand the interactions with the outside institutional 
environment, additional interviews with actors external to the field might also be needed. 

For the LEE case, thirteen interviews were conducted. We had difficulties interviewing SIE-initiative and only one 
responded favourably. To compensate for this we did additional document review and analysed reports or publications 
presenting initiatives, explaining their motivations, the difficulties they face, the lessons learnt. We interviewed various 
SIE-field actors. This included advocacy groups, consulting firms, technology providers, DSO, regulators and elected 
officials that supported the field. Our objective was to understand who supported the field, who did not, why, the 
ongoing power dynamics and which narrative and counter narratives were used.  
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For the city level competitions for sustainable energy, we conducted eight interviews. Our objective was to cover the 
various types of competitions that exist or are being created. We selected initiatives that covered various formats of 
competition both in their scope and in their aims. We also selected interviewees that would provide a complementary 
perspective on the initiatives. For instance, we interviewed a representative from a city that recently included energy 
and climate issues in its policies as well as a city that was more mature and had obtained the Gold label.   

4.2.3 Participant observation  

Due to COVID-19, it was not possible to conduct face-to-face participant observation. We joined several online events 
that took place during the period of field work (three events for REC, four events for LEE). We have not been able to 
participate in any events related to the city level competitions for sustainable energy. Events varied in that they were 
organised by different types of actors (intermediary organisations, businesses, academics, SIE-initiatives) and had a 
local, national and sometimes international reach. You can find the full list of events in the appendix of the two case 
study reports. 

 

4.3  Description of analysis  

We analysed the data collected to produce the written report. This process was not linear and we went back and forth 
between the data and the analysis. We also conducted additional interviews and/or document reviews during analysis 
when clarification was necessary. Some interviews were coded using the list of codes provided by the SPRU and DRIFT 
teams (e.g. SIE-field contestations, institutional work, and SIE-field-actor’s activities). Other interviews were analysed 
by colouring important sections of the interviews. To develop the narrative, we first developed a timeline of events 
identified both in the document review and the interviews. Based on the timeline, we identified important phases in 
the processes that were used to structure the historical narrative. Besides empirically describing how the fields 
emerged, we also drew on concepts provided by SPRU and DRIFT teams (e.g. changing power relations, conducting 
institutional work) to provide some analytical reflections about the emergence and the development of the field. An 
internal review of the case studies was carried out within the GEM team, by our city partners (i.e. Ville de Grenoble) 
and a SONNET researcher.  

4.4 Reflections on overall methodology  

The research on the SIE-fields was designed in accordance with the methodological guidelines (see deliverable 3.1). As 
such the research was guided by the three research questions outlined in these guidelines and the underlying 
conceptual framework (see deliverable 1.2). For reporting on our research, we used a SONNET case study report 
template developed and approved by the consortium. The CRE case study was written by both authors, in the LEE case 
study data collection was shared among the author but writing the report was mostly done by the first author. In the 
city level competition for sustainable energy, data collection was done by the second author and the first author made 
the analysis and wrote the report.   

There are certain limitations to all three case studies. In all three cases, we have done a limited number of interview. 
Interviews for the REC case for instance covered the main intermediary organisations but did not cover all types of SIE-
initiative and all geographic representations of these initiatives. In the LEE case, we also interviewed the main 
intermediary organisations but could not interview many SIE initiatives. In the third case study we interviewed actors 
representing three types of initiatives. This implied that for each initiative, we had only between 2 and 4 interviews as 
data sources that might reduce the reliability of the data collected.  
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5 SUMMARY OF EACH CASE STUDY REPORT: THREE SIE-FIELDS AND 
THEIR SIE-INITIATIVES  

The full research reports of the three SIE-fields and their SIE-initiatives studied in France can be found in appendix 1: 
Three case study reports. This section provides summaries of each SIE-field through answering the major and minor 
research questions that guided the empirical work (see background section and deliverable 3.1).  

5.1  Introduction  

This section provides a summary of each case study report. The summaries are structured around answering the major 
and minor research questions (as outlined in D3.1) and are based on the three empirical foci (as outlined in section 1) 
that have guided the empirical, conceptual and methodological work outlined in D1.1, D1.2 and D3.1. The foci are: 1) 
Emergence, development and institutionalisation of SIE and SIE-field over time, 2) SIE-field-actors and other field-actors’ 
interactions with the ‘outside’ institutional environment, and 3) Enabling and impeding factors for SIE-field-actors and 
other field-actors to conduct institutional work. The structure of answering the major and minor research aimed to ease 
cross-case comparison across the 18 SONNET case studies that will be presented in D3.3 (i.e. it will be possible to 
compare each answer across the 18 case studies, providing a starting point for the analysis). For a reader, who is not 
part of the SONNET project team, these summaries might be too dense (i.e. moving between empirical and conceptual 
reflections) and therefore difficult to follow. A better starting point to understand the SIE-fields might be the case study 
reports that provide an empirical narrative of the historical development of the SIE-fields. The full case study reports of 
the three SIE-fields and their SIE-initiatives studied in France can be found in appendix 1 of this report. 

5.2  Case study 1: Renewable energy cooperative   

5.2.1 How have the SIE and SIE-field emerged, developed and institutionalised 
over time?  

5.2.1.1 What are the relevant SIE-field-actors and other field-actors within the SIE-field and 
what are their roles within the SIE-field? How have these changed over time? 

To identify the relevant actors, we had to define the boundaries of the Renewable energy cooperative field. Renewable 
energy cooperative (REC) refers to organisational models through which citizens jointly own means of and participate 
in renewable energy production. To determine what constitutes a cooperative organisational model, we relied on the 
cooperative principles provided by the European federation of renewable energy cooperatives (REScoop) and on the 
International Co-operative Alliance (ICA) respectively. These principles include i) concern for community, ii) voluntary 
and open membership, iii) democratic governance of the undertaking, and iv) autonomy and independence (ICA, 2015; 
REScoop, 2020). In France, REC do not always have a cooperative legal status. We thus decided to use as boundary of 
the field,  membership in the intermediary organisation “Energie Partagée”. This federates projects respecting their 
definition of “citizen energy projects”, as the charter of the organisation has several principles corresponding to the ICA 
Alliance principles.  

The SIE-field-actors (actors who work on SIE) include the various “citizen energy projects” that mainly work to finance 
and operate renewable energy power plants and the intermediary organisations supporting them. The two main 
intermediary organisations are Energie Partagée and Association des Centrales Villageoises who are currently building 
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a partnership. Energie Partagée presents itself as the movement for citizen led renewable energy.  It constitutes of 
several legal entities that gather savings, fund renewable energy projects, and organise networking. They mobilise paid 
workers to federate citizen energy actors, facilitate peer-to peer exchanges, provide coaching and training and lobbying 
for more supportive policies.  The Association des Centrales Villageoises emerged in parallel to Energie Partagée 
association in the Rhône Alpes region. This network promotes and federates a specific type of project based on 
photovoltaic rooftops clusters, with a stronger emphasis on volunteer, local and direct citizen involvement. A third key 
actor is Enercoop, a multi-stakeholder cooperative created with the aim to be an alternative to incumbent energy 
suppliers and provide 100% green electricity. Enercoop is also a founding member of Energie Partagée and accompanies 
REC locally with its technical expertise. Enercoop wants to be a “steppingstone for citizen dynamics” (FR-WP3-COOP-
SIE-3). Regarding the evolution of actors' role, we observed that pioneer REC tend to become themselves network 
facilitators or supporting actors. 

Other field-actors include various public and private actors impeding or supporting REC. Local authorities (cities) and 
parapublic energy/climate agencies (local, regional or national) are very supportive and sometime initiators of REC. The 
support from regional authorities is important but variant among regions. The support from national government is 
also key but unstable through time. The Commission for Energy Regulation (abbreviated CRE in French, regulates the 
sector and manage support schemes) has a role in designing the support schemes, and REC has to interact with it when 
applying to call for tenders. The distribution system operator (Enedis) that grants access to the grid is generally rather 
impeding because of unclear and bureaucratic procedures. Until 2016, it was also mandatory for REC benefiting from 
feed-in-tariffs to sell their power to EDF (the national electricity supplier in France). Regarding private actors, private 
renewable energy developers sometime works in partnership with REC (especially for large scale projects) but can also 
be in competition with them. Banks and insurance companies provided a very low support to REC in their emergence 
phase, but REC are progressively gaining credibility toward these actors. 

5.2.1.2 What are relevant activities, aims/goals and narratives that have been developed and 
manifested by SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-actors within the SIE-field over time? 

Primarily, RECs aim to finance and operate renewable energy power plants. They are active regarding diverse energy 
technologies: rooftop PV, solar farms, wind farms, small hydro, biogas and biomass power plants. Rooftop PV represents 
63% of all REC projects (Sebi and Vernay, 2020), but several REC are thinking to diversify the type of renewable energy 
that is developed. We observed that many REC are also trying to diversify their activities to include activities related to 
energy literacy and energy efficiency. This later activity does not have a clear business model yet but some actors 
experiment with the use of Energy Saving Certificates or use the benefits from selling energy to fund energy sobriety 
actions. The other key objective of REC is to foster citizen involvement in the governance and funding of energy facilities. 
For example, Eoliennes en Pays de Vilaine is committed to a close relationship with inhabitants, listening and answering 
to their concerns about the power plants. 

Regarding narratives, French REC focuses their communication on access to governance and decision making and having 
a positive impact on the local economy rather than having an impact on energy transition. This may be because RECs 
are quite aware that their energy production is anecdotal in the global French electricity mix (Sebi & Vernay, 2020) and 
that the French electricity mix is 92 % decarbonised (owning a very high share of nuclear and hydro power). The 
"decarbonisation" discourse is notably held by the powerful historical supplier EDF who own the nuclear capacities. For 
this reason, it is very complicated for actors in the field to mobilize people around a common fight against climate 
change (see for instance Kalkbrenner & Roosen, 2016; Vernay & Sebi, 2020). We also observed that even though many 
actors in the field are known for their anti-nuclear position, they do not communicate much about that and prefer 
leaving the door open for people who support renewable and are not against nuclear. 
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5.2.1.3 What types of interactions/ relations exist between SIE-field-actors and/ or other 
field-actors? What types of informal and formal alliances, networks, collaborations 
have existed (and possibly still do)? 

The focus of this section is on interactions/relations between SIE-field-actors, the interactions between SIE-field-actors 
and other field-actors will be examined in section 5.2.1.4. The SIE-field-actors (actors who work on SIE) include the 
various “citizen energy projects” and their networks. Our analysis of REC in France shows that there is some diversity in 
this SIE field: REC may conduct different types of renewable energy projects and have a mode of governance based on 
different principles. Among these various actors, there are some contestation around common principles regarding 
what it takes to be recognized as a SIE-initiative (« citizen energy ») in this field. However, SIE-initiatives and SIE-actors 
clearly share similar objective to create possibilities for citizens to take part in local energy decision making and they 
nourish cooperative relationships or at least tend to avoid competing on the same territory/activity. Our observations 
suggest that this field may function as a rather closed network of like-minded actors. To benefit from the networks it 
is necessary for actors to join and be accepted by the network and the capacity of REC to emerge and develop depends 
on the presence of these supporting organizations locally (Vernay and Sebi, 2020). 

5.2.1.4 How can the interactions/ relations between SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-actors 
be characterised (e.g., cooperation, exchange, competition and conflict)? How have 
they changed over time? 

This section focuses on the interactions/relations between SIE-field-actors and other field-actors (public and private 
actors impeding or supporting REC) wherein the relationships are diverse.  

As explained above, Local authorities (cities) and para-public energy/climate agencies (local, regional or national) are 
generally supportive of REC. Energie Partagee is for example working in cooperation with an association representing 
local authorities in its lobbying activities. The relationships with other public actors like regional authorities, national 
government and the Commission for Energy Regulation depends on the political orientation of the region/government 
toward REC.  

REC have a paradoxical relationship with EDF (historical energy provider). To benefit from feed-in-tariffs, projects 
owners had until 2016 to sell their power to EDF. As explained in the website of one of the renewable energy 
cooperative: “EDF is our “mandatory” client”. If we recall that REC were created to give a role to citizens because EDF 
did not allow them to play one so far, having to sell your power to EDF can feel counter-intuitive. Energie Partagée for 
instance published an article where they explained that the projects they finance “must agree to sell their energy, often 
reluctantly, to EDF”. This also places REC in a position of dependency towards EDF, and regulations prevent REC to build 
local supply chain for electricity in cooperation with new entrepreneurial firms that have entered the market. 
Simultaneously, the cooperative energy provider Enercoop explicitly presents itself as a competitor of EDF.  

The relation with private renewable energy developers is also complex. On the one hand, REC stress that their projects 
can create leverage effect for local SMEs to develop or at least maintain their activities. On the other hand, REC actors 
(or at least some of them) seem to have a problematic relation with private actors because of the differences between 
their activist/non-profit motivations and culture and the classical for-profit status and/or motivation of private 
companies. They thus tend to evaluate the companies they want to work with on ethical criteria and select the ones 
closer to their own values. REC actors explained that there is a tendency in the market towards concentration as small 
renewable energy developers are purchased by big companies. This makes it even more difficult to find partners with 
similar values. As a consequence, Enercoop and Energie Partagée are developing ethical criteria to select partners and 
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define guidelines on the right way to work with people who do not initially share their values. However, they do not 
seem to have a specific strategy regarding small companies. The small developer we interviewed felt they were 
developing tools competing with this activity. 

Regarding the distribution system operator (Enedis), grid connection is a recurring subject of complaints from REC (Sebi 
and Vernay, 2020). During a workshop we attended, the participants for instance congratulated themselves for not 
having complained about Enedis during the entire meeting! Grid connection which REC has to pay for is a source of 
delays, it can be very costly and compromise the economic feasibility of projects, especially in rural areas where higher 
investments are often required. The delays may affect also the profitability of the projects as FIT are decreasing quickly. 
Many SIE initiatives complain that grid connection costs are too expensive, that cost calculation is not transparent, and 
that procedures used to change “every 3 months” (Interview FR-SIEI-pre4).  Even if Enedis is working hard on improving 
procedures, REC initiators asked for additional simplifications.  

Regarding other type of actors, REC networks worked in partnership with insurance providers to build insurance 
contracts adapted to citizen projects and offer this service to their members. 

5.2.1.5 What is ‘socially innovative’ about the SIE (including SIE-initiatives and/ or SIE-field-
actors)? How and to what extent do ideas, objects and/or actions demonstrate a 
change in social relations and new ways of doing, thinking and/or organising energy? 

 In SONNET, we define social innovation in energy (SIE) as a combination of ideas, objects and/or actions that changes 
social relations and involve new ways of doing, thinking and/or organizing energy. Renewable energy cooperative (REC) 
refers to organizational models through which citizens jointly finance, build and run renewable energy facilities. What 
is innovative about this type of SIE is that REC represent a novel way of doing energy, one where citizens are engaged 
in investment decision-making at the level of individual renewable energy production facilities. They thus imply a shift 
in the role of citizens vis-à-vis the established energy system from passive consumers and voters to active prosumers 
engaged in investment decision-making at the level of individual facilities.   

REC are a rather new phenomenon in France initiated less than twenty years ago by a few pioneers that wanted citizens 
to retake control of energy-related decisions (Sebi and Vernay, 2020). As such, REC proposes a new way of doing in the 
energy sector: REC are about producing renewable energy (instead of largely nuclear power) and placing citizens at 
the heart of the governance of these renewable energy production facilities. Also, giving citizens the possibility to take 
part in energy decision-making is especially innovative in a country where the electricity sector was historically 
developed in a very centralized and top-down manner. 

Moreover, recent development suggests that REC are considering broadening their scope in order to focus on 
production but also supply and consumption. In other words, they are considering changing social relations even deeper 
in the energy system by trying to make individual consumers central actors at all levels of the value chain. 

5.2.1.6 How has the SIE developed over time (and space)? 

 The French context was a priori unfavourable to REC. Historically, the French energy system is centralized and based 
on nuclear energy. A system strongly defended by a cohesive technocratic elite. The elaboration of an alternative 
technical narrative of energy transition based on 100% renewable energy by the association Negwatt in 2003 and the 
liberalization of the electricity market around 2005 created the opportunity to imagine a new model to organize the 
energy system. Several initiatives emerged in parallel to create the first French RECs. These initiatives originated from 
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militant citizens, NGOs or para-public organizations and emerged from the will to create alternatives to nuclear energy 
or to private, for-profit, appropriation of renewable resources. EU programs played a role to fund pioneering actions or 
knowledge exchange with other countries that were more advanced regarding REC development.  REC pioneers quickly 
structured intermediary organisations to respond collectively to a very challenging environment.  

Around 2015, the Energy Transition Law for Green Growth created a more favourable legal context, combined with 
attractive feed-in tariffs for renewable energy, this resulted in an acceleration of the projects and scaling through 
replication, especially through small PV projects. The field developed around intermediary organisations stemming from 
pioneer organizations that formed networks to help new projects. In this period, different actors had different 
definitions of how citizens should be involved in energy production.  

In 2017, fed-in tariffs for small PV project became less attractive and forced REC to move toward bigger projects. The 
emergence of projects became a bit more challenging. More generally, REC having realized their first plant questioned 
themselves about whether and how they should scale up. While regulation pushed for bigger installation, some REC 
decided to follow this movement. The risk and complexity of such projects pushed small REC to work with more 
professionalized cooperatives like Enercoop, or to build partnerships out of their known networks. Other REC reflected 
on diversification toward different energy technologies, energy efficiency or energy savings. In the meantime, the 
network actor Energie Partagée conducted some advocacy work to get its model recognized.  

In 2019, Energie Partagée and the REC movement were recognized officially in an event organized by the national 
agency ADEME that allowed the actors to get new legitimacy vis-à-vis national public funds. This recognition came 
however with the constraint to name a single head to represent the movement and receive ADEME subsidies. This 
incentivized the two networks Energie Partagée and Centrales Villageoise to work together. To this effect, they had to 
converge towards a collectively agreed definition of the field and of what constituted a “citizen” project. This 
recognition has not yet translated into ambitious public policies in favour of REC. Energie Partagée and Enercoop 
advocacy did not impact directly national energy strategies but may influence it indirectly through the transposition of 
the EU directive on community energy, which creates the opportunity to build new policies for REC.  

Regarding spatial diffusion of REC models, Energie Partagée Association has as ambition to cover the whole national 
territory (and receive subsidies for this very purpose). However, the structure of its regional networks differ depending 
on the historical trajectories of the region. There is still an important geographical heterogeneity with a majority of 
projects in regions where pioneer projects emerged such as Brittany and Pays de la Loire (where EPV was created) and 
in AURA (where the Centrales Villageoises was created). These specific regions are the seedbed of active networks of 
pioneers who worked to build alternative ways to develop and manage energy production. This regional distribution is 
also influenced by more or less favourable regional policies. We observed that dynamism around the creation and 
growth of REC seems dependent on the existence of regional support that grant additional resources to initiatives (Sebi 
and Vernay, 2020). This support can take the form of subsidies for network animation and knowledge sharing, feasibility 
studies for investment or through calls for projects.   

5.2.1.7 How/ to what extent do narratives and activities by SIE-field-actors and other field-
actors refer to power issues and include ambitions to improve them? 

Not all of the narratives and activities derived from SIE-field-actors directly refer to power issues and ambitions to 
improve them. However, the innovation history of REC is very much a story of power. The very essence of this SIE is to 
question who should have power in energy decision making in France and to ask that some of this power be given to 
citizens. This is a difficult task in a system where power is held by a coherent set of historical incumbents actors, such 
as EDF, that have the power to make regulations geared towards the conservation of the prevailing energy system. REC 



 
 

D3.2. Report on the findings on examining SIE-fields and their SIE-initiatives 25 

 

tend to compare themselves to large established actors for/by whom the system is designed and that indirectly exert 
power onto them. Within the REC field itself, the analysis also shows that there are ongoing power relations between 
SIE-actors. ADEME, by choosing one “head” for the movement, gave Energie Partagée the power to support the 
development of REC in France. However, this was also done at the expense of the other SIE-actors that were not offered 
this possibility. This has pushed SIE-actors to reflect on how they can best cooperate with one another recognising that 
they will be able to exert more power if they do it together – as one voice. Finally, the analysis also revealed that SIE- 
actors have the capacity to exert power over other actors. They do this via their gatekeeping strategy, which gives them 
the power to include but also exclude SIE-initiatives from the field. In this regard, the current debate on the transposition 
of the EU directive on community energy creates for French REC the opportunity to shape community energy definition 
to fit their narrative. The EU directive also imply the analysis of the relative disadvantages of REC compared to 
bigger/professionalized actors on the market, this gives REC actors the opportunity to advocate on the grounds of the 
power unbalance they are facing. 

5.2.1.8 What have been (shared) narratives, activities, knowledge, learnt lessons, etc. 
between alliances/networks/collaborations of SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-
actors? How have they been reproduced, adopted and replicated in the SIE-field? To 
which extent have they been legitimised and/ or contested by several actors within 
the SIE-field? Have there been any key changes over time (if so)? 

In this section, we focus on the narratives and ideas that have inspired the emergence of French REC models. As 
mentioned in section 5.1.1.6, the alternative technical narrative of energy transition based on 100% renewable energy 
scenario developed by the association Negwatt in 2003 provided various actors (including REC) with a new credible 
narrative to talk about energy transition. This narrative is still present within REC and their projects. The Newagatt 
association presently networks with various environmental NGOs linked to REC networks, notably Energie Partagée. 
However, around 2003, when renewable energy and especially wind farms started to be developed, citizens were not 
given the chance to play a very active role beyond being consulted about the projects. Citizens even had difficulties 
imagining what role they could play in this very technical and highly regulated sector (Sebi and Vernay, 2020). 

Some interviewees explained that inspiration came from what was achieved in other European countries. An 
interviewee for instance explained: “before, in France, we talked a lot about concertation around wind farms… But to 
really involve citizens in the funding of local projects… the first time I heard about it, it was with WELFI. It was a revelation 
for me: elsewhere, for example in Denmark, things went differently” ( FR-WP3-COOP-FIELD-1). WELFI (for Wind Energy 
Local Financing) was a European project meant to transfer to France (and other countries) the expertise of German and 
Danish practices regarding citizen investment in wind. The French coordinator of WELFI was Hespul, a non-profit 
association based in Lyon (Rhône-Alpes) specialized in small scale grid-connected PV (WELFI 2003). Hespul later became 
one of the founders of the national network Energie Partagée.  

Another source of inspiration for REC is the broader field of social economy, which is quite institutionalized in France 
with dedicated laws and networks. The pioneer actor Energie citoyenne en Pays de Vilaine (EPV) emerged in the Brittany 
region when a group of friends and environmental activist decided to create a “cooperative wind farm” to promote 
renewable energy and energy savings, and develop activities linked to sustainable development by following “social and 
solidarity economy” principles (EPV 2003). Since then, it has been an exemplar for other projects in the same region and 
beyond. In 2011, Energie Citoyenne en Pays de Vilaine created the first regional network meant to allow project leaders 
to exchange knowledge, provide support and training in order to facilitate the emergence of other projects (Taranis, 
2020). Similarly, the foundation of Enercoop relied on the mobilization of social economic principles, notably with the 
multi-stakeholder cooperative statute of Société cooperative d’intérêt collectif.  
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Crowdfunding principle have also shaped the REC field in some ways. From 2015, public policies framing rather favoured 
crowdfunding models by considering only financial participation and granting a “participatory bonus” in call for tender 
for renewable energy. The network Energie Partagée is also funded by ADEME to promote “participatory projects” along 
with REC, while the network defends the notion of ‘citizen’ project with an emphasis on participation of citizens in the 
governance of the projects (direct or indirect membership). The Centrales Villageoise network also uses a stricter 
definition, valuing direct participation of local inhabitants in the project governance. These REC networks thus had to 
defend the stricter definitions of citizen participation going beyond financial participation. 

5.2.1.9 Reflections on the main research question (base on answering the minor ones)  

No additional reflections needed. 

5.2.2 How do SIE-field-actors and other field-actor interact with the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment and thereby co-shape the SIE-field over time?  

5.2.2.1 Which institutions (regulative, normative, cultural-cognitive) within the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment have shaped (including enabled/ impeded) SIEs and its SIE-
fields (and how)? 

Regulative institutions refer to rules, laws, policies and standards that guide “action and perspectives by coercion or 
threat of legal sanction” (Hoffman 1999). They affect REC in several ways. First, regulative institutions frame the 
structure of the energy market. In France, the national champion EDF (the stated-owned producer, distributor and 
supplier of electricity) dominated the electricity sector. EDF was created after the end of the Second World War to 
accelerate the electrification of France and provide access to affordable electricity via the large-scale implementation 
of nuclear power plants (Defeuilley 2001). REC pioneers were created between 2000 and 2010, only when the French 
government started to implement EU liberalization measures (Andriosopoulos & Silvestre, 2017), thus allowing the 
emergence of competitors. However, the energy sector remains highly regulated in France, and regulative institutions 
impede the development of REC by imposing a large-scale and centrally managed logic on small scale decentralized 
managed projects that struggle to meet bureaucratic expectations. Secondly, REC business model is also highly 
dependent on general support schemes for renewable energy production and legal frameworks allowing them to 
organize energy activities following cooperative principles, to raise funds from the public and to involve local 
authorities. In the early phase of REC emergence, these last two points were clear impeding factors since it was simply 
not allowed. These impeding factors were progressively removed, notably through the 2015 TECV law. Involving local 
authorities in REC was complicated because French law traditionally prevent local authorities from investing in private 
companies. An exception had to be made to allow them invest in renewable energy companies. Local authorities can 
also create favorable regulations for REC through their local energy planning policies. 

Normative institutions refer to norms and values and what is considered appropriate behaviour directed at all actors 
of a particular field. In the REC field, the different narratives of energy transition including energy mix goals, technical 
solutions and ways to organise constitute normative institutions. Since the REC field is embedded in the larger energy 
field, the energy transition narrative they carry contradicts other normative institutions existing in this field, notably the 
one defended by incumbents. The dominant normative institution is then the technical narrative surrounding nuclear 
power as a reliable, affordable and clean source of energy, one where citizens are consumers of a service provided and 
managed for them by others (the state). To legitimate their existence, REC have to develop and engage actors around a 
counter technical narrative. As mentioned in section 5.1.1.6, this alternative narrative and counter-expertise in the 
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energy domain emerged in France in 2003 with the publication of the NégaWatt scenario (Aykut & Evrard, 2017). The 
NegaWatt scenario, or its 3 principles of energy transition “sobriety, efficiency and renewable energy”, is a source of 
inspiration for many cooperative initiatives. But RECs are not only about technical solutions, they promote a different 
way to organize around energy matters. This is especially challenging because prevailing normative institutions have 
excluded French citizens from energy decision for decades. Previous research argued that when people do not believe 
they can play a role in the electricity system, they show a very low level of involvement (Devine-Wright, 2007). REC had 
to find ways to overcome this lack of involvement and feeling of powerlessness. To do this, REC tends to rely on practices 
and institutions existing in other fields and transfer them to the energy field. As mentioned in section 5.1.1.8, the field 
of social and solidarity economy is a source of inspiration and provide models and principles to be transferred to the 
energy field (ex. cooperative principles). From this basis, REC networks tend to develop more specific normative 
institutions through the formalisation of good practices and procedures and the collective definition of what makes a 
renewable energy organisation a “citizen project”. This include a charter defining the core values of the movement and 
criteria that should be applied to ensure they are respected. We also observed that some REC developed local energy 
system narrative mimicking local food system narratives. For example, Enercoop refers to concepts borrowed from 
alternative food retailing such as “fair prices/trade”, “traceability”, “short supply chain”. Even its name is an analogy to 
Biocoop, a French network of organic food retail cooperative (and one of the founding members of Enercoop). Similarly, 
the legal structure of Energie Partagée mimics another organization existing in the organic agriculture field (Terre de 
Liens) that is also linked to one of the founding members (the bank La Nef). This also links with a broader localism 
narrative as RECs strive for energy systems that would be “by and for the territories” (ADEME, 2019).   

Cultural cognitive institutions refer to shared conceptions of reality, binding expectations, common beliefs that 
frequently become routine ways of understanding the world. A deeper ethnographic approach would provide a better 
understanding of this type of institution, but we can propose hypothesis regarding the different cultures inside RECs, 
which can sometime be diverging. There is first a militant culture, notably among REC members who are not interested 
by profit-making. In addition to energy transition concerns, they may be motivated to participate in alternative forms 
of organisation including horizontal decision-making practices and conviviality among members. This activist culture can 
lead to reluctance to work with more classical businesses. On the other hand, some REC members have more of a 
technical/professional culture and consider it is their responsibility to ensure the financial/technical viability of the 
projects. 

5.2.2.2 What are the key events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions that 
enable/ impede SIEs and its SIE-fields (now and in the past) 

The key events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions that have enabled the SIE-field over the past twenty 
years are listed below. We selected the events based on their relevance in the literature and REC actors' point of view. 
These events are outlined below and discussed in-more depth.  

Table 2: an overview of the events that enabled or impeded SIEs 

Date Type of event Description of event Source 

Phase 1   Emergence of the field through the creation of intermediaries (2003-2015) 

2003 SIE-field event Publication of the first Negawatt scenario (Aykut & Evrard, 2017) 

2003 SIE-initiative 
event 

Creation of Eoliennes en pays de vilaine (EPV 2020) 

2005 SIE-initiative 
event 

Creation of Solira (investment fund in Rhône Alpes) (Energie Partagée 2020) 
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2005 Policy ‘event’ Liberalization of the electricity market (pro 
consumers only) 

(Becuwe et al. 2010) 

2005 SIE-initiative 
event 

Creation of Enercoop (Becuwe et al. 2010) 

2007 Policy ‘event’ Liberalization of the electricity market (Becuwe et al. 2010) 

2010 SIE-field event Creation of Energie Partagée from Solira (Energie Partagée 2020) 

2010 Policy ‘event’ EU Call Enerscape (Thou et al. 2018) 

2010 SIE-initiative 
event 

Emergence of the Centrale Villageoise Project (Thou et al. 2018) 

2011 External shock 
and trend 

Fukushima accident   

2012 Policy ‘event’ Presidential elections shift government to the left (Aykut & Evrard, 2017) 

2014 SIE-field event 1st REScoop.eu General Assemblee   

Phase 2  A short boom in citizen renewable energy project (2015-2017) 

2015 Policy ‘event’ Energy Transition Law for Green Growth (LTECV)  (Aykut & Evrard, 2017) 

2016 Policy ‘event’ End of EDF monopole on Fed-in Tariff   

2016 Policy ‘event’ EU Clean Energy package recognize energy 
communities 

FR-WP3-COOP-FIELD-3 

2017 External shock 
and trend 

Tarifs for PV project <36kWc are no longer viable FR-WP3-COOP-FIELD-1 

Phase 3  Public recognition and scaling dilemmas (2017-…) 

2018 SIE-field event Creation of the Association des Centrales Villageoises (Thou et al. 2018) 

2019 Policy ‘event’ FR Energy  and Climate law defining community 
energy 

FR-WP3-COOP-FIELD-3 

2020 SIE-field event Partnership between Energie Partagée and Centrales 
Villageoises 

(Energie Partagée and 
Association des Centrales 
Villageoises 2019) 

2019 SIE-field event 1st National "assises" of citizen energy production 
(energie partagée + ADEME) 

FR-WP3-COOP-FIELD-5 

2020 SIE-field event Energy Partagée Cartography and consolidate Citizen 
energy project datas 

FR-WP3-COOP-FIELD-5 

In the past 5 years, two key changes influenced the emergence and development of the SIE-field : First, policy changes 
have clearly influenced the development of REC. Especially policy change forcing REC to scale up has a strong influence 
because it pushes REC to rethink their raison d’être i.e. what makes their initiative innovative and different. It also 
pushes them to rethink what their business model is, namely how they deliver value (through which type of partnership) 
and what kind of value they should deliver (through which type of activities).  Second, the first national conference on 
renewable energies for citizens organised by ADEME can be seen as an important field event. It has not changed the 
outside institutional environment yet. However, it can have a role in unsettling it for two reasons. First, because it 
provides external legitimacy to REC. Even though ADEME has long supported the movement, it was the first time that 
ADEME explicitly communicated this. Second, by further facilitating networking and exchanges between actors, it may 
also make it easier for newcomers to take action. 
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5.2.2.3 How (if so) have the SIEs and their SIE-fields and ‘outside’ institutional environment 
been shaped by these events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions (now 
and in the past)? 

In this section, we focus on the circumstances that have led to the emergence of some of the pioneer SIE initiatives of 
the REC field. 

The creation of Enercoop is the result of an opportunity appearing with the liberalization of the electricity market, in 
conjunction with inspiration from abroad and mobilisation of NGO, renewable energy and social economy actors. In 
2005, when the electricity market started to be liberalised, Greenpeace France wanted to leave EDF for a green 
electricity supplier more aligned with its anti-nuclear stance. Finding the French offer rather limited and considering the 
examples of cooperatives created abroad in Germany (Greenpeace Energy) or Belgium, the NGO studied the 
opportunity to create a similar organisation in France. Together with other NGO for energy transition, renewable energy 
developers and cooperative organizations, Greenpeace created Enercoop.  

The creation of the Centrales Villageoises model is also the result of a conjunction of factors, including local contestation 
against PV projects, networking of existing actors and EU program support. Starting from 2006 with a peak in 2009, 
market conditions and FIT made PV projects highly profitable in France, thus triggering profit-seeking speculative 
behaviours from private businesses. This created local controversies around projects emerging without concertation, 
competing with agricultural use of land or damaging landscapes (Fontaine, 2018). Relying on previous experiments 
around PV technology and existing networks of actors, the regional agency Rhônalpénergie-Environnement started in 
2010 a program to encourage and support local actors in the emergence PV project based on collective local dynamics 
and interests. The regional agency built partnerships with five Regional Natural Parks of the Rhône-Alpes region to 
experiment PV projects promoting landscape integration and citizen participation with support from the EU programs 
ENERSCAPE and LEADER. 

5.2.2.4 What have been the most important alliances/networks/collaborations SIE-field-
actors and/ or other field-actors that emerged from these events, shocks, trends, and 
inter-field interactions (when, how and for what reasons)?  

External events, shocks, trends, and inter-field interactions influenced the REC collective dynamics in two main ways: 
pushing the emergence of intermediary organisations and influencing the definition of the boundaries of the field.  

Our analysis leads us to think that in France, intermediary organizations emerged prior to the development and broader 
replication of pioneer projects because of strong financial and legal difficulties faced by REC in the early phase of the 
movement. In the first 10 years of the movement, projects were scarce. Beyond the question of awareness, motivation 
and skills necessary to start this kind of project, REC face very strong impeding institutions. First, regulatory frameworks 
did not allow citizens and municipalities to invest jointly in a renewable energy project. The finance regulation was 
restrictive regarding direct fundraising from the public and renewable energy investments were considered risky at the 
time by banks. In the example of Eoliennes en Pays de Vilaine, finding money was so complicated that they had to turn 
to foreign banks to get a loan for their project and create investment clubs to go around the legislation forbidding them 
to raise funds directly from the public. These constraints encouraged pioneer REC actors to join forces and create 
intermediary organisations quite quickly. Energie Partagée Investissement (EPI), which is now an obligatory passage 
point for REC (Vernay and Sebi, 2020), was born from the scaling of a pioneer regional fund into a national fund aimed 
at financially supporting citizen energy projects. Similarly, the pioneer actor Rhônalpénergie-Environnement took from 
the start a role of supporting actor, providing tools and methodologies to build collective action around energy projects 
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with elected officials and inhabitants, solve judicial and technical issues and discuss landscape integration of PV panels 
(Fontaine, 2018).  

These early intermediary organization rapidly formalized charters of shared principles to form collective definitions of 
Centrales Villageoises (“village plant”) and “citizen energy projects” (as they name it themselves). Energie Partagée uses 
this later term instead of energy cooperatives, probably because the cooperative statute is not always used and because 
it fits other “citizen transition” discourses from French NGOs. Energie partagée and the NGO Centrales Villageoises first 
evolved as parallel networks but external circumstances pushed them to converge. Energie Partagée was supported by 
the national environmental agency ADEME from its creation, while the Centrales Villageoises relied on regional and EU 
funding. When the Centrales Villageoises started to be interested in getting ADEME support, they had to converge with 
Energie Partagée because, as a CV member explained “ADEME, at the national level, needed a single head; because they 
did not want to give lots of small sums to many organisations” (Interview FR-SIEI-pre2). This push towards having a 
single head forced these two intermediary actors to discuss in order to find possible common grounds. The Centrales 
Villageoises relied on a model in which there was one legal structure for each project, with a coherent small territorial 
unit and a direct implication of inhabitants in the governance. Energie Partagée adopted a broader definition including 
indirect forms of citizen participation. After long discussions, Energie Partagée and the Centrales Villageoises 
formalized a partnership in 2019 (Energie Partagée and Association des Centrales Villageoises 2019). The Centrales 
Villageoises became a member of Energie Partagée association but kept their model as a specific subset of citizen 
project. In 2020, the two organizations are still negotiating the conditions of their partnership, for example the condition 
for sharing their tools and knowledge, or allow ‘double membership’ in both networks with a single membership fee.  

5.2.2.5 How have the SIE-fields co-evolved with the policy context (if so) (and what was the 
relative importance of the urban, regional, national and European level)? 

The analysis highlights that policies are a key enabling/impeding element in the emergence and development of REC: 
they shape the type and the tempo at which projects are realised. All policy levels seem to have some importance in 
the development of REC in France. 

European policies have played a major enabling role for REC, directly and indirectly. First, EU directives pushed the 
French government to liberalize the electricity market and design policy instruments for renewable energy support. 
As we have seen in section 5.1.1.6., these are the two necessary conditions for the development of REC. EU programs 
have also played a key role in the emergence of REC pioneers in France through direct funding (ENERSCAPE program) 
or knowledge exchange among EU countries (WLEFI project). We also observed that some local energy agencies were 
involved as REC pioneers. These agencies are themselves a result of the EU SAVE program for the promotion of energy 
efficiency in the Community, initiated in the 90’. Finally, REC successful lobbying in the past years at the EU level (through 
REScoop.eu network) led to the creation of directives that obligated the French government to adopt legal definitions 
of energy communities and specific policies. 

National level policies are very important but have been unstable, switching between short phases where conditions 
for REC were favourable to phases where new constraints have been implemented slowing down the development of 
the movement. In 2015, the Energy Transition Law for Green Growth (Loi de Transition Energétique pour la Croissance 
Verte, LTECV) adopted under a left-wind government created a window of opportunity for REC (Aykut & Evrard, 2017). 
It made it possible for citizens and local authorities to co-finance local renewable energy production projects 
(Peullemeulle & Duval, 2017). The TECV law allowed public authorities to take shares of private companies producing 
renewable energy and lifted some of the constraints imposed by the Financial Market Authority (AMF) on the raising 
of capital from the public (Poize, 2015). As explained in section 5.1.2.1., this was very difficult before. The TECV law 
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facilitated the emergence of citizen project in the country (Sebi and Vernay, 2020), gave visibility to citizen-led initiatives 
in the energy sector and created an advocacy opportunity for REC supporting actors such as Enercoop and Energie 
Partagée. The boom of citizen project creation between 2015 and 2017 is also linked to the availability of attractive 
FIT. Many new REC were created on the same model: collecting equity from local actors (citizens, municipalities), using 
that money to (partly) finance a renewable energy power plant (mainly small rooftop-solar) and selling their power to 
EDF (who still had a quasi-monopsony to buy through FIT). Small projects allow citizens to get started quickly, to 
develop and manage easily their first projects without requiring a bank loan, and to see results of their actions without 
waiting too long. A decree published in 2017 changed the tariffs for these small 9-Kwc PV projects, which stopped to be 
profitable (Vernay & Sebi, 2020). The argument from the government was that public money should be used efficiently 
to help finance the energy transition. This policy change raised the barriers for REC who had to reorient towards projects 
of a minimum of 36-Kwc. As explained by a network animator from Energie Partagée, the fundraising and the 
geographical scale in which the project has to take place are now more important. There are uncertainties regarding 
how policies will evolve, however there is a clear trend towards developing increasingly bigger projects. This can feel 
overwhelming for citizens because bigger projects are longer to set up, financially risky and cannot rely on volunteer 
work only. REC thus sometime find support from more professionalised or experienced actors of the field such as 
Enercoop, intermediary actors, neighbouring REC, etc. On the other hand, the REC Eoliennes en Pays de Vilaine observed 
that because their wind program was taking time, they had periods of low activity when they could sensitize inhabitants 
and develop energy management actions. 

Regional level policies are also important to facilitate the emergence and development of REC, and especially REC 
networks. Regional policies take mainly the form of subsidies to intermediary organisations to facilitate networking and 
knowledge exchanges, but can also include feasibility study subsidies, investment subsidies and specific call for projects 
(Sebi and Vernay 2020). 

Local planning policies and municipal action can support REC directly or indirectly. However, the decentralisation of 
energy policy is relatively new in France. Territorial reforms started to (re)give local authorities energy responsibilities 
since 2005, after 50years of nationalized energy system. The means of action by local authorities are still evolving. 
Municipality support can consist of initiating REC themselves or stimulating citizens to start one through the 
organisation of public meetings or including incentives in local energy planning. They can help projects by making public 
buildings available for PV panels, developing tools to help identify relevant roofs in the city or investing directly in the 
cooperatives. 

5.2.2.6 How are which power relations (such as inequality, exclusion, oppression, 
exploitation, injustice) being transformed and/ or reproduced by the SIE-phenomenon 
under study? (and vice versa – how are SIEs enabled and impeded by power relations?) 

Power relations can be studied at various levels around REC: REC (potential) members, REC organisation, REC networks, 
and REC field. We focus in this section on potential inequalities existing in the field. Further research, including 
quantitative research may be needed to be able to draw solid conclusions but we propose hypothesise from our 
qualitative exploration of the field. 

At the REC (potential) members’ level, people may have unequal opportunities to participate in REC, despite REC 
ambition to foster citizen participation. Some REC volunteers seems to be conscious of potential bias in participation. 
As one interviewee explains: “it's a bit vicious, we put "energy production" on the table, so we attract men who are 
either technical or like managing projects. We have much less women. If we had done projects on "Energy Savings", we 
wouldn't necessarily have the same population in our associates” (Interview FR-SIEI-pre1). Some REC consider scaling 
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by diversifying their activities in order to broaden their impact on the energy transition, this strategy may also attract 
different profiles of people. Other REC like Enercoop established parity rule in boards to avoid gender bias in the 
governance of the cooperative. Debates around the minimum price of a share to invest in REC also show concerns 
regarding people’s unequal ability to invest in such project, and thus become members.  

Among REC organisation level, not all REC may have access to the same resources. When they are located in an area 
where inhabitants are wealthy, collecting citizens saving is not difficult. However, for projects in more rural areas this 
may be more problematic. As mentioned in section 5.1.2.5, regional and local policy support are also heterogeneous. 
Across REC networks, some intermediary organisation may be more influential than others. Energie Partagée and 
Enercoop are present nationally and more professionalised than the Centrale Villageoises.  

The more important power struggle however remains between REC actors and other actors of the energy field. REC 
actors see in electricity field the influence of EDF who has the power to make the regulation evolve toward the 
conservation of the actual energy system. This is illustrated by the following quote: “the big actors have some… you can 
see it just in human resources, but also in financial means they put in the [lobbying] activity. It is disproportionate 
compared with an actor like Enercoop. […]I don’t want to fall into conspiracy theory, but there is still a more sympathetic 
ear from the administration to EDF”.  (FR-WP3-COOP-FIELD-3). Because of their small size, REC also tend to suffer from 
the policy trend favouring large centralised projects. In comparison to big companies, small-scale REC where volunteers 
play a central role do not necessarily have the required level of expertise and risk-taking capability to compete, notably 
if regulation pushes REC out of the niche of small scale projects that were not interesting to larger firms. Finally, REC 
inability or unwillingness to propose attractive returns on investment may limit their access to financial capital in 
comparison to for-profit businesses.   

5.2.2.7 Reflections on the main research question (base on answering the minor ones)  

From our analysis, we see that there is not only “one” outside institutional environment enabling or impeding REC. In 
France, the REC field is in relationship with several others (foreign REC, social economy, environmental NGOs…), 
sometime far from the energy field (local food networks…), which provides narratives, inspiring examples and triggering 
counter-examples. REC actors conducted institutional change and social innovation by transferring institutions that 
work in one field (e.g. food) toward another field (energy). These transfers of practices seems to occur notably through 
the close networking of organisations and individuals who are in contact with both fields. This can be related to 
institutional mimicry work, which consist in “associating new practices with existing sets of taken for granted practices” 
(Lawrence et al., 2011).  

5.2.3 What are the enabling and impeding factors for the SIE-field-actors and 
other field-actors to conduct institutional work and change the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment?  

5.2.3.1 How, why, and where do SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-actors conduct activities 
linked to creating, maintaining and transforming institutions?  

 Regarding the creation of institutions, REC actors primarily focused on defining common principles to define “citizen 
energy” principles, and then diffuse the corresponding practices. This defining work occurs within REC networks through 
their intermediary organizations. We can only make assumptions about why French REC actors did this work but as 
explained in section 5.1.2.4, pioneer REC had to converge quickly to create intermediary organizations that would 
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support their need for more favourable legal framework. In this context, having a shared definition may have been a 
prerequisite for engaging in collective action with shared goals and understanding.  

REC also worked to transform institutions and spent the last years advocating for the creation of regulatory frameworks 
that would make it possible for the field to emerge as an alternative to the prevailing system, and for REC to operate in 
a protected space. This advocacy work occurs in interaction with the legislative system and correspond to regulative 
institutions. REC actors have also worked on changing normative institutions by showing that an alternative way to 
organise electricity was possible. They contributed to create and diffuse alternative technical energy narratives based 
on citizen owned renewable energy. The creation of such narratives occur within networks of NGOs and REC actors 
within the broader field of “citizen transition”. 

The maintenance of pre-existing institutions is mainly done by established actors. We did not study deeply their 
motivations but we can posit that they defend their own conception of what is a good energy system, and/or try to 
preserve their position and power. Incumbents like EDF have important resources to lobby and have a historically close 
relationship with the government. They tend to work to preserve the actual system when interacting with the 
government, and as explained by an interviewee, there is thus not a strong will to go toward renewable energy in France. 
Incumbents also defend the prevailing normative institutions in the form of a technical narrative defending centrally 
managed nuclear power. We observed the defence of this normative institution in some press statements by 
incumbent’s top managers. 

5.2.3.2 Who is involved in conducting institutional work (and who is not)? Which actors 
benefit from this work (or not)? How does this shape the SIE-field?  

 Institutional work refers to activities of field actors that aim to create, maintain or transform institutions. We have 
observed that institutional work is done simultaneously by REC actors and by other field actors (e.g. incumbent actors) 
with opposite aims.  

Incumbents of the energy field conduct institutional maintenance work and may see change as threatening. For 
example, the decentralisation of energy systems constitute a challenge for the grid manager Enedis. Administrative 
bodies contribute to the maintenance of institutions by doing policing work, meaning “ensuring compliance through 
enforcement, auditing and monitoring” (Lawrence et al. 2011). This is detrimental to small REC who have to manage 
paperwork and complex administrative constraints. The Commission of Regulation of Energy (CRE) also contribute to 
the maintenance and creation of new institutions by managing REC support procedures, advising the government on 
renewable energy support schemes, design and enforcing EU regulations. 

On the other hand, REC actors try to create new institutions, they ally for this with NGOs and local authorities who 
could benefit from the development of new models fitting their recently gained competences in energy planning. REC 
has a special relationship with the field of crowdfunding. Energie Partagée is subsidised by ADEME to support 
crowdfunding in the renewable energy field along with REC. But Energie Partagée works to differentiate “citizen energy” 
from the mere financial participation of citizens in renewable energy projects. In the meantime, REC are subject to the 
same legislation as crowdfunding organisation and thus REC benefit indirectly from the institutional work conducted 
by crowdfunding actors to simplify the fundraising legislation (e.g rise in the ceiling for public fundraising without 
needing authorization from the authority of financial markets). 
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5.2.3.3 What have been the most important activities linked to creating, maintaining and 
transforming institutions? Outline these activities through describing 2-4 examples.  

Example 1: REC networks, present throughout the country, play a very important role in the creation and maintenance 
of energy cooperative as an emerging institution. They organise the collective production, formalisation and circulation 
of knowledge with the objective to facilitate the emergence of projects (Taranis, 2020). The Centrales Villageoises have 
for example an online forum for their members to exchange experiences and ask questions to their peers, they organise 
working groups to reflect on specific questions and provide ready-to-use tools like contracts, legal statutes, etc… Energie 
Partagée Association organises peer-to-peer exchanges, but also relies on paid workers to coach projects, organise 
public meetings to present the “citizen energy” models, and even train public servants to explain how REC can contribute 
to local policies. 

Example 2: REC were also very active to formalise definitions of what a “citizen energy project” should be. Energies 
partagée and Centrales villageoises association defined key principles in a charter when they created their respective 
networks. Today, they are enforcing these principles: Energie Partagée is formalising its principles into an evaluation 
grid and have a validation committee deciding who can be a member of the network. Similarly, the Centrales villageoises 
association have an “engagement committee” composed of REC volunteers deciding who can join their network. 

Example 3: To advocate for better recognition and support for “citizen energy projects”, Enercoop and Energie Partagée 
organize lobbying with other actors. At the national level, they are working with organizations stemming from the field 
of environmental protection, energy and the social and ssolidarity economy under the “Collective for Citizen Energy”. 
Local authority networks are supporting actors in this process. Enercoop and Energie Partagée also contributed to EU 
level lobbying through the trans-local network REScoop.eu. 

Example 4: REC and their supporting actors have done extensive work in order to make apparent their legitimacy and 
potential contribution. To do so, they use numbers very strategically to signify the importance of REC. Since 2019, 
Energie Partagée aggregates the data of all citizen projects to demonstrate their financial and energy weight. The 
association also worked to theorize the positive effects of citizen projects through a dedicated economic research 
project concluding that “for 1€ invested, 2.5€ benefit the territory” (Energie Partagée 2019). 

5.2.3.4 What forms do these activities linked to maintaining, creating and transforming 
institutions take (i.e. emotion work, boundary work, strategy work, practice work 
and/ or values work)? Link back to the 2-4 examples  

 Example 1: the facilitation of knowledge exchange and diffusion by REC networks correspond to educating work, which 
is the formation of “skills and knowledge necessary to support the new institution” (Lawrence et al. 2011). French REC 
evolve in a very complex environment: beyond the technical aspect of energy infrastructures, there are administrative 
procedures to follow to meet bureaucratic expectations, finance regulations to respect in fundraising, public law to 
comply to for local authorities willing to contribute to such projects, etc. Having the relevant knowledge is thus 
important to be able to create REC projects. 

Example 2: When REC define and enforce shared principles, they conduct defining work, which is “the construction of 
rule systems that confer status or identity and define boundaries of membership” within a field (Lawrence et al. 2011). 
French REC networks have gone through a lot of effort to establish clear boundaries for their field by listing key principles 
translated in charters and evaluation tools used to ensure gatekeeping and validate who can or cannot be a “citizen 
energy project”. This process can also be described as boundary work, meaning drawing boundaries to include/exclude 
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and protect autonomy. As REC translate formalised values into specific practices, we could also see it as values work 
(Phillips and Lawrence, 2012) 

Example 3: The “Collective for Citizen Energy” created very detailed political propositions to support REC, for example 
by integrating citizen energy in policy targets, citizen bonus in FIT and call for tender… (Collectif pour l’énergie citoyenne, 
2020). Lawrence, et Al (2011) describe this kind of advocacy work as a specific type of institutional work involving “the 
mobilization of political and regulatory support through direct and deliberate techniques of social suasion”. 

Example 4: By counting themselves and calculating REC impact at the national level, Energie Partagée engage in 
theorizing work, the elaboration of “abstract categories and the elaboration of chains of cause and effects” (Lawrence 
et al. 2011). This work is notably related to definition and boundary work conducted by REC networks, since counting 
all “citizen energy projects” in France require first to define what organizations fit this category.  

5.2.3.5 What factors have enabled and/or impeded institutional work? E.g. Resources, learnt 
lessons and competences connected to actors/ alliances/ networks/ collaborations. 
Link back to the 2-4 examples 

  Example 1: To conduct educating work, networks are very important. Formal REC networks facilitate knowledge 
exchanges, but also more informal ones. For example, new projects can emerge through word-of-mouth and 
demonstration effect (e.g. local press article) of an existing project. New REC can talk to their more experienced REC 
neighbour to benefit from their knowledge. This kind of exchanges also exist through transnational information 
exchange, especially in the pioneer phase of REC in France. This ranges from the informal circulation of ideas on existing 
projects to very formal knowledge exchange programs (e.g. EU programs). The main impeding factors are the 
complexity of REC technical and institutional environment and the volunteer nature of most REC work. The more 
complex the environment, the more complex the knowledge to gain to evolve within it. Given the complexity of the 
energy sector in France, it is thus a challenge for REC to attract volunteers with the relevant skills, or willingness to 
develop the competencies necessary to manage the projects, and to keep them motivated. REC networks get subsidies 
to facilitate knowledge exchanges, this compensate to some extent the limited time and resources that volunteers 
have to share their knowledge. By proposing professional training to local authority public servants Energie Partagée 
also starts to integrate “educating work” in its economic activities. 

Example 2: The defining work conducted by REC networks occurs in dialogue with actors internal and external to the 
REC field. Within the field, we observed that defining work occurs when REC actors converge: at the creation of Energie 
Partagée and Centrales Villageoises associations, and when these two networks had to start working together to jointly 
use ADEME subsidies. Regarding the relation to the “outside”, we posit that the hyper-centralised nature of the 
electricity system in France forced actors in the REC field to very clearly differentiate themselves, defining who they are 
and who they are not. REC also had to differentiate themselves from “participatory” projects where citizen 
participation is limited to financial participation and do not include participation in the governance. The “participatory” 
definition was initially the one used by the government to frame national policy. Pushing their own definition to 
reframe support schemes toward “citizen energy projects” is thus a big stake for REC networks and discussions are 
ongoing on the topic. 

Example 3: Advocacy activities are limited by REC means of actions. Volunteers can sometime do local level lobbying 
to convince elected officials of the relevance of REC, but lobbying at higher levels is difficult without professional staff. 
The two national organisations Energie Partagée and Enercoop are thus important because they have paid staffs and 
can develop the professional advocacy activities that smaller volunteer organisations could not do. Despite this 
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additional resources, REC remains with a very small bargaining power against large established incumbent actors who 
tend to work for the conservation of the actual system (e.g. nuclear energy, large-scale installations…). Incumbent actors 
like EDF have more human resources to lobby, can claim their industry represent more people (e.g. number of jobs) 
and according to one informant, they seem to enjoy a more sympathetic ear from the administration, maybe because 
of a shared culture resulting from the history of the French energy system governance. 

Example 4: Energie Partagée received support from ADEME and other organizations to conduct their study on REC 
impacts on the local economy; we can see this support as an enabling driver of their theorizing work. A deeper analysis 
would be needed to make conclusions, but from our analysis, we make the hypothesis that this theorizing work respond 
to the maintenance work conducted by incumbents. Some established actors tend to conduct valorising and 
demonizing institutional work, which is about providing “positive and negative examples that illustrate the normative 
foundations of an institution” (Lawrence et al. 2011). They describe the centralised electricity system relying on nuclear 
industry as providing jobs, stable electricity system, and fair pricing through equalization across territories. Some 
incumbents thus contrast their vision with REC initiative that they sometime describe – or perceive – as building an 
unstable electricity system, being communitarian (rather than by communities), and amateurish. Despite a context of 
controversies around nuclear energy, incumbents also defend this technology by reframing the energy transition as a 
transition toward a “low-carbon” energy system, including nuclear power as a low carbon solution to avoid fossil 
energies (Aykut & Evrard, 2017). This public discourses on nuclear energy as a low-carbon energy source may make it 
difficult for energy cooperatives to advocate for their initiative on the grounds of a climate-change fight, and may explain 
why they rely more on a local development narrative, that is also fitting the motivations of their local authorities allies. 

5.2.3.6 What have been intended and unintended effects (i.e. contributions) derived from 
conducting institutional work? What influence have they had on SIE-field and ‘outside’ 
institutional environments? Link back to the 2-4 examples 

Example 1: Diffusing knowledge and skills is probably an important enabling factor of the replication and development 
of REC projects. We can note that REC were also “educating” actors outside of their field, especially in the early 
emergence phase. As REC have to explain their project and try to convince external actors like banks, insurance 
companies, and elected officials, they acculturate them to this new model. With time, external actors become more 
familiar with REC models and can thus be less reluctant to interact with it.  

Example 2: By agreeing with one another about what “citizen energy projects” and insuring gatekeeping at the field 
boundaries, REC gained some power. The idea of “participatory” process tend to become more legitimate in the field 
and bigger actors of the renewable energy field start to be interested by it, also when they realize that this could help 
them with social acceptability issues of their projects. Energie Partagée gatekeeping role allow the network to decide 
under which conditions new actors can enter the REC field, and they are currently discussing with industrial developers 
a charter of principle to define how they could be associated with “citizen” projects. Clear definition of “citizen energy 
projects” seems also to be an asset for REC when they conduct advocacy work since they can try to make this definition 
recognized by public policies.   

Example 3: REC advocacy encountered heterogeneous success at each policy level. Regarding municipal authorities, 
the frontier between “educating” about the REC model and “advocacy” toward elected can be fuzzy. As we mentioned 
earlier, municipalities can also be initiator of REC themselves and local authority networks can contribute to lobby with 
REC networks toward upper policy levels. At the regional level, REC pioneer sometime contribute to co-construct 
regional policies when the elected are willing to support “citizen projects”. At the national level, despite the strong 
collective dynamics with other NGO, the REC actors seem to have limited success in influencing national public 
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policies. For example, the national low-carbon strategy published in 2020 consider citizen’s involvement only through 
the lenses of sensitization and responsible consumption (Ministère de la transition écologique et solidaire 2020c). The 
latest program of energy published in 2019 mentions the importance to”support the development of participatory 
investment in citizen’s and local authorities’ projects” (Ministère de la transition écologique et solidaire 2019). But it 
does not dedicate a specific part to citizen energy. The successful European lobbying activities with REScoop.eu 
resulting in the directives on community energy (EU 2018, 2019) is however creating an opportunity to change French 
national public policies. The directives create notably the obligation to evaluate and remove obstacles faced by 
community energy, and to integrate this model in national energy and climate plan. In France, the transposition work is 
still in progress but it creates a strong window of opportunity for REC advocacy at the national level. 

Example 4: It is difficult to evaluate the impact of the theorizing and counting work conducted by Energie Partagée. We 
can posit however that by aggregating data of all REC projects, along with providing a clear definition and gatekeeping, 
Energie Partagée build its legitimacy as “macro actor” (Callon and Latour 1981) by “translating” all REC wills into a 
single voice. 

5.2.3.7 Reflections on the main research question (base on answering the minor ones)  

As additional reflection, we also observed that in the very early phase, pioneer actors relied on institutional bricolage. 
For example, Eoliennes en Pays de Vilaine created investment clubs to go around the legislation forbidding them to raise 
funds directly from the public. 

 

5.3 Case study 2: Local electricity exchange 

5.3.1 How have the SIE and SIE-field emerged, developed and institutionalised 
over time?  

5.3.1.1 What are the relevant SIE-field-actors and other field-actors within the SIE-field and 
what are their roles within the SIE-field? How have these changed over time? 

LEE interest a range of actors. Among important SIE-field actors, we can mention municipalities, housing corporations 
(e.g. Gironde Habitat, Soliha), energy suppliers (both established ones such as EDF or Total Direct Energie and more 
recent and/or alternative ones such as Planète oui, or Enercoop) and renewable energy cooperatives (e.g. Acoprev). 
These actors are often at the initiative of project of collective self-consumption. More than half of the projects that 
were operational in 2020 were led by municipalities and about a quarter by social housing corporations (Enedis, 2020). 
Similarly, energy suppliers are the ones who initiate local PPAs. Other SIE-field-actors include firms from the real-estate 
sector (e.g. Linkcity) who are interested in the subject because they have the legal obligation to install PV panel in the 
roof of new building and see collective self-consumption as a way to create additional value with local renewable energy 
production. We can also mention supermarkets. For instance the cooperative retailer Biocoop participated in a project 
of collective self-consumption to extend the notion of “circuit court” or “local cycle” in English, which is central to their 
core activity to the energy sector. In this field, we also find a number of intermediary organisations that provide advice 
and support to those who want to initiate a local exchange of electricity (e.g. Tecsol or Greenflex). We also find firms 
that propose innovative tools to facilitate data management of collective self-consumption projects (e.g. Sunchain or 
Enogrid). Another important SIE-field actor is the national distribution system operator (DSO) Enedis as well as local 
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DSOs (e.g. GreenALp). (local) DSOs act as trusted third party by making data about local energy production and 
consumption available to stakeholders in the projects. Finally, whether and how fast local electricity exchanges can be 
developed is a political subject. This is why in this field we also find various organisation that lobby the government for 
more favourable conditions such as Enerplan (that represents the interest of actors from the PV sector), FNCCR (that 
represents the interest of municipalities specialised in public services), la Plateforme verte or Heslpul (two associations 
that supports the energy transition). Moreover, evolution of the legal framework also depends on the individual 
initiatives of deputies at the national assembly. 

Regarding other field actors, it is important to mention the Commission de Régulation de l’Energie (CRE) that plays a 
key role in defining the legal framework surrounding local electricity exchanges. CRE has for instance organised a large 
concertation that was crucial in shaping the field. The objective of this concertation was to better grasp the impact LEE 
(self-consumption especially) could have on the electricity system in order to design the most adequate legal 
framework. The CRE is also the organisation that proposes to the government how high the TURPE (Tariff for the Use of 
Public Electricity Networks) should be. Deciding how high the TURPE is a strategic decision as it is crucial in determining 
whether a project will be economically viable or not.  

The CRE is often presented as a supporter of the status quo and as the actor that pushed government to develop 
measures necessary for the controlled and secure development of LEE to ensure that LEE would not disturb an already 
well-functioning French electricity system. The CRE is very visible on this subject via the voice and media presence of its 
president Jean-François Carenco. As we will explain in more detail in section 5.2.1.6, CRE has argued for maintaining a 
legal framework that constrains the development of collective self-consumption.  

Regarding changes over time, the analysis revealed that energy suppliers and the national DSO have changed role. 
Concerning energy suppliers, it is interesting to mention that they have adopted a double role regarding LEE. Interviews 
also revealed that energy suppliers have lobbied for policies that could constrain the development of LEE seeing these 
as potential threats to their own activities. However, recent projects also show that some energy suppliers start to see 
potential value in LEE as a way to capture an emerging market. Similarly, the role of the DSO has also evolved. Initially 
described as reluctant by various interviewees, Enedis has also been at the initiative of various projects. Moreover, 
Enedis increasingly sees LEE as a way to gain competences in digital technologies and to increase social acceptance of 
its smart meter.  

5.3.1.2 What are relevant activities, aims/goals and narratives that have been developed and 
manifested by SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-actors within the SIE-field over time? 

Local electricity exchanges in France take three forms. The first corresponds to non-nationalised distributors (DNN), 
which have been excluded from the centralisation process that led to the creation of national champion EDF. The 
creation of EDF resulted from the law for the nationalisation of electricity and gas of the 8th of April 1946 that was 
meant to facilitate the electrification of the entire country. Some municipalities chose to create DNN (non nationalised 
distributors) in order to maintain local control on energy related decision-making. The second takes the form of 
collective self-consumption. This form is strongly regulated and allows a legal entity (called PMO in French) to build 
renewable energy capacity (usually rooftop solar PV) and supply locally produced electricity to customers located right 
next to the renewable power plant. PMOs are often a municipality, a social housing corporation and sometimes a 
renewable energy cooperative. They can supply electricity without requiring a supplier license and without having to 
fulfil all the contractual requirements of a normal electricity supplier. An important activity for the PMO is to sign a 
convention with Enedis. Among others, this convention defines the technical characteristics of the project (i.e. its 
perimeter), identifies the participants, defines the obligation of the PMO and of Enedis in the project and specifies the 
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so-called distribution key (i.e. is the electricity produced shared equally among participants or is it adapted to each 
participant’s consumption profile). The third type of LEE takes place through local power purchase agreement (PPA). 
These local PPAs are organised by electricity suppliers that propose to their customers to consume electricity produced 
near their place of residence. To do so, the electricity supplier creates direct contracts with renewable electricity 
producers and reserves this electricity to a limited number of customers located in the same or a neighbouring 
municipality. Two key activities for electricity suppliers interested in developing a local PPA are first to be able to 
convince financial institutions of their capacity to cover the costs of the renewable energy capacity throughout its 
lifetime (contract have to be signed for 20 years or more). Second, another key activity is to be able to connect produced 
renewable electricity to consumers located in the vicinity. This report focuses on the last two forms of local electricity 
exchanges, both on which have recently emerged in the French power sector. 

Local electricity exchanges are developed based on the argument that they can generate benefits locally. LEE can also 
be a way for consumers to gain more control and visibility over their electricity bill. Specific to local PPAs, is the argument 
that they can be a way to develop subsidy-free renewable energy capacity. Finally, some interviewees also explained 
that some project initiators see an interest in developing projects of collective self-consumption to “fight energy 
poverty, as a means to solve a social problem” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-1). Finally, in rural areas especially, creating 
local electricity exchanges is seen as a way to solve problems due to network instabilities (network fails more often in 
rural areas located at the end of the grids). 

To differentiate themselves from standard renewable electricity offers, organisations that propose local electricity 
exchange often frame their offer as one that gives the possibility to organise “circuit court de l’énergie” or local energy 
flows in English. This concept of “circuit court” is an analogy to the concept of local cycle common in the food sector 
and that refers to customers consuming food that is produced in their surroundings and by farmers they are able to 
identify.  

5.3.1.3 What types of interactions/ relations exist between SIE-field-actors and/ or other 
field-actors? What types of informal and formal alliances, networks, collaborations 
have existed (and possibly still do)? 

To begin with, LEE initiative by default requires multiple actors to cooperate. Collective self-consumption by definition 
often brings together multiple producers and consumers managed by a single entity: the PMO. Because project are 
quite experimental, they rely on support from field-actors such as Enedis, an electricity supplier, or a regional energy 
agency. Local PPAs require formal alliances to be signed between a renewable electricity project developer and an 
electricity supplier. Interactions between SIE-field actors and other field-actors mostly take place through the voice of 
intermediary organisations such as Enerplan or FNCCR. We have not been able to identify formally structured concerted 
actions. What we did observe however is that collaborations may take the form of temporary working groups that bring 
together various stakeholders. This has for instance been the case with the “place au soleil” working group (see section 
5.2.1.6 for additional information). Besides, we have observed informal alliances between SIE-field actors. For instance, 
the president of Tecsol manages a blog that often published information about activities of other SIE-field actors, 
providing some visibility to the field.  
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5.3.1.4 How can the interactions/ relations between SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-actors 
be characterised (e.g., cooperation, exchange, competition and conflict)? How have 
they changed over time? 

Within SONNET, the SIE-field ‘Local electricity exchanges’ has been linked to an SIE that is based on social interactions 
(and changes to social relations) that aim to bring about changes in the energy system that are based on ‘exchanges’ 
(rather than cooperation, conflict and competition) and make use of novel ways of ideas and ways of doing electricity 
(whilst making use of objects and actions) to produce and consume electricity differently (see deliverable 3.1 for more 
information). In this field, electricity is exchanged between producers and consumers. It is different from a normal way 
of selling and purchasing power in that producers and consumers can identify one another. There is more transparency 
about which facility produces and which entity consumes power. LEE are organised in order to empower producers and 
consumers to organise electricity locally and between peers. These exchanges are actually often referred to as peer-to-
peer exchanges. It is important to highlight that the peers can be quite heterogeneous in their size (they are not limited 
to small producers/consumers) and in their legal structure (they do not have to be individuals but may also be private 
firms). Moreover, peers do not have to be prosumers: an entity that simply consumes power can also take part in a LEE 
exchange. Exchanges between participants of a local exchange are coordinated differently depending on the form the 
exchange takes. Concerning collective self-consumption, it is the aforementioned PMO that organises the exchange. In 
the case of local PPAs, it is the utility that takes on this role.  

Interaction between SIE-field-actors and other-field-actors are on the contrary conflictual ones. Both group of actors 
disagree about the usefulness of allowing and promoting LEE and on the impact LEE can have on the electricity system. 
We did observed some changes in these relations. A few electricity suppliers are for instance starting to see the potential 
of facilitating LEE as a means to differentiate themselves from the competition. However, this is still anecdotal and 
relations remain rather conflictual.  

5.3.1.5 What is ‘socially innovative’ about the SIE (including SIE-initiatives and/ or SIE-field-
actors)? How and to what extent do which ideas, objects and/or actions demonstrate 
a change in social relations and new ways of doing, thinking and/or organising energy? 

In SONNET, we define SIE as ‘a combination of ideas, objects and/ or actions that change social relations and involve 
new ways of doing, thinking and/ or organising energy’. This SIE therefore is based on multi-actor collectives that 
experiment with and implement local/ regional ‘exchange’. In the SONNET typology, this SIE has been categorised as 
changing social relations through exchanges (see also section 5.1.1.4) and involving new ways of doing and thinking 
about energy.  

LEE are innovative mainly for two reasons. First, LEC represent another way of doing electricity: they allow relocating 
electricity production closer to consumers and hold the potential to better align electricity production capacities to local 
electricity needs. This is illustrated by the following quote: “what is virtuous in the logic of local self-consumption is to 
minimize the costs and network investments and to produce in relation to the real needs of the territories” (Interview 
FR-LEE-SIEfield-5). Second, local electricity exchanges also allow reinventing people’s relation with electricity, creating 
an emotional bond with the electricity they produce. Electricity stops being a low interest product (Fischer, 2008) but 
instead becomes something one can emotionally relate to (see for instance (Vernay & Gauthier, 2017). As explained by 
one of the initiators, “knowing where energy is produced and consumed allows re-appropriating the territory” (interview 
FR-LEE-SIEI-1). By territory, interviewees refer to the place where people live, a place that has its own history and 
identity.  
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5.3.1.6 How has the SIE developed over time (and space)? 

A summary of the history of LEE and changes over time is outlined below: 

Phase 1: a centralised electricity production.  

At the onset of the electricity system, local electricity energy exchanges were the norm. Electricity networks in France 
were developed and managed by hundreds of local actors (private firms, cooperative and municipalities). After the 
Second World War, the electrification of the entire country became a priority for the French government. The law for 
the nationalisation of electricity and gas of the 8th of April 1946 initiated a large wave of nationalisation that led to the 
creation of French national champion EDF (Electricité de France). This is when the production, distribution and supply 
of electricity started to be organised centrally. For decades the core priority remained providing French people access 
to affordable and reliable electricity with core guiding principle, the notion of tariff equalization: disregarding where 
people lived (in the centre of Paris or in an alpine village), people should pay the same price to access electricity 
(Poupeau, 2007). A close network of actors including the directors of public utilities and the central administration 
determined the energy policy jointly. These technical elite shared similar training (like Ecole polytechnique (aka X) or 
Ecole des Mines), values and intellectual vision and defended a productivist approach massively based on nuclear 
generation of electric power (Aykut & Evrard, 2017). 

Phase 2: a first legal framework to allow experimenting with local electricity exchanges 

During this phase there was already a consensus around LEE being an important societal trend. An interviewee explained 
that LEE are “the meaning of history” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-8), another said that LEE “are a first step towards a 
new model because it is an expectation of citizens” (interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-7). However, actors were also concerned 
about the impact this trend may have on the electricity system and especially on the financial sustainability of the grid 
operator. Recognising growing societal interest in LEE, French government ratified the Energy Transition Law for Green 
Growth (LTECV) in 2015 which stipulated the need to create a regulatory framework for collective self-consumption 
(Lormeteau & Molinero, 2018). This framework should include two elements: the definition of what can be legally 
considered as collective self-consumption and the definition of the tariff for using the distribution grid (known as TURPE 
in French) that should be applicable to projects of collective self-consumption. Both aspects have been sources of 
intense discussion and contestation.   

To answer to this demand and design the most adequate legal framework, the CRE decided to organise a large 
concertation in order better grasp the impact LEE (self-consumption especially) could have on the electricity system. 
For the president of CRE, this event was important because it is crucial to “reflect together on whether the inevitable 
development of self-consumption can be controlled for the benefit of all, or whether, on the contrary, it will lead us to 
question the values of equity and solidarity that have luckily underpinned our energy model since 1946” (Carenco, 2017). 
For supporters of LEE, this event became “the big operation to scare because self-consumption was going to become 
the tsunami that would overturn the French electrical system" (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-1). 

The first definition of what can be considered as collective self-consumption was published in July 2016 (ordonnance 
n°2016-1019). This definition introduced two important elements. First, from a governance point of view, producers 
and consumers should be organised around a single organising legal entity (called PMO in French). The second element 
was based on a technical characteristics and stipulated that producers and consumers should all be located downstream 
of the same medium to low-voltage transformer station. As argued by CRE, this came with the advantage that projects 
of collective self-consumption could be used to improve the dimensioning of the distribution grid.  
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The chosen legal framework was very constraining. This resulted in very few projects actually taking place. The first 
projects were realised in the framework of dedicated experimental projects supported by local public authorities and 
benefiting from financial support from the European Union. These projects were meant to foster experimentation with 
(collective) self-consumption as main objectives to understand and evaluate the impact of such project on the grid and 
to build an expertise in order to better support organisations interested in setting up a (collective) self-consumption 
project in urban or rural areas. Some of the first projects were also realised at the initiation of the national DSO Enedis. 
By the end of 2018, Enedis reported 8 operational projects of collective self-consumption in France.  

Phase 3: LEE gain experimental space but remain constrained 

In decembre 2017, M. Lecornu, state secretary for the ministry of ecological and inclusive transition created a working 
group called “Place au soleil”, which was meant to make recommendations to speed up the development of solar energy 
in France. One of the proposed measures recommended increasing the perimeter of collective self-consumption to 
allow the development of eco-district and a better optimisation of production and consumption patterns. In March 
2019, an amendment was proposed that would introduce two new elements. First, it proposed to include in the 
definition of collective self-consumption projects where the distance between consumer and producers does not exceed 
2 km (instead of under the same transformation station). Participants still have to be connected to the low voltage grid. 
Second, projects should have a maximum installed capacity of 3MW in the metropole (or 0.5 MW in areas that are not 
interconnected). 

Agreeing on the definition was only a first step and the CRE was also asked to define the price that participants of 
collective self-consumption projects should pay to use the public electricity network. This is a really central element 
because this cost can make or break the business model of collective self-consumption projects. The CRE took about 
two years to propose a specific tariff for collective self-consumption. CRE worked on proposing a tariff that, they argue, 
reflect the cost incurred on the network. The interviews with two representatives of CRE revealed a very complex 
methodology used to define the specific TURPE. As explained by an interviewee: “we have introduced a tariff qualified 
as original by some actors based on a distinction between the flux we call self-produced and the flux that we call 
externally-produced” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-4). Actors supporting the development of collective self-consumption 
quickly contested this TURPE and their justification. The syndicate of photovoltaic professionals for instance published 
a press release entitled: « the CRE publishes its decision to penalize collective self-consumption” (Enerplan, 2018). In 
this document, they explain that the proposed TURPE is a bit more advantageous for electricity that is self-produced 
but about 15% more expensive for electricity that is taken from the grid. Representatives of the CRE are aware of the 
critics that followed the publication of the TURPE and responded by explaining that those that criticized the TURPE have 
not understood “the raison d’être of the tariff which is to show which are the moments when an operation effectively 
can decrease network cost” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-4). 

Finally, it is during this phase that the first local Power Purchase Agreements (PPA) are realised. Enercoop for instance 
launched in septembre 2019 an offer call “soleil de Camarès” in a small village in Aveyron. Enercoop constructed a solar 
farm of 250kWc and proposed selling this electricity to one hundred households living in the proximity for a price slighter 
higher than Enercoop’s standard offer. Another supplier, Planète Oui launched a similar offer in June 2020 called 
Mézières Energies. To this end, the supplier set up a partnership with a project developer called Valorem to build a solar 
farm of 4.2MWc. Electricity produced is sold to 2500 people living in the vicinity of the farm for a price 10% lower than 
regulated tariff (Planète Oui, 2020a; Valorem, 2020a). 

At the end of this phase, two types of LEE are presents: Collective self-consumption projects and local electricity supply 
contracts. Both are still in experimental phase. By april 2020, 30 projects of collective self-consumption were 
operational. 16 of these projects were realised by municipalities and 6 of them by social housing corporations. The 
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number of projects offer limited possibilities to learn from such projects and evaluate what their added-value could be 
for the grid and for consumers. 

Phase 4: contributing to the energy transition?   

LEE are not institutionalised yet and are a subject of contestation. With this last phase, we take the opportunity to come 
back to various points of tensions or debates surrounding LEE.  

To begin with, the legal framework surrounding collective self-consumption is still contested on three of it’s elements. 
First, the perimeter is still a subject of discussion. Second, actors supporting collective self-consumption would like that 
buildings that have an energy demand that requires being connected to the medium voltage grid should be able to 
participate in project of collective self-consumption. This would allow diversifying consumption patterns and further 
increasing self-consumption. Finally, how collective self-consumption should be supported is also subject of discussion. 
Here actors in favour of LEE are not all aligned. Actors that are used to doing big projects would prefer the CRE to publish 
specific call for tenders. Actors focusing on smaller project would advocate for a diminution of the taxes and for a fairer 
TURPE. 

Moreover, another point of contestation concerns how renewable electricity should be valorised. The ADEME for 
instance launched an initiative to create a label for decarbonised electricity production. What should this label valorise 
is subject of heavy discussion. Should Nuclear be included? Should subsidy-free renewable electricity capacity be valued 
more? To that we could add should linking local production and consumption receive a special treatment as well? Will 
LEE benefit from this initiative? To our knowledge this is not the case yet. Proposed label does not reward renewable 
electricity production that is bought by consumers located nearby. When finalising this report, the label headed towards 
a 2 stars system where suppliers would receive one star when they buy power and GO from French decarbonised energy 
producers (nuclear power included). They would obtain two stars when suppliers could guarantee that 25% of the 
electricity sold comes from renewable energy capacity build after 2015 OR when 25% of the electricity sold is produced 
by projects with a local (citizen) governance (Les Echos, 2020). 

To conclude, the LEE field is not institutionalised yet. This field lacks legitimacy and we think that this is because there 
is an important and still unanswered question: can LEE make a positive contribution to the energy transition? We argue 
that assessing whether LEE can contribute to the energy transition could be done by answering three questions: can LEE 
contribute to the development of subsidy-free renewable energy capacity? Can LEE increase the resilience of the grid 
and help decrease the investments that will be needed on the grid? Can LEE be a means to increase consumer awareness 
so that they would change their consumption patterns? Behind these questions, lies another important issue: what is 
meant by “local” and to what extent can locally organizing the electricity sector contribute to the energy transition?  It 
will not be possible to provide meaningful answer to these questions unless more projects can be realised and 
evaluated. 

5.3.1.7 How/ to what extent do narratives and activities by SIE-field-actors and other field-
actors refer to power issues and include ambitions to improve them? 

The innovation history of LEE is very much a story of power. It is the story of established actors, conscious of the 
disruptive potential of LEE, who use their power to slow down changes, arguing that it is necessary to learn about and 
prepare for these changes rather than risk compromising an already well performing electricity system. The analysis 
shows that current power balances are clearly in favour of established actors. Technical elites support the centralised 
and productivist model based on large-scale nuclear energy production. These elite are well represented in organisation 
participating in energy decision-making. One of the interviewee for instance argued: “Carenco (the president of CRE) 
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defends a vertical model, EDF. If we had the same DNA at the CRE than at the competition authority for the telecom, we 
would not be in the current situation at all” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-1). Interestingly, preventing PMO from gaining 
too much power is one of the reasons why CRE prefers limiting the size of LEE. In projects of collective self-consumption, 
PMOs are free from some of the constraints that normally apply to energy suppliers; PMOs are able to exert more power 
over individual consumers than normal energy suppliers. CRE uses this to argue that there is a need to protect 
consumers and therefore a need to limit the size these projects can have.  

Moreover, when conducting the research, we observed that actors in favour and actors against have opposite visions 
of what motivates the creation of local energy exchange and the impact these exchanges could have on the sector.  
Those in favour explained that there is “an emotional logic, that people have an attachment to the local in a context of 
think local act global” (interview-SIEfield5) and that it is a way to “re-appropriate their proximity” (Interview FR-LEE-
SIEI-1). LEE are framed as a way to empower individuals to take part in the energy transition. On the contrary, actors 
against LEE describe LEE projects as done by egoistic people and an attempt of a few to gain power for themselves and 
break free from responsibilities we have to support each other. To this, supporters of local electricity exchanges respond 
that local electricity exchanges could also create opportunities to give away excess electrons to an association or to 
people in need. In other words, it could be a way to obtain the power to support others. An interviewee for instance 
explained:  “EDF agents make self-consumers look like egoists who take advantage of the network by financing it less. If 
we offered the possibility to citizens who equip themselves to participate in a territorial solidarity, I think it would make 
sense” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-1).  

This section shows that the very slow pace of development of LEE is a reflexion of the power of incumbent actors to 
silence the voices of SIE-actors. 

5.3.1.8 What have been (shared) narratives, activities, knowledge, learnt lessons, etc. 
between alliances/networks/collaborations of SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-
actors? How have they been reproduced, adopted and replicated in the SIE-field? To 
which extent they been legitimised and/ or contested by several actors within the SIE-
field? Have there been any key changes over time? 

Knowledge about LEE is mostly produced through experimental projects supported by regional and European 
institutions. The SIE-initiative of Premian for instance in the south of France or that of Pénestin in Britanny, are often 
used as an exemplar to explain how collective self-consumption can be organised between multiple participants. Some 
interviewees even stressed the fact that the same few projects come back over and over again in public presentations, 
showing how limited the experiments are.   

Actors in favour of LEE compare collective self-consumption to shared vegetable gardens where people grow vegetables 
locally and share their surplus with their neighbours (see for instance (Loyen, 2017). This notion came back a few times 
in the interviews. Supporters also argue that it is “peasant’s common sense to exchange, between inhabitants, an 
essential resource such as energy” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-5). This analogy with the vegetable garden is used by 
various actors to legitimise collective self-consumption and make it possible for individuals to envision what it could 
mean to produce part of their own electricity. To these arguments, those against respond that there is a risk that LEE 
leads to unfair grid tariffs to the detriment of those who cannot participate in such a project (Piechaczyk, 2017 p13) and 
that it encourages what the president of CRE called “energetic communitarianism” (Carenco, 2017). Talking about 
communitarianism has a very strong negative connotation highlighting that participants aim at separating themselves 
from the rest of the sector. In a similar fashion, the head of a renewable energy cooperative we interviewed sees 
collective self-consumption as something inward looking. The following quote illustrates this: “we do it for ourselves, 
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we are very happy, it is very egoistic” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-10). ”Flattering consumers on their small desires is not 
necessarily a good idea” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-10) and especially if it results in project initiators building smaller 
renewable energy capacities in order to be able to self-consume more. What this section shows is that argument for or 
against LEE are based on positive or negative expectations. The debate appears to be emotionally driven as actors try 
to elicit emotions that would create sympathy or aversion for LEE. 

5.3.1.9 Reflections on the main research question (base on answering the minor ones)  

No additional reflections needed. 

5.3.2 How do SIE-field-actors and other field-actor interact with the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment and thereby co-shape the SIE-field over time?  

5.3.2.1 Which institutions (regulative, normative, cultural-cognitive) within the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment have shaped (including enabled/ impeded) SIEs and its SIE-
fields (and how)? 

Scott (2014: 56-57) defines institutions as comprising “regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements that, 
together with associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning to social life… Institutions are 
multifaceted, durable social structures, made up of symbolic elements, social activities, and material resources”.  

Regulative institutions refer to rules, laws, policies, standards that guide “action and perspectives by coercion or threat 
of legal sanction” (Hoffman 1999). The energy sector is highly regulated in France, and regulative institutions impede 
the development of local electricity exchanges by imposing a regulatory framework that strongly limits the economic 
attractiveness of local electricity exchange projects.  As explained by an interviewee: “there is a tremendous untapped 
potential because the CRE has put the brakes on for fear that it [referring to collective self-consumption] might get out 
of hand” (Interview- FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-1). The stated objective is to allow for a controlled development of local electricity 
exchange projects in order to avoid that they endanger an already well-functioning electricity system (it is reliable, it 
has low carbon emissions, it provides affordable electricity).   

Normative institutions refer to norms and values and “what is considered appropriate behaviour and can be directed at 
all actors of a particular field” (Scott, 2001). In the French energy sector it is the norm and value of technical elite 
stemming from like-minded engineering schools (Ecole des Mine, Ecole polytechnique (known as X)) that dominate. 
These norms and value are based on a productivist approach favouring centrally manage nuclear power. They impede 
the development of local electricity exchanges that aim for a decentralised electricity system where the design and 
operation of production assets should reflect local needs and be managed at least in part locally.  

Cultural cognitive institutions refer to shared conceptions of reality, binding expectations, common beliefs that 
frequently become routine ways of understanding the world. French energy sector is strongly influenced by the guiding 
(and also sacred) principle of tariff equalization. Initiatives that aim at promoting local electricity exchanges are often 
criticised for trying to break this much cherished principle. Moreover, attempts at organising electricity locally is 
criticized for being self-centred. Incumbent actors try to frame LEE as initiatives that aim at contesting the core identity 
and values of French electricity system. They work to reject these initiatives by trying to delegitimise them. To legitimate 
their actions, actors that support LEE are developing counter narratives to affirm that organising locally makes sense 
and even creates possibilities to develop new forms of solidarity between consumers. 
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5.3.2.2 What are the key events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions that 
enable/ impede SIEs and its SIE-fields (now and in the past)? 

Some of the key events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions that have enabled the SIE-field over the past 
ten years are (this is not a comprehensive list):  

Table 3: an overview of the events that enabled SIEs 

Key events  External shocks  Trends  Inter-field interactions  
Energy transition law for 
green growth  

Fukushima nuclear 
accident 

Rising interest for local 
products 

Local food cycle as an 
increasingly important 
thesis in food retailing 

Publication of 
ordonnance 2016-1019 
that defines collective 
self-consumption 

RTE asking consumers to 
be ready to reduce their 
energy consumption to 
avoid black-outs 

Increasing demand for more 
transparency in the origin of 
products 

Construction sector 
expected to install PV 
panels on the roof of 
new buildings 

Working group “place au 
soleil” 

 Decreasing cost of renewable 
energy technologies  

TEPOS movement 
(territories with 
positive energy) 

Publication of a decree 
allowing extended 
collective self-
consumption 

   

Some of the key events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions that have impeded the SIE-field over the 
past ten years are (it is not a comprehensive list):   

Table 4: an overview of the events that impeded SIEs 

Key events  External shocks  Trends  Inter-field interactions  
Publication of 
ordonnance 2016-1019 
that defines collective 
self-consumption 

 Raising awareness about need 
to integrate intermittent 
renewables in the grid 

 

Some of the key events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions that have not so clearly enabled and/ or 
impeded the SIE-field over the past ten years are (is like not to be a comprehensive list):  

Table 5: an overview of the events that enabled or impeded SIEs 

Key events  External shocks  Trends  Inter-field interactions  
Publication of specific 
TURPE by CRE 

 Electrification of mobility   

Launch of the sand box 
experiment by CRE 

   

5.3.2.3 How (if so) have the SIEs and their SIE-fields and ‘outside’ institutional environment 
been shaped by these events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions (now 
and in the past)?  

These event have shaped SIE in various ways. First, SIE initiative reflects what policies allow. Any event that attempts, 
directly or indirectly, to change policies and especially legal definitions of LEE will, if/when it succeeds, also change what 
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SIE-initiatives are and how they materialize. External shocks did not directly influence SIE. To some extent they 
contribute to putting pressure on the outside institutional environment to change but this did not really have an impact 
on the emergence and growth of this field. During the interviews and in the documents we analysed, SIE-field actors 
hardly mentioned nuclear power for instance. They do not position themselves as an alternative to the existing system 
but rather as something that could be added to it. SIE-field actors do not aim at transforming institutions but more at 
creating new ones that would exist in parallel to what currently make the outside institutional environment. Trends and 
inter-fields relations on the one hand provide frames that SIE-actors can rely on to explain what they try to do in terms 
that are understandable for people. For example, the analogy that people may want to know the origin of their power 
in the same way they want to know where their food comes from and linked to that the idea that people may want to 
consume (food or electricity) that is produced locally. On the other hand, trends and inter-field relations also enable 
SIE-initiatives. TEPOS for instance provides financial resources to municipalities that want to realise a project. Decreasing 
cost of renewable energy technology helps decrease the financial resources that are needed to realise a project.  

5.3.2.4 What have been the most important alliances/networks/collaborations SIE-field-
actors and/ or other field-actors that emerged from these events, shocks, trends, and 
inter-field interactions (when, how and for what reasons)?  

We have not observed alliances, networks or collaborations that specifically emerged from these events. Actors that 
advocate for more support towards LEE did not come into existence with that purpose in mind. They were actors that 
existed before and started to support LEE quite naturally because it extended well with their initial interest in solar 
technology or in supporting municipalities in doing their own energy transition.  

5.3.2.5 How have the SIE-fields co-evolved with the policy context (if so) (and what was the 
relative importance of the urban, regional, national and European level)? 

This SIE-field is very much shaped by policies as policies define the conditions under which LEE can materialise. This 
analysis shows that all four levels are important. The local level is important in that project very often take place at the 
initiative (or with the support) of local authorities. LEE can be an instrument for a municipality to achieve its own policy 
objectives. The regional level is important not so much in shaping what is done but in make experimentations possible. 
This was especially important in the early phases of development where experiments were done with financial support 
from regional authorities. These projects also played an important role in facilitating the creation of knowledge that 
could be use by subsequent projects. The national level clearly determines what is possible and what is not. It is this 
level that defines what LEE can be, how they can materialize and what are the boundaries of such projects. SIE-initiatives 
are a reflexion of policies and as policy changes, so does the initiatives. Finally, the European level is also important in 
that it gives an external institutional push to make LEE possible, to define what LEE can be. It gives external credibility 
to the SIE-field as well.  

5.3.2.6 How are power relations (such as inequality, exclusion, oppression, exploitation, 
injustice) being transformed and/ or reproduced by the SIE-phenomenon under 
study? (and vice versa – how are SIEs enabled and impeded by power relations?) 

One of the main objective of LEE is to empower actors locally to develop and manage their own energy production 
facilities. Even though actors would not frame it as such, LEE is very much about energy justice in that in its essence it is 
about giving power to actors that have long been excluded from energy-decisions. This SIE does run the risk of 
reproducing certain power relations. For instance, current legal definition risks creating geographical inequalities as it 
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is more difficult for rural areas to access this type of innovation. Similarly, there is a risk that LEE become accessible only 
to those actors that have (or can have access to) the resources and capabilities needed to accomplish such experiment 
projects.  

This report also clearly shows that LEE are impeded by power relations and more specifically by the dominance of actors 
that benefit from a productivist, nuclear-based, centrally organised electricity system. To illustrate this we chose to 
come back to one recent example: the discussions around ADEME’s green electricity label. There are more and more 
green electricity supply offers on the French market. To guarantee that they supply renewable electricity, suppliers have 
to buy so-called Guarantees of Origin (GO). GO surfaced as a means to develop green electricity demand in the EU 
electricity market. GOs are emitted and sold/purchased on the European energy stock market POWERNEXT. GO are 
bought independently from the renewable energy purchase contract sourced by the supplier. Currently, GO can be 
provided either from hydraulics, solar pv, or wind power productions injected anywhere within the EU electric grid 
system. In 2019, the CRE estimated that 92% of the GO used for offsetting the green supply contracts were emitted and 
purchased from hydraulics productions, almost 30% of which were imported from abroad. To create more visibility and 
transparency for customers, and possibly also create incentives to invest in new renewable electricity capacity, ADEME 
decided to develop a green electricity label. It invited energy suppliers, consumer association, Green Certificate traders, 
NGOs, the CRE to share their opinion about the criteria that should be used for such a label. This led to heated 
discussions: EDF wanted nuclear power to be considered as green. The CRE advocated for a label that would favour 
subsidy-free renewable energy capacity. Enercoop and renewable energy cooperatives asked for rewarding projects 
where citizens are involved in the governance. Should supplying power from locally produced electricity also be 
valorised? When finalising this report, the label headed towards a 2 stars system where suppliers would receive one 
star when they buy power and GO from French decarbonised energy producers (nuclear power included). They would 
obtain two stars when suppliers could guarantee that 25% of the electricity sold comes from renewable energy capacity 
build after 2015 OR when 25% of the electricity sold is produced by projects with a local (citizen) governance (Les Echos, 
2020). The final content of the label clearly exemplifies ongoing power relations between electricity actors in France.  

5.3.2.7 Reflections on the main research question (base on answering the minor ones)  

No additional reflexions needed here.  

5.3.3 What are the enabling and impeding factors for the SIE-field-actors and 
other field actors to conduct institutional work and change the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment?  

5.3.3.1 How, why, and where do SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-actors conduct activities 
linked to creating, maintaining and transforming institutions?  

Institutional work refers to the activities of actors that aim to create, maintain and disrupt institutions. Examples: 1) 
Attempts to influence policy makers and the general public through direct lobbying, research reports, positioning 
papers, advertising, and the setting of technical standards and 2) Attempts to influence informal institutions, such as 
values, norms, binding expectations, common beliefs, habits, and routines, among the wider public (Arenas 2017). 
Diverse actors conduct institutional work, e.g., policymakers, campaigners, NGOs, energy industry. We have observed 
that institutional work is done simultaneously by LEE field actors and by other field-actors (e.g. incumbent actors) with 
opposite aims.  
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France is one of the first countries that adopted an official definition for collective self-consumption, thereby creating 
new institutions specifically regulating these initiatives. Since the adoption of the first definition, SIE field-actors have 
conducted institutional work in order to advocate for the transformation of regulative institutions. Their aim was, and 
still is, to obtain changes that would make the definition of collective self-consumption less restrictive and the 
administrative processes less constraining. To obtain these transformations, SIE field-actors engage in various activities. 
They try to raise attention of elected officials that can defend their cause in the parliament. They take legal proceedings 
in the courts to challenge decisions taken by regulatory bodies. They lobby for the creation of working groups operating 
under the umbrella of the ministry and that would jointly make recommendations to policy makers. They are also 
working on changing normative institutions by showing that an alternative way to organise electricity is possible, one 
where the system would be organised de-centrally and designed to reflect local energy demand. They for instance 
mobilise regional and European funds to set-up experimentations that can become exemplars for others. They organise 
and/or participate in events that promote a move towards a more decentralised electricity system. Moreover, they also 
conducted institutional work to change cognitive institutions by creating a counter technical narrative. This narrative, 
inspired from the food sector, talks about an electricity system where energy would be consumed locally and where 
consumers could choose which production facility they want to finance with their electricity bill. SIE field-actors promote 
these narratives on personal blogs and in media outlets that favour renewable energy technologies.  

On the other hand, we observed that incumbent actors also do institutional work. However, they do so to maintain 
prevailing regulative institutions or see to it that regulatory institutions that are newly created are sufficiently 
constraining to impede large-scale development of LEE. Incumbent actors do this behind the curtains and by mobilising 
informal networks. Interviewees never named actors that lobby against LEE but did suggest that incumbent actors are 
pushing for amendment that constrain the implementation of LEE. Moreover, incumbent actors rely on the support of 
CRE to constrain and slow down experimentation around LEE. The CRE publishes deliberation where they advise the 
government on how to support the development of LEE among others and how to avoid pitfalls. Even though the 
government is free to decide what to do with CRE’s advices, in practice CRE’s advices are often followed. This makes 
CRE a powerful institution. Analysing various deliberations written by CRE reveals a very cautious institution warry of 
disturbing the status quo. One interviewee for instance explained that « if we had the same DNA at the CRE than at the 
competition authority for the telecom, we would not be in the current situation at all” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEfield-1).   
Finally, other field actors also try to delegitimise the cognitive institutions that LEE are trying to create by framing LEE 
in very negative terms. LEE stakeholders are presented as self-centred, egoistic or communitarian projects. Here other 
field actors also rely on online media to present their critics of this emerging field.   

5.3.3.2 Who is involved in conducting institutional work (and who is not)? Which actors 
benefit from this work (or not)?  

Representative of network organisations such as Enerplan, SER or FNCCR are principal actors that conduct institutional 
work aimed at enabling LEE. Each intermediary organisation defends the interest of its members and we observed that 
these organisations do not all agree about the measures that they should advocate for. Moreover, two deputies at the 
national assembly have also played an important role in proposing and defending amendments that enlarged the 
definition of collective self-consumption. Regarding institutional work that impedes LEE, as aforementioned, it is mostly 
conducted by CRE.  
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5.3.3.3 What have been the most important activities linked to creating, maintaining and 
transforming institutions? Outline these activities through describing 2-4 examples.  

Several activities could be discussed here (see section 5.2.1.6), the three examples chosen are based on the following 
criteria: diversity (who conducts the institutional work, practices of institutional work, types of activities involved and 
whether it had desired impact (or not)) and achievements (i.e. having at least two examples that seem to have changed 
the ‘outside’ institutional environment. The examples are not in historical order.  

Example 1: creation and deliberation of the working group “Place au Soleil” – example of creating and transforming. In 
December 2017, M. Lecornu, state secretary for the ministry of ecological and inclusive transition created a working 
group called “Place au soleil”, which was meant to make recommendations to speed up the development of solar energy 
in France. This working group was presented as one of the pillars in the government’s strategy to “free up renewable 
energies with the aim of promoting employment, energy sovereignty and territorial cohesion” (Ministère de la transition 
écologique et solidaire, 2018). This working group brought together parliamentarians, representatives of solar and 
electricity sector, NGOs, representatives of local elected officials and various national administrations working for the 
ministries. In June 2018, Place au Soleil published a list of 40 measures. One of this measures recommended increasing 
the perimeter of collective self-consumption to allow the development of eco-districts and a better optimisation of 
production and consumption patterns (Ministère de la transition écologique et solidaire, 2018). 

Example 2: proposing and defending an amendment for extended collective self-consumption- example for 
transforming institutions. The cooperative Acoprev convinced one of the deputee of Drôme, to support them in lobbying 
for a larger perimeter for collective self-consumption. In March 2019, together with a deputee representing french 
people outside France, this deputee proposed an amendment that would introduce two new elements (Projet de Loi 
No 1673, Modifié Par Le Sénat, Relatif à La Croissance and La Transformation Des Entreprises, 2019). First, it proposed 
to include in the definition of collective self-consumption projects where the distance between consumer and producers 
does not exceed 2 km (instead of under the same transformation station). Participants still have to be connected to the 
low voltage grid. Second, projects should have a maximum installed capacity of 3MW in the metropole (or 0.5 MW in 
areas that are not interconnected). This amendment led to the publication of a decree in November 2019 allowing what 
is called extended collective self-consumption based on aforementioned criteria. It is only since October 2020 that it 
has been validated that actors in rural areas can propose projects of collective self-consumption that are in a broader 
perimeter (10km radius). However, these projects have to ask for a derogation. 

Example 3: deliberations of the CRE – example of maintaining institutions. The CRE is a very important actor in this field. 
When the government is working on changing/adapting regulatory frameworks, the CRE has the task to advice the 
government on what can be done, what should be avoided and why. Each time the government considered changing 
the legal definition of collective self-consumption for instance, the CRE was consulted along with their published 
deliberations. These deliberations are important because even though the government remains free to follow or not 
the advices of the CRE, the content of the CRE’s deliberation reflect the stance of powerful stakeholders in the sector. 
We have observed that the advices published by the CRE has mostly been about maintaining existing institutions and in 
case of any change, they should be transformed so as to minimise the potential impact on the current electricity system.  
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5.3.3.4 What forms do these activities linked to maintaining, creating and transforming 
institutions take (.e. emotion work, boundary work, strategy work, practice work and/ 
or values work)? Link back to the 2-4 examples  

Example 1: creation and deliberation of the working group “Place au Soleil” – example of boundary work. This working 
group touched upon a variety of topics regarding how to stimulate the development of solar technologies in France. 
However, when it comes to the SIE studied in this report, the institutional work conducted here was mainly boundary 
work. By publishing a recommendation to enlarge the perimeter of collective self-consumption, this working group 
questioned the legitimacy of the initial definition that was considered as too restrictive.  

Example 2: proposing and defending an amendment for extended collective self-consumption- example for boundary 
work and practice work. The work observed in this example is first and foremost a boundary work. The very objective 
of the activity to obtain a modification of the legal definition of collective self-consumption. This extended definition is 
meant to make it easier for more initiatives to be realised. Institutional work also has some similarity with practice work. 
During the interview, the deputee explained that the initial proposed amendment made to the government involved 
changing the criteria on which the perimeter would be decided: “we wanted the number of km of the radius to be a 
function of density criteria” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-6). The deputee envisioned to change routines and practices.  

Example 3: deliberations of the CRE – example of boundary work and emotion work. Again, this activity has a lot to do 
with boundary work. The main point of controversy around collective self-consumption is its legal definition and with 
it what can or cannot be included in a project of collective self-consumption. Because of that, it is only logical that many 
deliberation of CRE have been about boundary issues. Another type of work that can be mentioned as well is emotion 
work. When trying to maintain existing institutions, the CRE refers to elements that have to do with emotions. It is not 
about putting at stake a well performing system; it is rather about protecting the rights of consumers.  

 5.3.3.5 What factors have enabled and/or impeded institutional work? E.g. Resources, learnt 
lessons and competences connected to actors/ alliances/ networks/ collaborations. 
Link back to the 2-4 examples 

Example 1: creation and deliberation of the working group “Place au Soleil”. What enabled institutional work was first 
that SIE-field actors had been lobbying for such a group to be created for a long time. As explained by the president of 
Enerplan “the sector had been waiting for this working group for a few years” (Edition des halles, 2017). Besides, similar 
working group had previously been created for wind power and biomethane. Another enabling element is that the 
working group brought together a variety of stakeholders that provided legitimacy to the presented results. The 
impediment to institutional work here is that such a working group can only makes recommendations and therefore 
can only indirectly influence policy making by creating leverage for other actors to conduct institutional work 
themselves.  

Example 2: proposing and defending an amendment for extended collective self-consumption. Institutional work was 
enabled by another activity – the publication of the deliberation of the working group Place au Soleil (see example 1) 
which recommended changing the perimeter. It took a long time between the moment when the deputee met with 
representatives of Acoprev and the moment when it became possible – under derogation – to initiate projects of 
collected self-consumption with a larger radius. After presenting the initial idea, the deputee explained that while the 
idea seemed well received at first, nothing happened. When probed to explain further, she said that “concerns about 
upsetting the Enedis model were too important” (Interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-6). She also explained that aiming to change 
the criteria upon which the perimeter is decided was too ambitious.  
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Example 3: deliberations of the CRE. Interviewees argued that what enables institutional work of CRE is the fact that 
energy decision in France are taken by a close network of actors including the directors of public utilities and the central 
administration. These technical elite shared similar training (like Ecole polytechnique (aka X) or Ecole des Mines), values 
and intellectual vision and defended a productivist approach massively based on nuclear generation of electric power 
(Aykut & Evrard, 2017). As explained by an interviewee: “alumni from X – Mine are well represented in the different 
ministries, at Bercy (ministry of economy, finance and recovery), at the DGEC (General Directorate for Energy and 
Climate), at Elysée” (interview FR-LEE-SIEFIELD-1). 

 5.3.3.6 What have been intended and unintended effects (i.e. contributions) derived from 
conducting institutional work? What influence have they had on SIE-field and ‘outside’ 
institutional environments? Link back to the 2-4 examples 

Example 1:  creation and deliberation of the working group “Place au Soleil”. The main outcome of this activity is that 
recommendations of the working group “Place au Soleil” gave more legitimacy to those demanding to enlarge the 
perimeter. It provided them leverage when trying to conduct institutional work.  

Example 2: proposing and defending an amendment for extended collective self-consumption. Intended effect of this 
amendment clearly was to allow more projects to be realised and make it possible for rural municipalities to develop 
projects of collective self-consumption. Acoprev for instance argued that enlarging the perimeter would allow them to 
experiment with more ambitious levels of self-consumption (from 20% to 50%) (Acoprev, 2020). 

Example 3: deliberations of the CRE. Intended outcomes are to make sure that regulatory measures are aligned with an 
important prerequisite stated in the LTECV which is to implement the measures necessary for the controlled and secure 
development of facilities intended to consume all or part of their electricity production (see article 119 of the law 
n°2015-992 of the 17th of August 2015).  

5.3.3.7 Reflections on the main research question (base on answering the minor ones)  

No additional reflections needed. 

 

5.4 Case study 3: City level competitions for sustainable energy 

5.4.1 How have the SIE and SIE-field emerged, developed and institutionalised 
over time?  

5.4.1.1 What are the relevant SIE-field-actors and other field-actors within the SIE-field and 
what are their roles within the SIE-field? How have these changed over time? 

In the French context, ‘City level competitions for sustainable energy’ is a rather heterogeneous field. It includes a 
variety of activities carried out by different actors such as city administrations, NGOs or intermediaries like semi-public 
research institutes. In this report, we concentrate on activities on the city level in France. Since 2004, cities are 
recognised as key players in the energy transition by the French State (Lambert-Habib, 2010). This is why we concentrate 
on competition formats in which city administrations are part of organising, participating in, leading and/or carrying out 
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these competitions. The formats under study also include cooperative formats that involve different actor groups such 
as civil society actors. More specifically we look at three types of city-level competition.  

First, this report analyses one between city competition called Cit’ergie and its recent extension called Sustainable and 
Innovate City. Cit’ergie is the French version of the European Energy Award. It is managed and co-funded by ADEME, 
which organizes national events, co-funds supporting consultants and AERE, the NGO that adjusts the label’s 
requirements based on French specifications. As of 2021, 122 cities and inter-communalities had been awarded the 
label, representing 34% of the French population. Cities participate in Cit’ergie for various reasons ranging from 
benefiting from technical knowledge and a structured methodology in order to take action at the local level to being 
able to legitimise the cities actions towards stakeholders internal and external to the city administration. The label 
Sustainable and Innovative City (SIC) is being developed by CEREMA (a decentralized public agency aiming to support 
regions with sustainability initiatives) and Efficacity (a public-private research partnership). It is meant to complement 
and expand the Cit’ergie label notably by including additional elements such as water management, resilience, 
governance or economic development. When collecting data for this report, this initiative was still at the pilot stage. 
Cities that participate in the experiment are interested in benefiting from a transversal tool/method to go beyond 
energy and address other issues that are important to move towards a sustainable city.  

This report also looks at one within city competition called Déclics. This challenge formally called Energy Positive Families 
is organised between families to show participants what they can do at their individual level to reduce resource 
consumption through behavioural changes. Déclics is coordinated and animated by NGOs, with funding from national 
and local governments. Reasons for including this challenge in this report are twofold. First, this challenge target citizens 
directly and second, to succeed, it strongly depends on the goodwill of cities where the challenges are organised. 
Families can participate in the challenge for a number of reasons that can be environmental (decrease their 
environmental footprint), economic (decrease their bills) and/or simply social reasons (meet and interact with people).  

A central actor in both between and within city competition is ADEME – the public agency for ecological transition. 
ADEME coordinates, promotes and financially supports the Cit’ergie initiative aforementioned. ADEME was also an 
important financer of the within city competition, even though level of support has been radically reduced in the last 
years. Local authorities – both cities and inter-communalities – also play an important role either as participant in the 
between city competition or because they accept to financially support the animation of within city competitions. As 
participants and funder, cities also play an important role in (de)legitimising the competitions. This reports highlights 
the point that Cit’ergie for instance gained legitimacy over the years as more cities choose to participate. Regarding the 
SIC initiative, it is in a crucial phase where it needs to convince cities to co-construct and later participate in the award. 
Finally, concerning between cities competition, we have observed that a few years back many cities funded such 
initiatives but that support has weakened over the years as some cities have decided not to allocate resources anymore 
to this initiative.  

Between city competitions also mobilise two organisations: CEREMA and EFFICACITY that were behind the initiative and 
are co-constructing the SIC label. These organisations are different from the others in that they have stronger links with 
businesses. One of the missions of CEREMA entails supporting companies and local authorities do research and innovate 
towards a resource-efficient, low-carbon, environmentally friendly and equitable economy. EFFICACITY brings together 
30 public and private organisations. The shares are owned 51% by private actors and 49% by public actors. This 
organisation is meant to finance R&D linked to the ecological transition of cities. Once the label is ready, these 
organisations will have to look for an entity that could coordinate and possibly also fund the organisation of the SIC.  

NGOs also play an important role both between and within cities competition. For between cities competition, the 
association AERE played an important role in translating the European Energy Award into the French context and 
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adapting the criteria as national regulations evolved. This NGO still plays an important role in that it supports ADEME in 
the deployment of the label. Besides, it coordinates the consulting that accompany cities throughout the process. 
Regarding within cities competition, the Positive energy families challenge was initially developed by an NGO and local 
NGOs are responsible for animation of the challenge. Together with local authorities they may also play an important 
role to recruit participants. A few years back, three NGOs – CLER (a network for the energy transition); Hespul (an 
association specialised in solar energy and energy efficiency) and Alisée (an association that aims at empowering citizens 
to appropriate energy management and the use of renewable energies) - joined forces to propose a new version of the 
challenge to Déclics.  

Finally, citizens obviously play an important role, especially in the within city competition. They can play a role as team 
leaders or as simple participant in the challenge. 

5.4.1.2 What are relevant activities, aims/goals and narratives that have been developed and 
manifested by SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-actors within the SIE-field over time? 

In this SIE, after designing the competition, four main recurring activities are performed by SIE-field-actors. First, SIE-
field-actors have to set-up criteria that could be used to assess the performance of cities or citizens participating in the 
competition. These criteria can evolve over time as technology improve or political agenda change and keeping these 
indicators up to date is an important activity. Second, SIE-field-actors have to animate the challenge. This includes 
communicate about the challenge in order to recruit participants. Third, SIE-field-actors also have to provide support so 
that participants can improve their performance over time. This support appears to be a key success factor in the 
organisation of the challenge. To be able to provide this support, SIE-field-actors also have to secure financial resources 
either by promoting the challenge inside their organisation or by convincing external actors to allocate resources to the 
challenge.  

What we observed is that the activities performed did not change over time. What changed however was more the 
content of the challenge itself. We for instance observed that between cities competitions increased the topics that are 
covered by the competition to include things such as air quality or more recently, energy sufficiency. What we also 
observed is a trend to make the challenge more transversal. Initially, they focused on energy and climate, we have seen 
that SIE-field-actors in both between city competition and within city competition have or are trying to include broader 
themes that relate to sustainable development. We can mention two reasons for this. First, there is a need to create 
tools that assist decision making of local authorities beyond the energy topic. Energy is one of many themes that are 
important when aiming at developing sustainable cities. Second, addressing topics such as food or waste can also be a 
way to increase attractiveness of the challenges for citizens and/or propose additional actions to citizens that have 
already participated in energy-related challenges and may want to broaden their impact.  

5.4.1.3 What types of interactions/ relations exist between SIE-field-actors and/ or other 
field-actors? What types of informal and formal alliances, networks, collaborations 
have existed (and possibly still do)? 

We have observed a number of interactions between SIE-field-actors. First, between city competition are European 
challenges and there are many interactions between actors across national boundaries. Interactions are also really 
formalised. For instance when ADEME wants to change the reference framework for Cit’ergie they have to have the 
agreement of the European EEA and need to explain what motivates these changes. These formal interactions are meant 
to preserve the robustness of the reference framework used to grant awards to cities. Moreover, we have also seen 
that the two between city competitions have engaged in discussion in order to define how these two competition could 
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cooperate/feed one another. The SIC really positions itself as a complement to the Cit’ergie label. Even though the way 
these two label would interact formally is not yet decided, interviewees pointed that there is an interest in creating a 
double award for instance.  

Finally, we have seen little interaction between within city competition and between city competitions. In fact, these 
challenges shared an important central actor: ADEME. However, interviewees pointed that ADEME has reduced its 
financial support for between city competition and only informal links remain. Moreover, interviews with cities that 
participate in between city competition did not suggest strong links between both initiatives.  

5.4.1.4 How can the interactions/ relations between SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-actors 
be characterised (e.g., cooperation, exchange, competition and conflict)? How have 
they changed over time? 

As suggested in the name of the SIE-field, ‘City level competitions for sustainable energy’ are characterised by 
competition. Interestingly, interviewees had various responses when we asked them to explain the role and importance 
of the competitive element. Responses were really nuanced and while for some the competitive part was really 
important, others rather talked about a challenge than a competition. Various interviewees explained that it is in 
essence a competition with one self over time. An interviewee explained: "it is really to accompany the local authorities 
to initiate a process of improvement regarding the sustainability of their city” (FR-WP3-CLC-SIE-5). Another interviewee 
also explained that the competition led colleagues to ask questions such as: “have we performed better? Did we 
introduce new actions that help us gain points?” (FR-WP3-CLC-SIE-3). Other interviewees highlighted that obtaining the 
gold label – the highest certification – was experienced as a challenge for the city and as a way to distinguish themselves 
from other cities. “it's important in terms of the positioning of a community with respect to its peers and its environment, 
its neighbours, etc., to effectively make cocorico” (FR-WP3-CLC-SIE-2). Interviewees also explained that the competition 
changes relations between city administration departments by providing a common goal, and fostering interactions 
between departments. This is illustrated by the following quote: “a virtuous region, this is really what ties colleagues 
together in order to go forward and try to develop as many sustainable development actions as possible” (FR-WP3-CLC-
SIE- 3). 

5.4.1.5 What is ‘socially innovative’ about the SIE (including SIE-initiatives and/ or SIE-field-
actors)? How and to what extent do which ideas, objects and/or actions demonstrate 
a change in social relations and new ways of doing, thinking and/or organising energy? 

In SONNET, we define a social innovation in energy (SIE) as a combination of ideas, objects and/or actions that changes 
social relations and involve new ways of doing, thinking and/or organising energy. In this report, we focus on ‘city level 
competitions for sustainable energy’.  A main characteristic of this SIE-type is that participants strive to rank themselves, 
gain or win something. This specific type of SIE is therefore concentrating on novel ways of engaging in different (playful) 
energy competition formats. Its novelty lies in the formats of competition, which allow for new actors to engage in 
sustainable energy pathways.  

What is innovative about this type of SIE is that the competitive element encourages participants to change the way 
they “do” energy. As explained in the previous section, the competitive elements allows changing how energy is done 
in order to surpass oneself or try and be inspired to be as good as others. This SIE also changes how cities “organise” 
sustainable energy pathways. In between cities competitions, the competition proposes a very structured method to 
structure activities, define measurable objectives and evaluate public policies. Moreover, because the label only takes 
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into account initiatives that were taken in the last 3 to 4 years, it forces cities to institutionalise how they take energy 
issues into account and to remain up to date with best practices. “with Cit’ergie we are in a constant renewal” (FR-WP3-
CLC-SIE-3).  

This SIE is also innovative because it changes how people “think” about energy. In between cities competitions, the 
competition makes it possible for participants to evaluate their performance and through that change how they think 
about the energy transition. One interviewee for instance explained: “what is interesting for me is that there are many 
elected official who believed that they were really dynamic, really exemplary while there were far from responding to 
the challenges, the disruptions that energy transition requires” (FR-WP3-CLC-SIE-2).   

Regarding within cities competitions, they encourage participants to help each other and have a convivial time together. 
As explained by an interviewee the challenge are particularly innovative because “it allows not to have an animator who 
is an expert and give descending information. Instead we create a community that can because autonomous” (FR-WP3-
CLC-SIE-6).  Moreover, this SIE can help change how people think about energy. People who participate in the 
competition start thinking about energy and are shown how they can be actors in the energy transition and how, at 
their level, they can also help make a difference. 

5.4.1.6 How has the SIE developed over time (and space)? 

City level competition have evolved over time both in their scope and in how they spread in space. During our analysis 
we have identified three phases.  

In the first phase, the SIE initiatives learned from and translated European experimentation into the French context. 
The project Rêve Jura Léman was initiated with objective to build on the Swiss experience with the European Energy 
Award (EEA) created in 2003 in order to assess the possibility to develop a similar award in France. This project was 
coordinated by Energy-Cities (the European association of cities in transition) and supported technically and financially 
by ADEME. This project led three French municipalities and one inter-communality – Grenoble Alpes Métropole - to be 
awarded the EEA by the president of ADEME during a ceremony organised in December 2007 in Paris. This ceremony 
was an opportunity for ADEME to launch the French version of the EEA that the ADEME started to coordinate in January 
2008. Similarly, the association Prioriterre launched in the department of Haute-Savoie a challenge called Positive 
Energy Families. Inspired by the Klimaatwijken, a Belgian program developed in 2003 and further developed through 
the Energy Neighbourhood European project, this challenge aimed to mobilise citizens to reduce their energy 
consumption. These initiatives were supported by changes in regulations. In 2004, France for instance launched what is 
called a “Climate Plan” which invited cities and inter-communalities to develop their own local Climate Plans and gave 
ADEME the responsibility to develop the tools necessary to help local actors elaborate on these local Climate Plans. 

In the second phase, competition formats developed and gained in legitimacy with varying degree of success. ADEME 
for instance invested resources to recruit cities to the Cit’ergie program. ADEME also financed the realisation of a pre-
diagnostic. In 2010, the first day of Cit’ergie cities and inter-communalities was organised in Besançon. It brought 
together 25 local authorities to share experience and best practice and launch a network of cities that are awarded the 
Cit’ergie label. Still the program lacked visibility and a clear marketing and communication strategy. One way to remedy 
this was for ADEME to increase the financing of pre-diagnostics. Between 2015 and 2016, 52 pre-diagnostics were 
performed. Moreover, in that phase the program also evolved in its scope as more sub-themes were included (air 
quality, energy sufficiency).  

The Positive Energie Families challenge also continued to develop during this phase. We observed however a strong 
dependence on local political support. Cities have to help finance the local NGO that will animate the challenge. The 
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data also indicates that over time the challenge ran out of steam. Various reasons may explain this. As aforementioned, 
the challenge required that a person is available to animate the meetings within and between the teams and funding 
was difficult to secure. Another reason may be that the challenge did not evolve sufficiently to propose something at 
the level of what is at stake. 

In the third phase, we observed an ongoing process of institutionalisation while broadening the scope of the 
competitions. We have observed that between cities competitions developed in space as more and more cities in France 
chose to participate in the competition. We expect that this trend will continue in the years to come, especially because 
ADEME has committed important resources to secure subsidies for participating cities and to improve the visibility of 
the challenge.  ADEME currently has the ambition to triple the amount of local authorities that participate in the 
program in the coming years and recruit additional people to support this development.  

Our analysis also points to an increasing interest to further broaden the themes that are included in Cit’ergie. This is 
clearly the ambition of the SIC label. On one hand, it proposed to address energy topics with two new lenses: the role 
that digital innovations can play with regard to the management of energy grids and how energy systems can be made 
more resilient. On the other hand, it envisions to create a transversal competition that could address non energy-related 
sustainable development topics. This initiative is really in the emerging phase and the outcome to develop or not is still 
uncertain. It will depend on SIE-field-actors’ capacity to raise interest among city officials and to find organisations 
willing to allocate the financial resources needed to animate the challenge.  

Regarding within cities competitions, we have observed a similar trend when it comes to the scope of the competition: 
they are not only about energy anymore but also include other eco-citizenship aspects such as waste or food. However, 
when it comes to the geographical development of the competition, the trend seems less clear. For some years, more 
and more cities hosted competitions and more and more citizens participated in them. However, this SIE initiative seems 
to be running a bit out of steam and more difficult to secure the financial resources needed to organise and animate 
them. The future will tell if opening the competition to broader eco-citizenship themes will be sufficient to renew 
interest for this initiative.  

5.4.1.7 How/ to what extent do narratives and activities by SIE-field-actors and other field-
actors refer to power issues and include ambitions to improve them? 

To begin with, it is important to recall that this SIE emerged as a way to increase the power of actors that chose to 
participate in city level competition.  

The analysis revealed that between cities competition are very much about giving cities the ‘power to’ do things. In 
some municipalities, it has for instance been a way to secure human resources to strengthen the energy transition 
department. As explained by an interviewee: “in a municipality, during an assessment, I had reported that in almost all 
areas, they were close to 45-50%, except for one area where they were at 18%. Clearly, it was an electroshock. Following 
this meeting, there was a series of meetings, resources were allocated, a person hired, etc., to engage actions on this 
field. And today they caught up” (FR-WP3-CLC-SIE-2). In others, participating in the Cit’ergie label allowed municipalities 
to realise the power they had to tackle certain subjects. For instance, a consultant explained: “ the first time I met the 
person in charge of the housing policy and local housing program (LHP), I asked her: "In the LHP, what are your objectives 
in terms of energy renovation, etc.? "She told me: "No, the LHP is not about renovation, it is only about construction.”. 
The following year, when I saw her again, she said, "So, indeed on energy renovation, we have planned for that." (FR-
WP3-CLC-SIE-2). Finally, interviews showed that participating in between cities competitions could also be a means to 
overcome internal resistance and create internal legitimacy for actions undertaken.  
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Similarly, within city competitions are also designed in a way to allow participating citizens to realise they have the 
power to take action and that these actions do not have to require a lot of money to be implemented.  

Moreover, the analysis reveals that this SIE is a lot about sharing power with others. Both within city competition and 
between cities competitions are designed in a way to stimulate participants to learn from and with each other. In the 
family challenge a key element is that people can be empowered to take action when they see others take actions as 
well. Similarly, Cit’ergie label brings various administrative department of a city into action. All departments need to 
have a minimum performance for the label to be awarded, there is a clear need for departments to work with one 
another towards a common goal.   

5.4.1.8 What have been (shared) narratives, activities, knowledge, learnt lessons, etc. 
between alliances/networks/collaborations of SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-
actors? How have they been reproduced, adopted and replicated in the SIE-field? To 
which extent they been legitimised and/ or contested by several actors within the SIE-
field? Have there been any key changes over time? 

When analysing city level competitions for sustainable energy, one important lesson stood out: the need to secure 
resources in order to animate and provide adequate support for participants. Interviewees that were trying to set up 
the SIC label clearly explained that what makes the Cit’ergie label a success is the support that ADEME is able to provide 
to cities that are interested in obtaining the award. As expressed by an interviewee: “Cit’ergie is interesting for local 
authorities because it is highly subsidised by ADEME” (FR-WP3-CLC-SIE-7). Cit’ergie is interesting because it helps cities 
position themselves and see how well they are performing. But more importantly, it is interesting because it also 
provides guidance on how to make progress. Even though some of that guidance is made available in written 
documents, an important part also relates to the role played by the independent consultants that provide tailored 
advice and feedback. Besides, interviews also revealed that this is precisely because they have difficulties securing funds 
to animate and support participants. For this same reason, NGOS that organise the ‘positive energy families’ challenges 
have difficulties sustaining the activity over time.  

5.4.1.9 Reflections on the main research question (base on answering the minor ones)  

No additional reflections needed. 

5.4.2  How do SIE-field-actors and other field-actors interact with the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment and thereby co-shape the SIE-field over time?  

5.4.2.1 Which institutions (regulative, normative, cultural-cognitive) within the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment have shaped (including enabled/ impeded) SIEs and its SIE-
fields (and how)? 

Scott (2014:56-57) defines institutions as comprising “regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements that, 
together with associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning to social life… Institutions are 
multifaceted, durable social structures, made up of symbolic elements, social activities, and material resources”.  
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Regulative institutions refer to rules, laws, policies, standards that guide “action and perspectives by coercion or threat 
of legal sanction” (Hoffman 1999). Regulative institutions have shaped this SIE field in two ways. First, regulations can 
provide an impetus for cities to participate in between cities competitions. Regulations define what cities are expected 
to do. For instance, they have to define a Climate, air and energy Territorial plan. However, interviews also revealed 
that while cities have to develop such plans, it does not mean that they have to take concrete actions. They mainly have 
to measure and follow what they consume and what that means in terms of CO2 emissions. In other words, regulations 
can be an impetus for cities to act but it does not force cities to take actions. Interviews also revealed that regulatory 
framework can constraint the scope of actions of cities. For instance, the coastline law prevents cities to build solar farm 
that can reduce the scope of action a city has to produce energy locally.  

Normative institutions refer to norms and values and “what is considered appropriate behaviour and can be directed at 
all actors of a particular field (Scott 2001)”. After the Second World War, in order to electrify France and provide equal 
access to energy, French energy sector became centrally organised. Energy decision-making was made at the national 
level by technical elites stemming from like-minded engineering schools (Ecole des Mine, Ecole polytechnique (Aka X). 
Even though a few municipality chose not to nationalise their energy system (see case study on local energy exchanges), 
most did and by so doing lost the power to influence decision making. In fact, it became normal that local authorities 
do not decide on energy issues. It is only since 2004 that cities started to be considered as important actors in the energy 
transition. This slowly started to change norms and values: some energy decision could and should be taken locally. 
However, this process is clearly very slow and the interviews also revealed that many cities still have to become more 
competent when it comes to energy or climate-related decisions.   

Cultural cognitive institutions refer to shared conceptions of reality, binding expectations, common beliefs that 
frequently become routine ways of understanding the world. One element that may be interesting to come back to 
involves the reflections on broader societal changes. The last years, French people seem increasingly sensitive to 
environmental issues and to the need to tackle the energy transition (barometer ADEME, 2020) despite the ongoing 
sanitary crises. This shift is also reflected in the fact that the green party won the elections for the first time in a few big 
cities including Lyon, Bordeaux, Grenoble, Tours, Poitiers, etc. More globally, the interviews tend to reflect the fact that 
tackling environmental problems has become an important way for politicians to gain votes irrespective of their party. 
This point is an enabler and will continue to enable city level competitions for sustainable energy. 

5.4.2.2 What are the key events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions that 
enable/ impede SIEs and its SIE-fields (now and in the past)? 

Some of the key events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions that have enabled the SIE-field over the past 
ten years are (this is not a comprehensive list):  

Table 6: an overview of the events that enabled SIEs 

Key events  External shocks  Trends  Inter-field interactions  
Energy transition law for 
green growth  

Fukushima nuclear 
accident 

Increasing awareness for 
environmental and climate 
related issues 

Citizen led cooperative 
movement  

TEPOS movement 
(territories with positive 
energy) 

Paris agreement at the 
COP 21 

Rising interest for local 
products  

 

Assises Européennes de 
la Transition Énergétique 

Covid-19 sanitary crisis Colibris movement    

  Climate marches   
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Some of the key events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions that have impeded the SIE-field over the 
past ten years are (it is not a comprehensive list):   

Table 7: an overview of the events that impeded SIEs 

Key events  External shocks  Trends  Inter-field interactions  
  Rationalisation of public 

subsidies supporting the 
energy transition 

 

5.4.2.3 How (if so) have the SIEs and their SIE-fields and ‘outside’ institutional environment 
been shaped by these events, external shocks, trends and inter-field interactions (now 
and in the past)?  

First, we have observed an increasing involvement of cities as central actors in the energy transition. This has been 
supported by key policy events as well as more general interest for environmental and climate related issues, which 
pushed elected official to take action disregarding irrespective of their political stance. This central role of cities and 
local government has been further brought to light by the ongoing sanitary crisis that highlighted the need to develop 
local communities that are more resilient. This benefited the field in that it resulted in more cities being willing to 
become actors and participate in the competitions.  

These external changes also impacted the field in that they both showed the urgency to act in order to tackle climate 
change but also the scope of change that will be necessary. While this benefited some of the initiatives, it had a more 
negative effect on others. For instance, Cit’ergie gained in attractiveness as cities increasingly realise the need to take 
radical actions and look for tools such as Cit’ergie that can help them assess and improve their performance. For within 
cities competition however, the impact was less favourable. Indeed, some actors seem to contest the relevance of such 
initiative to provide adapted and resource efficient solution to fight climate change.     

5.4.2.4 What have been the most important alliances/networks/collaborations SIE-field-
actors and/ or other field-actors that emerged from these events, shocks, trends, and 
inter-field interactions (when, how and for what reasons)?  

It is important to highlight that in between cities competitions, fostering interaction and networking between 
municipalities is a very important component of the program. ADEME has made a lot of effort to create a network of 
municipalities – labelled and not (yet) labelled and encourage actors to exchange tips, best practices and tools. One 
interviewee cited that, “The network has a great value at the level of region Occitanie because of the extensive work of 
ADEME. It is really important to mention that” (FR-WP3-CLC-SIE-3). This observation was shared by another interviewee 
that explained that their municipality organised meetings with neighbouring municipalities because the ADEME 
encouraged them to interact with one another. Finally, the events organised to award municipalities their label are also 
important moment to meet and network with other municipalities in France or in Europe. In within city competitions, 
our analysis points to the fact that there are actually few relations between cities where the challenge had been 
organised.  
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5.4.2.5 How have the SIE-fields co-evolved with the policy context (if so) (and what was the 
relative importance of the urban, regional, national and European level)? 

This SIE-field is co-evolving with the policy context mainly at two levels. First, national policy making influences the 
themes that SIE-initiatives should take into account. The reference framework of Cit’ergie for instance was adapted to 
follow evolutions in national policy framework and objectives. Second, interviewees also observed that cities that 
participate in the SIE initiative (especially between cities competitions) reorient resource allocation as they learn about 
their current performance and what they can do to improve. Participating in the SIE initiative can also guide policy 
making at the local level. Participating in Cit’ergie for instance is meant to provide support for cities to design energy 
and climate policies and the upcoming CIS has a similar ambition regarding the sustainable city.   

5.4.2.6 How are which power relations (such as inequality, exclusion, oppression, 
exploitation, injustice) being transformed and/ or reproduced by the SIE-phenomenon 
under study? (and vice versa – how are SIEs enabled and impeded by power relations?) 

The analysis reveals that power relations can play both an enabling and a constraining role as actors exert power over 
one another. For instance, we have observed that between cities competitions are a way to push cities to do their best 
in order to perform as well as their neighbours. It has a positive impact by stimulating innovation. One interviewee for 
instance explained: when in the municipality of Echirolle they heard that Grenoble would be Gold they said: “we have 
to be Gold as well”. It encourages to perform better” (FR-WP3-CLC-SIE-2)  Another interviewee made a similar 
observation: “ I talked to a deputy mayor of Saint-Malo who said: we want to get involved in the program and we want 
to reach the level of Besançon” (FR-WP3-CLC-SIE-4)  

Nevertheless, power relations can also prove constraining. For instance the SIC is in the very initial phase and to succeed, 
initiators have to find cities that are willing to first test and later participate in the labelling process. By choosing not to 
(or even to stop) participate in the label, a city can raise questions about the legitimacy of the initiative. Following the 
municipal elections, Lyon Metropole that had signed a convention to participate in the experimentation decided to stop 
their participation. As explained by an interviewee: “we had a big surprise with Lyon metropole that ended its 
participation” (FR-WP3-CLC-SIE-6). This may raise questions about the legitimacy of the label especially given that the 
new council in Lyon Metropole has a green majority. Similarly, in the within city competitions, the analysis clearly 
revealed that local authorities can make or break the organisation of a ‘positive energy families’ challenge depending 
on how much resources they are willing to invest in the initiative.  

5.4.2.7 Reflections on the main research question (base on answering the minor ones)  

No additional reflexions needed here.  
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5.4.3  What are the enabling and impeding factors for the SIE-field-actors and 
other field actors to conduct institutional work and change the ‘outside’ 
institutional environment?  

5.4.3.1 How, why, and where do SIE-field-actors and/ or other field-actors conduct activities 
linked to creating, maintaining and transforming institutions?  

Institutional work refers to the activities of actors that aim to create, maintain and disrupt institutions. In the context 
of the SIE-field ‘City level competitions for sustainable energy’ institutional work refers to activities that aim to support 
the development of new and more sustainable energy pathways. The main objective of SIE-field-actors is to transform 
institutions, especially local institutions. The objective is to provide tools to support local authorities transform their 
institutions in order to create more sustainable energy pathways locally. The playful competitive format aims at making 
it attractive and appealing for cities or citizens to participate and improve themselves over time.  

The focus of institutional work within the SIE-field under study lies on activities of relational work like networking and 
knowledge exchange. SIE-field actors contribute to creating institutions insofar as they allow the creation of new 
network between cities. This includes both cities that participate in the competitions and cities that have not done so 
but may consider joining the competition in the future. These networks are really important as they create a space for 
cities to learn from and inspire one another.  

However, institutional work furthermore relates to maintaining institutions insofar as existing responsibilities and 
power relations are limiting changes in actor relations. For instance, SIE initiatives depend on financial support from 
local or national organisations and competitive format have reproduced these power relations and even strengthened 
them as cities have gained the power to make or break SIE initiatives depending on their decisions to support them 
financially or not.  

5.4.3.2 Who is involved in conducting institutional work (and who is not, and why not)? Which 
actors benefit from this work (or not)?  

Institutional work is done by various actors at various levels. For instance ADEME does institutional work at the national 
level in order create a broad framework that can support energy and climate related decision in cities. Institutional work 
is also done locally by independent consultants that assess cities’ performance and provide guidance. Also, technicians 
in city administrations that propose activities that can be introduced in the city and have to convince their hierarchy to 
pursue these activities. Finally, institutional work can be done by individuals especially when they try to lead others in 
the competition.  

Resource scarcity clearly limits how much institutional work can be conducted. We have observed that some SIE 
initiatives are more successful in urban cities that have the means to invest resources rather than in rural areas where 
resources can be scarce. However, political interest and commitment is just as important to explain the (lack of) success 
of institutional work.  
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5.4.3.3 What have been the most important activities linked to creating, maintaining and 
transforming institutions? Outline these activities through describing 2-4 examples.  

Several activities could be discussed here (see section 5.3.1.6). The two examples have been chosen based on the 
following criteria: diversity (who conducts the institutional work, practices of institutional work, types of activities 
involved and whether it had desired impact (or not)) and achievements. The examples are in historical order.  

Example 1: award ceremony to grant the EEA label to the first French cities and inter-communalities – example of 
creating. In 2005, the project Rêve Jura Léman was initiated with as objective to build on the Swiss experience with the 
European Energy Award (EEA) and assess the possibility to develop a similar award in France. At the end of this project 
funded thought the INTERREG program, a ceremony was organised in Paris in December 2007. During this ceremony, 
the president of ADEME awarded three French municipalities and one inter-communality the European Energy Award. 
This ceremony was an opportunity for ADEME to launch the French version of the EEA that the ADEME started to 
coordinate in January 2008.  

Example 2: Advocating for the support of ADEME for the SIC label – example of transforming. In 2018, CEREMA and 
EFFICACITY launched the co-development of a new label called “Sustainable and Innovative City” (Ville durable et 
Innovante in French) and invited interested cities to participate in the co-development of the label. SIC initiative is meant 
to propose a robust and standardised label that could support cities elaborate their sustainable development plan and 
will be complementary to the Cit’ergie label. Initiators have recently engaged in discussion with ADEME to advocate for 
the support of the organisation so that the Cit’ergie and SIC labels could be awarded jointly. Obtaining the support of 
ADEME could also be a way to increase the legitimacy of this emerging initiative.  

5.4.3.4 What forms do these activities linked to maintaining, creating and transforming 
institutions take (.e. emotion work, boundary work, strategy work, practice work and/ 
or values work)? Link back to the 2-4 examples  

Example 1: award ceremony to grant the EEA label to the first French cities and inter-communalities – example of 
strategy and interaction work. The award ceremony is first an example of strategy work. It shows that cities can influence 
the energy transition and that methodologies exist elsewhere that cities can build on in order to design strategies to 
improve their contribution to the energy transition. It is also an example of interaction work. The award ceremony also 
meant to create a network of cities that are engaged in the energy transition. Through this network cities would regularly 
have the possibility to meet and exchange ideas or best practices.   

Example 2: Advocating for the support of ADEME for the SIC label – example of boundary work. Advocating for support 
for this new label is first and foremost about advocating that cities need tools to help their design policies aimed at a 
sustainable development and that the energy focus is not sufficient. It is also about convincing ADEME about the 
additional topics that could be addressed and those included in the SIC label namely innovation, digital transition, quality 
of life, economic activities and resilience.  
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5.4.3.5 What factors have enabled and/or impeded institutional work? E.g. Resources, learnt 
lessons and competences connected to actors/ alliances/ networks/ collaborations. 
Link back to the 2-4 examples 

Example 1: award ceremony to grant the EEA label to the first French cities and inter-communalities. All the previous 
work done by other European countries notably Switzerland was an important enabler. This provided a robust 
methodology on which to build on and that could be translated/adapted to the French context. This proved to be an 
important resource to the French initiative. Besides, pre-existing networks with cities close to the Swiss border certainly 
facilitated the setting-up of the project. Finally, another important enabler was national policies that encouraged cities 
to design local climate policies and requested ADEME to develop tools to support them. 

Example 2: Advocating for the support of ADEME for the SIC label. Interviews suggest that there is a demand from cities 
for other labels that could help them address sustainability issues that go beyond the energy topic. This enables 
institutional work. What can impede institutional work is the fact that some of the themes included in the label seem 
to be controversial for cities. The role of innovation and more importantly the type of innovations that is included in the 
label can for instance cause contestation. Similarly, the notion of economic development also raised questions to the 
point that initiators considered renaming the theme, economic activities.  

5.4.3.6 What have been intended and unintended effects (i.e. contributions) derived from 
conducting institutional work? What influence have they had on SIE-field and ‘outside’ 
institutional environments? Link back to the 2-4 examples 

Example 1: award ceremony to grant the EEA label to the first French cities and inter-communalities. This award 
ceremony led to the launch the French version of the EEA that would be called Cit’ergie. Through this ADEME also 
showed their intention to support cities develop ambitious and structured energy management and greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions control programs (Office Fédéral de l’énergie, 2007). This initiated a movement as more cities started 
joining the program and building on its methodology to design local climate and energy policies. An intended effect that 
would happen years later is that as other tools were developed to support cities (with or without an active role of 
ADEME), it would become increasingly difficult for cities to choose which tool could best support them.  

Example 2: Advocating for the support of ADEME for the SIC label. This institutional work was ongoing as we conducted 
the interviews and no effects have been observed yet. What we can say however, is that whether and if so how ADEME 
decides to support this initiative will surely have a crucial impact on the capacity of the label to be fully developed and 
used by cities thereby granting (or not) additional legitimacy to the initiative.  

5.4.3.7 Reflections on the main research question (base on answering the minor ones)  

No additional reflections needed. 
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7 APPENDIX: THREE CASE STUDY REPORTS  
Each case study had the following structure:  

• Key insights  

• Introduction to the SIE-field  

• Timeline of the development of the SIE-field  

• Historical account of the emergence and development of the SIE-field  

• Conceptual boxes (blue boxes) 

• SIE-initiatives (other boxes)  

• Recommendations for our city partners, national and EU policymakers and SIE practitioner  

• List of references  

• Description of methodology  

• More detail SIE-field timeline  

 

 


