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Abstract

Energy communities (ECs), as forms of social innovation, have the potential to contribute to sustainability transitions in the
energy system. Hence, policymakers place great hopes in ECs as drivers of the energy transition and impose 'transformative
goals' on EC actors. However, earlier work revealed differentiated motives (e.g., personal gain, hedonism, economic reasons)
on the part of these actors, with system transformation not always being the most important goal. Hence, this empirical
study aims to provide a more nuanced picture of how individual actors, namely, founders, intermediaries, and influential
early members of ECs, set about understanding and constructing their roles in the energy transition. Using the concept of
actor roles in transitions and taking a discourse—theoretical approach, we study the case of Austria, where recent legislative
changes enabled the formation of renewable ECs. Drawing on extensive desk research, 15 in-depth interviews, and partici-
pant observations in four community meetings, we identify four ideal-typical role constructions of EC actors: grassroots,
entrepreneurial, local hero, and techno-centric. In fact, these roles vary significantly in their transformative potential, with
the grassroots role emphasizing empowerment for a profound social and ecological transition, the techno-centric focusing
on technological advancement, while the entrepreneurial role prioritizes economic aspects, and the local hero role centers
on a limited, small-scale approach. Our findings challenge the widespread assumption of EC actors taking a 'transformative'
role and reveal novel insights into the different roles’ main concerns that need to be considered in the implementation of
energy policies.

Keywords Energy communities - Energy transition - Actor roles - Social innovation - Sustainability transition discourses -
Ideal types
Introduction

Earlier work has shown that energy communities (ECs), as
groups of individuals, businesses, and organizations collab-
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transition in the European Union (European Commission
2019).

The primary actors of ECs, including founders, interme-
diary organizations supporting the founding process, and
influential early members, may well, however, have to dis-
appoint the high hopes placed on ECs. While some of them
indeed subscribe to this idea of social innovation and work
to dismantle the regime (Dall-Orsoletta et al. 2022), oth-
ers' interests in ECs may well be limited to ownership and
financial return (Reiner et al. 2014), other forms of gain
(e.g., autarchy), or hedonic reasons, such as the pleasure
of partaking in community activities (D6ci and Vasileiadou
2015). Hicks and Ison (2018) identified 22 different motives
in five categories (i.e., social, environmental, technological,
political, economic) that actors may be pursuing with their
engagement in ECs. Moreover, Déci et al. (2015) portrayed
ECs as mostly 'internally oriented niches' that primarily aim
at meeting internal goals for its members (i.e., normative,
gain-oriented, or hedonic goals) without necessarily having
the intention of inducing larger systemic transitions. Despite
these findings on differentiated motives of EC actors, most
transition research assigns 'transformative goals' to them,
thus potentially rendering expectations of the 'transformative
potential' of ECs overly optimistic.

This empirical study aims to provide a more nuanced
picture of how individual actors in and around ECs con-
struct their roles in the energy transition. We build on Witt-
mayer et al.'s (2017) work on actor roles in transitions and
proceed from the assumption that actors co-construct their
roles through discourse. Taking a discourse—theoretical
approach, we contribute to a novel and critical standpoint
on ECs, aiming to identify actor role constructions (Chouli-
araki and Fairclough 1999). As for the empirical context,
we investigate the case of Austria, where renewable ECs
are currently in a process of diffusion. Besides extensive
desk research, we draw from 15 in-depth interviews and par-
ticipant observations in four community meetings from the
fall of 2022. In those data, we look for EC actors' views of
their roles, including their activities and the resources they
use. Applying a variant of Stapley et al.'s (2022) ideal-type
analysis, we identify four roles: grassroots, entrepreneurial,
local hero, and techno-centric. We use Hicks’ and Ison’s
(2018) five categories of motives (i.e., social, environmental,
technological, political, economic) to detail the ideal—-typical
self-descriptions of these actor roles and discuss implica-
tions regarding their transformative potential in the energy
transition.

Our research sheds light on different types of EC actor
role constructions, responding to recent calls to provide a
more nuanced understanding of the individuals at work in
the energy transition (Biely et al. 2022). Our findings chal-
lenge the widespread assumption that EC actors generally
take a 'transformative' role as such. Furthermore, our study

@ Springer

on roles in the current formation process of ECs contributes
to a better understanding of agency (Huttunen et al. 2021),
actors (Horstink et al. 2021), and social innovations in the
context of energy transitions (Wittmayer et al. 2020).

The potential of energy communities
in transitions

A clean energy community (Gui and MacGill 2018) or RE
community (Hicks and Ison 2018)—for the sake of brevity,
referred to as an energy community (EC)—is a group of
individuals, businesses, or organizations that work together
to generate, consume, and share RE (i.e., solar, wind) within
alocal area (Hewitt et al. 2019). These communities can take
many forms, such as cooperatives, community benefit socie-
ties or other types of social enterprises, and involve a wide
range of stakeholders (Hicks and Ison 2018). In any case, EC
members act as 'prosumers' who co-produce and distribute
energy and are thus authorized to engage in activities tradi-
tionally reserved for energy suppliers' hands.

Due to the active contribution of consumers and changing
social relations, for instance, between energy suppliers and
households, ECs are frequently treated as a form of social
innovation (Wittmayer et al. 2020). Social innovation refers
to the application of “new ideas that work in meeting social
goals” (Mulgan et al. 2007, p.80). In contrast with other, say,
technological innovations, social innovations aim to induce
social change by introducing alternative social interactions
or practices (Hoppe and de Vries 2018; MacCallum et al.
2009; Repo and Matschoss 2019). In addition, social innova-
tions, such as communities and cooperatives, often emerge
in response to crises (Hewitt et al. 2019; Martinelli et al.
2010; Moulaert et al. 2017) and have been described as "an
effective way of responding to social challenges by mobiliz-
ing people's creativity to develop solutions and make better
use of scarce resources" (Hubert 2010, p.6). Hence, social
innovations are seen as promising factors for social change
in general (Howaldt and Schwarz 2016; Mulgan et al. 2007)
and energy transitions, in particular (Hewitt et al. 2019;
Wittmayer et al. 2020).

ECs, as social innovations, may fuel energy transitions
in various ways. First, albeit on a small scale, due to their
use of RE resources, ECs immediately help to reduce green-
house gas emissions and contribute to decentralized energy
production and diversification, which can, in turn, increase
energy resilience when the current energy system is desta-
bilized (Gui and MacGill 2018). They enable new forms
of organizations, business models, and institutions in the
energy industry (Doci et al. 2015). By developing utopias,
creating shared visions, and “imagin[ing] new ways of being,
new relationships and new ways of doing” (Haxeltine et al.
2016, p. 15), they have the potential to fuel (political) agency
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(cf. Novy 2019). Furthermore, first (or early) movers (Jacob-
sson and Johnson 2000) in the field of ECs may be seen as
incubators for the energy transition by addressing diverse
energy matters and enacting innovative ideas (Hewitt et al.
2019; Seyfang and Smith 2007). Lessons from one commu-
nity may inspire the replication and dissemination of similar
initiatives in other areas, helping to accelerate the transition
toward sustainable energy systems (Seyfang and Haxeltine
2012). Finally, from a social movement perspective, ECs can
empower actors to take control of their energy systems and
make decisions about energy production and consumption,
which can serve to increase public support for sustainable
energy transitions (Seyfang et al. 2010; Smith 2012). Some
have even portrayed ECs as collective action initiatives for
accelerating the energy transition or contributing to energy
democracy (Gregg et al. 2020; Hess 2018). In summary, ECs
are met with the expectation of helping reduce carbon foot-
prints, fostering agency and participatory processes in the
energy transition, benefiting the local economy, and creating
a win—win financial situation for all actors involved.

Commensurate with this reception, ECs often face nor-
mative expectations, for instance, of implementing demo-
cratic mechanisms for fostering collective decision-making,
for empowering members to understand energy policies, or
for adapting their energy consumption (Brummer 2018;
Vihalemm and Keller 2016; Wuebben et al. 2020). Moreo-
ver, as social innovations, they are often assumed to be fol-
lowing a public interest beyond individual advantages or to
be supporting local economic development (Bauwens and
Defourny 2017; Magnani and Osti 2016). Furthermore, the
European Union’s ‘Clean-Energy-For-all-Europeans-Pack-
age’ rests on these assumptions—with the new favorable
conditions for ECs come high hopes for them to “actively
take part in the clean energy transition”, thereby “unlocking
technological and social innovation” (European Commission
2019, p. 12).

In contrast with these high expectations that EC actors
do things differently and work to dismantle the regime,
findings showed that their motives might exhibit signifi-
cant variance. Déci and Vasileiadou (2015) found gain
(e.g., decreasing energy costs) and normative goals (e.g.,
the need to address climate change) to be the core motives
behind engagement in ECs, with hedonic motivations (e.g.,
the joy of being part of a community) likewise present in
the background. A study across 25 cases by Hicks and
Ison (2018) revealed that EC actors might be driven by
various political (e.g., mobilization), environmental (e.g.,
reduced pollution), social (e.g., community building),
technological (e.g., energy self-sufficiency), or economic
(e.g., community income) motives. From their work on
enabling and disabling policy environments for commu-
nity-led initiatives, Celata and Coletti (2019) concluded
that it is often the case that initiatives such as ECs also

strive to challenge the existing regime and strengthen their
political influence; yet, they are nevertheless mainly driven
by pragmatic goals, also including material benefits for the
participants, such as ownership or financial return (Reiner
et al. 2014; Schreuer 2018). In line with these findings,
Déci et al. (2015) suggested that ECs are forms of niche
innovations that are ‘internally oriented’, mainly driven
by the desire to meet the specific needs of their users that
cannot be satisfied by incumbent regime products and ser-
vices. While this “lack of intention does not necessarily
prevent these niches from contributing to sustainability
transitions” (Ddci et al. 2015, p. 94), achieving the transi-
tion is nevertheless frequently not their primary goal.

What is more, current political strategies speak of EC
actors as social innovators, active consumers, or active
citizens for contributing to the energy transition (European
Commission 2019), thereby treating them as a relatively
homogeneous group of actors and assigning to them a cer-
tain (transformative) role in the energy transition. However,
given the various shapes that ECs can take (Gui and MacGill
2018), and against the backdrop of findings on varying
motives outlined above, we argue that this assumption of
heterogeneity across EC actors is overly simplistic. Instead,
different types of EC actors may exist who are pursuing very
different motives and constructing their roles differently
(Wittmayer et al. 2017).

Defined as “a set of recognizable activities and attitudes
used by an actor to address recurring situations” (Witt-
mayer et al. 2017, p. 49), roles are enacted by individuals
and socially co-constructed through discourse. Discourse
exhibits ways of thinking expressed through language (e.g.,
oral or written texts) and non-verbal practices (e.g., con-
structing a photovoltaic plant; Chouliaraki and Fairclough
1999). It represents actors’ varying interpretations of social
and physical phenomena. Discourse—theoretical perspectives
have gained popularity in sustainability transition research,
contributing to an understanding of the diverse interpreta-
tions of social and physical phenomena, and to a narrative
of how (un)sustainable futures are shaped (Hajer 1995;
Simoens et al. 2022). Broad discourses on sustainability
can be radically transformative (frequently highlighting
societal change), such as ‘green radicalism’ (Dryzek 1997),
or ‘environmentalist discourse’ (Spath and Rohracher 2012),
sometimes linked to ‘localism’ (Audet 2016). More mod-
erate discourses of modernization (frequently highlight-
ing technological change) are related to ‘problem-solving’
(Dryzek 1997), ‘technocentrism’ (Audet 2016), ‘materialist
discourse’ (Spith and Rohracher 2012), or ‘ecological mod-
ernization’ (Hajer 1995). Actors borrow from these larger
discourses and may adapt them (Spith and Rohracher 2012;
Wittmayer et al. 2019). Against the background of exist-
ing discourse—theoretical perspectives in transition research,
we contribute to a novel standpoint toward ECs.
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Building on the findings that heterogeneous motives
beyond 'societal transformation’' may be driving EC actors,
we assume there is also variance in how they construct
their roles as such. Hence, taking a discourse—theoretical
approach, we formulate the following research question for
our empirical study: how do EC actors construct their roles
in the energy transition?

Methods

Our research design is a single case study on Austrian ECs
(Yin 2014). We collected extensive qualitative data through
desk research, in-depth interviews with EC actors, field vis-
its of ECs, and participant observation of EC workshops.
Employing a discourse—theoretical perspective, we contrib-
ute to an understanding of actors’ own interpretations of
their role in the energy transition and go beyond isolated
observations (e.g., asking specifically for ECs’ potential
to enhance social capital) to identify underlying patterns
of interpretation across actors. We thereby challenge the
widespread assumption of ‘transformative’ goals and offer
the basis for a nuanced and critical perspective on ECs for
further research in other cultural, socio-political, economic,
and technological contexts. With the ideal-type analysis,
we carve out the specific roles and tie into the EC actors’
perspective, “explain[ing] some aspect of reality, without
considering these types to be an ‘objective’ version of the
world” (Stapley et al. 2022, p.2).

The case of Austria

Austria's electricity sector is primarily centralized through
the public grid, such as other European countries. It is now
obliged to adhere to the goals of the Clean-Energy-for-all-
Europeans-Package to “provide an enabling framework to
promote and facilitate the development of renewable energy
communities” (RED II Art. 22 para. 4) to put them “on an
equal footing with other market participants” (RED II Art.
22 para. 7).

With 72% of RE (hydropower, wind, and photovoltaic) in
electricity consumption in 2021 (BMK 2022), Austria has a
high share of RE, mainly due to large hydropower capacity
along the river Danube. Like many other countries, Austria
faces rising electricity consumption (BMK 2022), calling for
greater expansion of RE for a successful energy transition.
Previous forms of community energy operated on the small-
est scale, because they were not authorized to share electric-
ity beyond property lines or faced administrative barriers
to operating as an official energy supplier (Schreuer 2018).

In 2021, Austria transposed the European directives on
ECs into national law. As a result, private individuals, small
and medium-sized enterprises, municipalities, and local
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authorities are now allowed to form renewable ECs to share
RE on local and regional scales through the public grid.
They benefit from reduced grid fees, subsidies, and other
support programs, thus operating in an unprecedented con-
text for energy-sharing. The interest in ECs has been high:
approximately 290 ECs were founded between July 2021 and
February 2023 (BMK 2023).

ECs face high expectations as drivers of the energy transi-
tion. The national energy strategy aims for 100% electric-
ity consumption through RE by 2030 and climate neutrality
by 2040 (BML 2019). ECs are expected to contribute to
these goals, for example, through decentralized govern-
ance arrangements, empowering citizens, creating overall
awareness about the energy transition, supporting the local
economy, and counteracting energy poverty (Coordination
Office 2023).

Data collection

To ensure internal validity of the case study, we strived
for triangulation through two means (Yin 2014). First, we
considered the situation of Austrian EC actors with differ-
ent foci, collecting data at the ‘system’ level, the individual
actor level, and the interaction level (Table 1). Second, we
combined desk research, interviews, and observations to
obtain insight into the question of how EC actors construct
their roles.

To understand the overall situation of Austrian ECs
generally, we applied desk research, extensively reading
information on the empirical implementation of ECs, for
example, by the responsible ministries. These documents
referred us to additional materials, including reports on
funding programs, and information on specific ECs, reveal-
ing opportunities for field access along the way for conduct-
ing interviews and observations.

To understand actor roles, we conducted semi-structured
interviews with 15 EC actors (referred to as 1.01 to 1.15),
among them, ten committed founders engaging in all organi-
zational aspects, one non-founding member who had joined
the EC soon after its foundation and influenced key deci-
sions, and four intermediary actors who had offered their
expertise during foundation, but had since withdrawn from
daily affairs post-founding. While all interview partners
were highly engaged and influenced key decisions in estab-
lishing the EC, our selection aimed for heterogeneity (e.g.,
in interview partners’ backgrounds) to contrast actor roles.

We worked with interview guides to address key issues,
specifically asking for activities (by themselves and related
to others), resources (material and immaterial) and motives,
but offered significant leeway for interview partners to
emphasize themes they identified as relevant. We reduced
social desirability bias by explaining how the data would
be used, ensuring anonymity and confidentiality. We asked
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Table 1 Overview of data collection

Type of data

Data collection

Aim

Focus

Desk research on state and federal coordination 35 documents (legislation, general statistics,

Understand the general landscape, recent

Context of Austrian ECs

strategy papers, announcements and reports of
public funding programs, newsletters of inter-

offices, ministries, regulation offices for the
energy market, intermediary organizations,
official websites of ECs, press database

changes in the frameworks for ECs, and the

expectations toward ECs

mediary organizations, public communication,

e.g., press releases)

1190 min of audio recordings

300 pages of transcripts
12 pages of field notes

15 interviews

Role constructions by individual EC actors Understand how individual EC actors describe

Four field visits with ECs

their own role, including their activities and

resources

Two community meetings with 12 to 18 partici- 100 min of audio recordings

Understand differences in role constructions

Differences in role constructions in con-

28 pages of transcripts

pants; organized by ECs
Two community workshops with approximately 40 pages of field notes

as observable in conversations with other EC

actors

versations with others

80-100 participants and subgroups with

20-25 participants; organized by intermedi-

ary organizations

participants to talk about their background and their role in
relation to the inception of the EC. Frequently, participants
related to relevant themes in their response to the initial
questions; we intervened rarely and only asked open-ended
questions when interview partners diverged from the topic
at hand. Furthermore, we probed for more information,
requested stories or examples, or prefaced questions with
brief information (e.g., acknowledging the possible diversity
of sustainability strategies) for reducing biases (Bergen and
Labonté 2020). On average, interviews lasted 80 min. They
were audio-recorded and transcribed, revealing 300 pages
of interview transcripts. In four cases, interviews were con-
nected to more extended field visits (3—4 h each), which we
documented in field notes (12 pages).

Finally, to understand subtle differentiations of role
constructions in natural contexts and conversations among
EC actors, we observed four community events (referred
to as O.1 to O.4). Two of these events were organized by
ECs themselves, following their first experience on a small
scale (with 2—4 members) and aimed at including more
members. They were public events addressing small busi-
nesses or private stakeholders, informing potential members
about the EC and "lowering the threshold to become part
of the community" (O.1). The events encompassed casual
small-talk, formal presentations by EC founders and, in one
case, a technological intermediary. The events ended with
a formal Q&A and an informal gathering. The other two
community workshops were organized by intermediaries
to identify common challenges and potential solutions for
ECs. The workshops started with formal presentations by
intermediaries, outlining the workshop's objectives. Par-
ticipants then self-sorted into predefined workshop groups.
In these groups, moderators encouraged EC representatives
to share experiences, and intermediaries summarized their
insights into ECs. The moderators documented key points on
a flipchart and later presented them to the other participants.
These events concluded with an informal gathering.

The duration of the events was between 3 and 7 h. In
the events, the participating author identified herself as a
researcher and was primarily a silent observant. Formal parts
of the event were documented with field notes and infor-
mation materials, and informal conversations were audio
recorded with permission from the speakers.

Data analysis

We took a discourse—theoretical perspective (Chouliaraki
and Fairclough 1999) and applied a variant of Stapley
et al.'s (2022) ideal-type analysis to facilitate comparisons
between how EC actors construct their roles. This method
aligns with Wittmayer et al.'s (2017, p. 49) conception of
actor roles as “ideal-types [... that] are socially constructed”
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and Chouliaraki's and Fairclough's (1999, p. 13) conception
of discursive practices as a vehicle to “establish distinctive
identities”.

The ideal-type analysis was mainly based on audio tran-
scripts and field notes, supplemented by documents from
desk research. In adherence with Stapley et al.’s (2022)
initial steps and upon thorough familiarization with the
data, we coded audio transcripts and field notes. Drawing
on Wittmayer et al.’s (2017) definition of actor roles, we
looked for actors’ self-descriptions, including their activi-
ties and resources. For example, 1.10 identified himself as
a “catalyst” for RE, citing instances where he promoted RE
projects among policymakers or businesses and referred to
his expert network as a resource. Further, for each interview
and observation, we produced a memo.

The initial set of codes and memos were the basis for
identifying the actor roles. We discussed the memos exten-
sively to facilitate intuitive processing as highly useful for
pattern recognition in data (Kump 2022). Employing card
sorting—a recognized knowledge elicitation technique
(Rugg and McGeorge 2005)—we systematically compared
memos to unveil similarities and differences (Stapley et al.
2022). This process revealed a high degree of heterogene-
ity regarding actors’ goals, activities, and resources. How-
ever, we identified clear patterns for specific aspects of ECs.
For example, while all actors had commented on other EC
members, some knew their names by heart, whereas oth-
ers referred to them as anonymous ‘customers’. Hence,
we proceeded with Hicks’ and Ison’s (2018) categories of
social, environmental, technological, political, and economic
motives, restructuring our initial set of codes for the purpose
of scrutinizing role constructions within these categories.

This fine-grained analysis revealed four ideal-typical
actor role constructions. We recoded our data with the final
code system (five categories, four actor roles). Inspired by
previous literature on discourse analysis in the context of
sustainability transitions, we refer to them as grassroots,
entrepreneurial, local hero, and techno-centric actor roles
(Table 2).

Findings

In the following subsections, we describe the four ideal—typ-
ical ways in which EC actors construct their roles, namely,
grassroots, entrepreneurial, local hero, and techno-centric,
along the social, political, environmental, technological,
and economic dimensions (Table 2). Given the nature of
ideal types, actors will normally not assume just one role;
nevertheless, our interview partners showed tendencies in
terms of which roles were dominant ones, with three mainly
assuming the grassroots role, three the entrepreneurial, five
the local hero, and four the techno-centric role.
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Grassroots role

The core of the grassroots role is the aim of empowering
‘ordinary’ citizens to contribute to the energy transition
and be a part of a social movement. Actors are primarily
concerned with ecological considerations, viewing them as
inherently intertwined with social and political aspects. To
this end, they perceive high agency in shaping a profound
sustainability transition through ECs. From this perspec-
tive, ECs are “a revolution in the energy system, because
[...] every individual [...] now has completely new pos-
sibilities [...]. They can take the scepter of energy sup-
ply and consumption into their own hands together with
others” (I.04). Their aim of empowering others extends
beyond individual ECs onto external stakeholders and
other ECs, “because really this has nothing to do with
competition. We want to achieve a goal together as effec-
tively as possible" (I.11). This role is less concerned with
economic and technological aspects, and sometimes even
involves devaluing other ECs with financial goals.

As its core feature in the social dimension, grassroots
actors highlight the importance of building relationships
united by common goals or values for motivating active
participation in the community. This includes the expec-
tation of collective decision-making and participating in
other community activities (e.g., energy efficiency work-
shops). While the shared goals identified vary, they often
revolve around fostering a profound sustainability transi-
tion (e.g., achieving 100% RE targets, conserving biodi-
versity), and are seen as a unifying and mobilizing factor
for community members. Moreover, grassroots actors per-
ceive anonymity among members as undesirable; however,
existing informal relationships matter less than shared
goals, thereby aligning with the political underpinnings
of mobilization.

Regarding the political dimension, grassroots actors are
strongly motivated by a desire to overcome political inertia
in the energy transition, criticizing previous political inac-
tion: "[...] we have to take matters into our own hands some-
how [...] we can't wait for the politicians, we must simply
take the initiative ourselves" (1.06). This oppositional stance
toward policymakers is notable as the framework of ECs is
explicitly designed to drive the transition forward. Moreover,
grassroots actors perceive a high capability of mobilizing
and empowering others, assuming that many are willing to
contribute to a common goal. The moderator at a community
event urged participants to unite and become a political force
by collaborating on a cohesive plan, stating that ECs “are not
as important in the political process as we might think. But
if we manage to make a paper to show that we really think
about ways to reform the law, then [...] we could be suc-
cessful” (0.3). As such a political force, the grassroots role
aims for a “democratization of the energy transition” (1.04).
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Of the actor roles identified, the grassroots role is the one
that puts the highest priority on the environmental dimen-
sion and stresses the relevance of climate change mitigation.
They do not deem technological changes to be sufficient and,
although RE expansion is considered crucial, sometimes
even criticize large-scale expansion (e.g., referring to it as
"plastering areas with photovoltaic", 1.11). Reflecting on
their own consumption patterns as well as on growing col-
lective energy consumption over the past decades, grassroots
actors are convinced that societal change and a “fundamental
mind shift” (I.11) on reductions in production and consump-
tion are necessary.

From the grassroots actor perspective, the most relevant
technological aspect is the possibility to decentralize RE
systems. Decentralized technologies are a means of creating
a beneficial context for RE implementation among a broad
group of citizens. While they utilize established technolo-
gies and raise awareness and visibility for RE systems, they
do not have a special interest in advancing technologies per
se. However, they see those technologies as necessary for
achieving ecological sustainability.

Regarding the economic dimension, the grassroots role
stands out by firmly distancing itself from financial interests,
reinforcing its ecological concerns and political drive for
meaningful change. These actors also distance themselves
from other EC actors who are supposedly financially moti-
vated as well as from energy suppliers. While the former
hinder a fundamental transition via ECs, the latter oper-
ate in a growth-oriented energy market, where customers
are at the mercy of nontransparent and competitive market
mechanisms. In contrast, grassroots actors highlight that ECs
enable self-determination of prices, thus gaining independ-
ence from energy suppliers and competitive markets.

Entrepreneurial role

The self-constructed purpose of the entrepreneurial role is
to establish ECs as a long-term business model with the
value proposition of “giving easy access to renewable energy
[to all]” (I.10). To that end, their main concerns are eco-
nomic aspects, including their ability to manage efficient
projects and the need for customers’ willingness to pay, as
well as the need to provide convenient services, create sta-
ble energy prices, local value, and to contribute to climate
change mitigation.

The core social feature of the entrepreneurial actor role
is to provide others with easy access to ECs and RE through
the service provision. They thus treat members as relatively
passive service recipients and the EC as a pragmatic project
that should be managed efficiently. Hence, they often assume
that many actors lack the resources for dealing with an EC
anyhow, will trust in the board's decisions (e.g., energy
prices, investing in collective RE plant), and thus benefit

@ Springer

from professional implementation, creating a win—win situ-
ation: "Everyone is happy with what we decide and say and
likes to follow us" (I1.09). The entrepreneurial role is inter-
ested neither in personal relationships nor social mobiliza-
tion; instead, members are often called "customers" (1.09),
while active EC members are instrumental "caretakers"
(1.03) who promote ECs in their communities. Still, actors
in this role may also highlight social goals of their busi-
nesses, such as counteracting energy poverty, and portraying
themselves as benevolent entrepreneurs.

Regarding the political dimension, the entrepreneurial
role expresses high agency in shaping the context of ECs.
These actors highlight the advantages of malleable condi-
tions (e.g., contractual agreements with grid operators), such
that they can "set markers" (I.12) and co-create structures for
the future of ECs. Unlike the grassroots role, the entrepre-
neurial role does not focus on collective participation within
the EC or the creation of a movement, nor does it criticize
political inaction. Instead, in their capacity to modify the
conditions for ECs, political actors (e.g., policymakers, local
authorities) are seen as allies of the ECs. Entrepreneurial
actors see this as mutually beneficial. That is, emerging ECs
first reveal practical experiences on which policymakers then
depend to advance the institutional frameworks accordingly.

Entrepreneurial actors, meanwhile, see their contribu-
tion to environmental issues and climate change mitigation
mainly by facilitating access to RE. Their service provision
reduces barriers to clean energy production and consump-
tion. Furthermore, the entrepreneurial role stands out due
to its economic view on environmental issues, emphasizing
the need for members’ willingness to pay for climate change
mitigation. Barriers emerge because of “[t]he target group
that says: I'd rather pay more to do something good, [...] is
just not so big” (1.09). Although entrepreneurial actors state
that “[counteracting] climate change should be the main rea-
son” (I.03) for participating in ECs, they do not advocate
for profound changes, instead highlighting a pragmatic and
reward-oriented approach.

The entrepreneurial role does not associate strongly with
technological aspects. Instead, actors emphasize the neces-
sity of working with professional technological service
providers because of the complexity of the technological
implementation of ECs. Nonetheless, these actors consider
the size of technologies and potential access to siting areas
as relevant features for expanding RE production and scaling
up their business models.

Regarding the economic dimension, the entrepreneurial
role emphasizes independence in achieving price stability
and creating economic value, building on a long-term busi-
ness model. Furthermore, being able to self-determine prices
creates independence from the volatility of markets and the
“goodwill of people” (I.10). If, however, the EC does not
have its own RE plants and relies on feed-ins from members,
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“customers” (1.09) interested in advantageous market prices
may exit the EC. Investments in collective RE plants are
thus necessary for creating long-term economic value but
also for maintaining a high standard of living. Moreover,
financial motivations on the part of members (e.g., return
on investment for crowdfunding) are seen as legitimate by
entrepreneurial actors as long as they do not jeopardize the
EC’s business model.

Local hero role

Actors who assume the local hero role are mainly con-
cerned with providing for their community, seizing infor-
mal resources and their personal technological competence
(e.g., experience with photovoltaic). Contrary to technol-
ogy experts (such as the techno-centric role), these are often
autodidacts with a 'do-it-yourself" attitude, using informal
organizational structures to manage their communities, all
the while relying on informal communication channels:
“You'll definitely hear somewhere in the community when
something is not right” (I.13). Local hero actors are dedi-
cated to shielding their local community from high market
prices and other bad influences from the outside.

In the social dimension, the local hero strongly identifies
with leading a close-knit community (e.g., a neighborhood,
village). They highlight the informal social ties and their
familiarity with the local community, enabling them to take
the lead and make decisions by themselves or together with
trusted friends or family members while ascribing less legiti-
macy to other members: "I'm the driver of the energy com-
munity, and the others don't deal with it at all. It's really diffi-
cult to let anyone have a say because they don't know what's
behind it" (O.3). This role proceeds on the assumption of
knowing what is best for members and provides informal
assistance, for example, in educating members on energy-
saving measures and in supporting those who struggle to
"make ends meet" (I1.07), also selling electricity at low prices
or sharing it free of charge. Moreover, again highlighting the
importance of informal resources, actors strive to establish
informal ties with external stakeholders: "You have to know
someone, and then you'll achieve something" (I.13).

As for the political dimension, the local hero role strives
to build structures within the immediate community but
wishes for ECs' conditions (e.g., regulations, structures) to
"remain simple” (I.07) and manageable. Increasing com-
plexity or excessive bureaucracy would challenge this role,
which strongly relies on informal resources. While actors
identify with contributions to defined climate targets, they
view policymakers as responsible for the energy transition
and do not anticipate radical changes or wide-reaching polit-
ical influence with their own actions, perceiving themselves
to have little leverage to drive significant contextual shifts:
“We’re much too small to make a noise” (I1.01).

In line with the focus on their local communities, local
hero actors associate strongly with local environmental con-
sequences (e.g., local flooding due to climate change). They
deem ECs as crucial to averting local environmental disas-
ters and support environmental goals by promoting sustain-
able lifestyles among community members. Moreover, they
recognize the significance of expanding RE. On one hand,
local hero actors are hesitant to accept ground-mounted RE
plants and exhibit an emotional attachment to certain loca-
tions, voicing fears that large-scale RE technologies may
destroy the local landscape, but on the other hand, they tend
to accept RE plants on unused land “when no more rooftops
are available” (1.07).

Regarding rechnologies, the local hero role also relies on
informal resources, such as personal experience with tech-
nologies, and emphasizes the local community. As such, this
role can best be described as a skillful hobbyist striving for
independence in managing the EC (e.g., from technologi-
cal intermediaries) and community benefits through local
independence of supply. Actors consider technologies to be
gimmicks with which they enjoy “playing around” (1.02)
and take pride in their self-optimized technological perfor-
mance. Moreover, this role views the implementation of new
technologies as important (e.g., energy storage technolo-
gies), because it bolsters local independence. Accordingly,
local hero actors fear dependence on outsiders who may not
have the community’s best interest in mind. They thus, for
example, oppose non-locals investing in local RE projects,
thereby also limiting the implementation of technologies.

Independence is also a crucial aspect in the economic
dimension. Here, the local hero role seeks to protect the
community against high energy prices, helping it benefit
from reduced taxes and fees for the energy infrastructure.
For example, when a family member hesitated to join the
EC, an interview partner said, "So you'd rather pay the fool's
tax to the [grid] operator instead of saving us some money?"
(1.02). Moreover, actors do not shy away from expressing
interest in ‘low prices’ instead of 'price stability' (contrary
to entrepreneurial actors who aim for long-term business
models), as long as their immediate community benefits.

Techno-centric role

The techno-centric role highlights professionalism and
expertise in its approach to ECs. Actors are primarily con-
cerned with technological aspects and aim at advancing RE
implementation. They view themselves as indispensable
technological experts suitable for achieving large-scale and
professional decentralization of RE, therein also changing
market structures along the way. For their part, they dismiss
the contribution of small ECs as ineffective for the energy
transition.

@ Springer
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Regarding the social dimension, the techno-centric role
attributes little relevance to member participation. Instead,
actors strongly identify with professional expertise in RE.
In their view, decisions are best made within a personal net-
work of RE experts. Moreover, they question the relevance
of information-sharing, considering it highly time-consum-
ing, as illustrated by 1.08: "In such meetings, people have
so many questions, and I sometimes think: You just want
to participate, so why do you need to know that?". While
recognizing the need for attracting members and formal
participation like voting at general assemblies, they prefer
simple and automatized processes over high levels of mem-
ber involvement.

In the political dimension, the techno-centric role can
best be described as a "catalyst for renewable energy project
development" (I.10), promoting RE expansion among politi-
cal and business actors. Actors are often critical of post-
ponements of the legislative framework and political inertia
to implement further changes for community energy (e.g.,
larger-scale citizen ECs). However, techno-centric actors
also recognize their political opportunities as such. Due to
their technological expertise, they can anticipate the relevant
changes and act as pioneers for others.

Regarding the environmental dimension, the techno-
centric role highlights the necessity of large-scale contribu-
tions to climate change mitigation. Actors underpin the need
to expand RE wherever possible, applying a data-driven
approach based on transparent information on electricity
production and consumption. A quote by 1.14 illustrates this:
"[This device] has 350,000-kWh of electricity consumption,
but only 40 kW peak production. Therefore, that produc-
tion goes, poof, away. To really achieve climate neutrality,
we need production capacities”. Environmental goals are
approached with a technological focus, building on expertise
and concrete figures to argue for large-scale technologies.

In the technological dimension, the techno-centric role
takes pride in its expertise in implementing professional RE
projects. Actors distance themselves from the technological
"triviality of smaller energy communities" (I1.05) and con-
sider themselves as frontrunners of RE technologies who can
provide optimal support to ECs. Moreover, they question the
experience and qualification of energy utilities: “The cen-
tral players are simply overwhelmed by the complexity of
hundreds of energy communities [...]. Energy communities
optimize on a small scale” (I.10). In their view, sophisticated
technological capabilities are needed not only for managing
ECs, but for achieving data transparency, energy efficiency,
optimization, and grid relief. Hence, techno-centric actors
perceive their work as crucial to making ECs compatible
with broader audiences and contributing to further techno-
logical advances.

In economic terms, the techno-centric role emphasizes
its contribution to an optimized, and therefore, financially
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efficient decentralized energy supply. Unlike the entrepre-
neurial role, actors highlight immediate financial benefits
regardless of long-term business models. Relating to collec-
tive RE plants for the EC, one participant said, "When some-
thing breaks even in four years, I have a return of twenty-
five percent. I don't need to give a second thought to that"
(0.2). Techno-centric actors perceive large-scale thinking—
including determining the possible size of technologies and
number of users—as crucial for achieving cost-effectiveness
quickly. Combining this large-scale thinking with decen-
tralized energy and financial attractiveness, techno-centric
actors envision a new decentralized structure for the electric-
ity market, both in terms of technology and organization.

Discussion

The starting point of this research was the observation that
both policy (e.g., European Commission 2019) and research
(e.g., Gui and MacGill 2018; Otamendi-Irizar et al. 2022)
place high hopes on EC actors as drivers of the energy tran-
sition, while, at the same time, empirical findings revealed
mixed motives behind why these actors actually establish
and contribute to ECs (D6ci and Vasileiadou 2015; Déci
et al. 2015). Hence, we aimed to take a closer look at how
EC actors construct their roles and discuss implications
for the energy transition. We applied a discourse—theoreti-
cal approach, which has a long tradition in research on the
environment and sustainability (e.g., Dryzek 1997; Hajer
1995) for explaining EC actors’ understanding of their roles.
Utilizing Hicks’ and Ison’s (2018) categories of EC actors’
motives as an analytical tool, we identified four ideal-typi-
cal role constructions. Our findings reveal substantial dif-
ferences in these roles regarding social, political, environ-
mental, technological, and economic aspects. These roles
occur in ‘hybrid’ forms, and actors may tap into multiple
discourses to make ECs accessible to broader audiences
(cf. Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999; Spith and Rohracher
2012). Nevertheless, actors exhibit differences regarding the
activities that can be expected in the context of transitions
when identifying with a certain role (Wittmayer et al. 2017).

Of the four roles, the grassroots role most strongly meets
the ‘transformative’ expectations toward ECs. It draws from
the long-established narrative of creating profound change
from the bottom up—by mobilizing communities for social,
political, and environmental goals, and by imagining radi-
cally different energy supply and consumption. Despite
often operating on a small scale, the grassroots role envi-
sions broad empowerment and plays a vital role in critiquing
policymakers and ECs’ regulations. Hence, they fit the view
of ECs as social innovations put forward in the transition lit-
erature (Dall-Orsoletta et al. 2022; Gregg et al. 2020; Hewitt
et al. 2019; Wittmayer et al. 2020) and support the vision of
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ECs’ transformative potential, albeit in a more critical way
than proposed by policymakers.

The techno-centric role partly aligns with the expecta-
tion of moving the energy transition forward. Drawing from
ecological modernization discourse (Hajer 1995), techno-
centric actors envision radical change for a decentralized
energy system as a process of technological (Hekkert and
Negro 2009) rather than social innovation. Despite this, their
focus on efficiency and scale can be a strong driver for main-
streaming RE.

The two other roles, entrepreneurial and local hero, are
more internally oriented (Ddci et al. 2015) and show less
interest in undoing the existing energy regime. The entrepre-
neurial role is driven by establishing a long-term business
model, viewing the changing regulations as an opportunity
to provide services for “customers”. This role proposes a
‘business case’ approach to sustainability, where customers
benefit from easy access to RE (Carrol and Shabana 2010).
However, even if entrepreneurial actors indeed change
institutions and build new structures, aiming for growth and
helping ECs diffuse, they starkly contrast with the image of
active citizens driving the energy transition.

Finally, the least transformative of these roles are local
heroes. They explicitly focus on internal goals and hedonis-
tic motives of being part of a community (Ddci et al. 2015).
Although “localist transition discourses” (Audet 2016, p.
378) are sometimes characterized by strong transformative
visions, we would argue that this role has substantial limita-
tions in its transformative potential. Actors aim to shield the
community from the outside (e.g., from investors), posit-
ing scaling or more ‘professional’ approaches as a risk to
their core as a ‘social community’ (for similar arguments
see Kump and Fikar 2021). With strong reliance on a single
individual, their focus on the ‘local nature’ of their com-
munities, and their work with well-established technologies,
they are limited in their transformative capacities.

Based on our findings, we conclude that, apart from the
grassroots role, many EC actors may not specifically intend
to transform the incumbent energy regime as such. Despite
this lack of intention, actors with 'less transformative roles'
can still contribute to mainstreaming RE and trigger regime
change (Déci et al. 2015); however, these changes may
rather be seen as side effects. Our work has several policy
implications. Strategies such as the Clean-Energy-for-all-
Europeans-Package rest on normative expectations which
some actor roles may meet more than others.

While all EC actor roles do, to some extent, aim to con-
tribute to the energy transition (see Table 2), policymakers
need to recognize variations in their transformative potential.
The grassroots role may be more critical than intended by
policymakers, but it underscores the need for policymak-
ers to embrace critics, as they provide lessons from trans-
formative experiments beyond well-established strategies.

Moreover, the outspoken character of grassroots actors
provides a foundation for mobilization, and may contrib-
ute to exchange with more inward-oriented roles, such as
local heroes. To channel these resources, policymakers may
build on community events to facilitate exchange with the
grassroots role. Furthermore, the grassroots role may benefit
from support for the technological infrastructure for ensur-
ing that their strong political agency can actually manifest
in the implementation of RE.

Regarding the techno-centric role, their confidence in
advancing RE is important for implementing RE projects.
However, they are likely to meet skepticism from other
roles, such as the local hero and the grassroots, and may
engender opposition toward RE projects. To counteract this,
policymakers may highlight risks associated with forego-
ing local actors and instead foster collaborations with less
knowledgeable EC actors who may benefit from the techno-
centric role’s technological expertise. Moreover, policymak-
ers may leverage this expertise by facilitating exchange with
energy utilities. This could be achieved by establishing a
public coordination office, a strategy that has demonstrated
success in facilitating collaborations within the country con-
text of this study.

In addition, policymakers may integrate findings on the
less transformative roles, namely, the entrepreneurial and
the local hero, into their strategies. Although it is neces-
sary to acknowledge a deficit of transformative elements,
the entrepreneurial role may be suitable for attracting main-
stream actors (cf. Geels 2021) by treating members in their
established roles as primarily passive consumers. Moreover,
policymakers can recognize the relevance of building sta-
ble organizational structures. For instance, they could pro-
vide informational material, or support founding services
for ECs, which are less driven by the entrepreneurial role.
Considering the local hero role, policymakers may leverage
their capacity to work with local communities based on a
foundation of trust. Since the country context of Austria is
characterized by a large number of associations contributing
to community building (Vandor et al. 2017), such associa-
tions could function as entry points for establishing interac-
tions between local hero actors and participants from the
outside to foster transformative potential while respecting
the need to have a solid foundation of mutual trust. Finally,
policymakers may attend to potential adverse side-effects of
ECs such as an increasing ‘responsibilization’ on the part of
individuals. Considering limited resources (time, know-how,
financial), many actors may not be able to assume a trans-
formative role and rely on adequate (technological, financial,
etc.) support.

As a potential limitation, our work was based on a single
case study design set in the specific context of Austria. In his
seminal paper on the case study method, Flyvbjerg (2006)
argued that one could generalize from single case studies on
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whether they serve the purpose of 'falsification'. Our study
aimed to challenge—and thus potentially 'falsify'—the
assumption that EC actors typically have 'transformative'
goals. We identified four different actor types with varying
degrees of such goals, implying that, in fact, a more nuanced
view of EC actors is needed for properly understanding their
role in the energy transition. Furthermore, regarding the
transferability of our immediate case, many other European
regions will face similar regulatory conditions due to the
Clean-Energy-For-all-Europeans-Package, and actors may
thus exhibit similar roles there, too. However, we do not
claim these are the only four actor roles, and recognize that
varying cultural, socio-political, economic, and technologi-
cal contexts in other regions will also impact EC actors' role
constructions, leading to more or different types. Hence,
future research may transfer these findings to the context of
ECs for further exploration.

Moreover, while actor roles encompass sets of typical
“recognizable activities” (Wittmayer et al. 2017, p. 49),
these activities may deviate from their reports. Especially
in interviews, participants “[provide] a subjective window
into their experiences and perspectives, with details selected
[...] in the moment of their interview, depending on what
they remembered or were willing or able to share” (Stapley
et al. 2022, p. 5) and do not necessarily correspond to actual
actions. Future work may thus empirically investigate how
these discursively constructed roles are reflected in actual
practices by EC actors. Finally, given the possibility to tap
into multiple discourses, a better understanding of such
an adoption of different discourses to attract broader audi-
ences may be a compelling avenue for future work in help-
ing to seize the mobilizing potential of ECs.

Conclusion

Conducting a nuanced ideal-type analysis from a discourse
perspective, this study contributes to a novel standpoint on
ECs, elucidating how EC actors interpret their own role as
part of the energy transition. It identifies four distinct self-
constructed roles among key actors in ECs, two of which
exhibit more pronounced transformative potential—the
grassroots role emphasizing empowerment for a profound
social and ecological transition and the techno-centric
role focusing on RE advancements. The others, the entre-
preneurial role and the local hero role, demonstrate lower
immediate transformative capacity. These novel insights
imply that researchers must study EC actors in a nuanced
way. Moreover, given the policy goal of motivating citizens
to get involved in the energy transition, policymakers must
consider these diverse actor roles to effectively channel their
resources and promote progress in the transition process.

@ Springer

Funding Open access funding provided by Vienna University of Eco-
nomics and Business (WU).

Declarations

Conflict of interest The authors have no conflicts of interest to declare
that are relevant to the content of this article.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in
the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a
copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Audet R (2016) Transition as discourse. Int J Sustain Dev 19(4):365—
382. https://doi.org/10.1504/1JSD.2016.080512

Bauwens T, Defourny J (2017) Social capital and mutual versus public
benefit: the case of renewable energy cooperatives. Ann Public
Coop Economics 88(2):203-232. https://doi.org/10.1111/apce.
12166

Bergen N, Labonté R (2020) “Everything is perfect, and we have no
problems”: detecting and limiting social desirability bias in quali-
tative research. Qual Health Res 30(5):783-792. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1049732319889354

Biely K, Chappin E, de Vries G et al (2022) Understanding the embed-
dedness of individuals within the larger system to support the
energy transition. Sustain Sci 17(6):2173-2175. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s11625-022-01230-y

BMK [Federal ministry for climate protection, environment, energy,
mobility, innovation, and technology] (2022) Energie in Oster-
reich. Zahlen, Daten, Fakten [Energy in Austria. Numbers, data,
facts]. Vienna, Austria. https://www.bmk.gv.at/themen/energie/
publikationen/zahlen.html

BMK [Federal ministry for climate protection, environment, energy,
mobility, innovation, and technology] (2023) Der Start einer
neuen Rolle am Energiemarkt. [The start of a new role in the
energy market]. Vienna, Austria. https://www.klimafonds.gv.at/

BML [Federal ministry for sustainability and tourism] (2019) Inte-
grated National Energy and Climate Plan for Austria. Published
online 2019. https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-
change-environment/implementation-eu-countries/energy-and-
climate-governance-and-reporting/national-energy-and-clima
te-plans_en

Brummer V (2018) Community energy—benefits and barriers: a com-
parative literature review of community energy in the UK, Ger-
many and the USA, the benefits it provides for society and the
barriers it faces. Renew Sustain Energy Rev 94:187-196. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2018.06.013

Caramizaru A, Uihlein A (2020) Energy communities: an overview of
energy and social innovation. Publications Office of the European
Union, Luxembourg, Luxembourg. https://op.europa.eu/publicat-
ion/manifestation_identifier/PUB_KJINA30083ENN

Carroll AB, Shabana KM (2010) The business case for corporate social
responsibility: a review of concepts, research and practice. Int J


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJSD.2016.080512
https://doi.org/10.1111/apce.12166
https://doi.org/10.1111/apce.12166
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732319889354
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732319889354
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-022-01230-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-022-01230-y
https://www.bmk.gv.at/themen/energie/publikationen/zahlen.html
https://www.bmk.gv.at/themen/energie/publikationen/zahlen.html
https://www.klimafonds.gv.at/
https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-change-environment/implementation-eu-countries/energy-and-climate-governance-and-reporting/national-energy-and-climate-plans_en
https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-change-environment/implementation-eu-countries/energy-and-climate-governance-and-reporting/national-energy-and-climate-plans_en
https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-change-environment/implementation-eu-countries/energy-and-climate-governance-and-reporting/national-energy-and-climate-plans_en
https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-change-environment/implementation-eu-countries/energy-and-climate-governance-and-reporting/national-energy-and-climate-plans_en
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2018.06.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2018.06.013
https://op.europa.eu/publication/manifestation_identifier/PUB_KJNA30083ENN
https://op.europa.eu/publication/manifestation_identifier/PUB_KJNA30083ENN

Sustainability Science (2024) 19:701-714

713

Manag Rev 12(1):85-105. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2370.
2009.00275.x

Celata F, Coletti R (2019) Enabling and disabling policy environments
for community-led sustainability transitions. Reg Environ Change
19(4):983-993. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10113-019-01471-1

Chouliaraki L, Fairclough N (1999) Language and power in Bourdieu:
on Hasan’s “The Disempowerment Game.” Linguist Educ
10(4):399-409. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0898-5898(00)00018-8

Coordination Office (2023) Vorteile von Energiegemeinschaften
[Advantages of energy communities]. Published online. https://
energiegemeinschaften.gv.at/vorteile-von-energiegemeinschaften/

Dall-Orsoletta A, Cunha J, Aratijo M, Ferreira P (2022) A systematic
review of social innovation and community energy transitions.
Energy Res Soc Sci 88:102625. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.
2022.102625

Déci G, Vasileiadou E (2015) “Let’s do it ourselves” individual moti-
vations for investing in renewables at community level. Renew
Sustain Energy Rev 49:41-50. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2015.
04.051

Déci G, Vasileiadou E, Petersen AC (2015) Exploring the transition
potential of renewable energy communities. Futures 66:85-95.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2015.01.002

Dryzek JS (1997) The politics of the earth. Oxford University Press,
New York

European Commission (2019) Clean energy for all Europeans. Publi-
cations Office of the European Union, Luxembourg. https://doi.
org/10.2833/9937

Flyvbjerg B (2006) Five misunderstandings about case-study research.
Qual Inq 12(2):219-245. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800405
284363

Geels FW (2021) From leadership to followership: a suggestion for
interdisciplinary theorising of mainstream actor reorientation in
sustainability transitions. Environ Innov Soc Transit 41:45-48.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2021.10.021

Gregg JS, Nyborg S, Hansen M et al (2020) Collective action and social
innovation in the energy sector: a mobilization model perspective.
Energies 13(3):651. https://doi.org/10.3390/en13030651

Gui EM, MacGill I (2018) Typology of future clean energy commu-
nities: an exploratory structure, opportunities, and challenges.
Energy Res Soc Sci 35:94-107. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.
2017.10.019

Hajer MA (1995) The politics of environmental discourse: ecological
modernization and the policy process. Oxford University Press,
New York

Haxeltine A, Avelino F, Dumitru A, et al (2016) A framework for trans-
formative social innovation (TRANSIT Working Paper # 5). Pub-
lished online 2016. http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/conte
nt/original/Book%20covers/Local %20PDFs/240%20TRANSIT_
WorkingPaper_no5_TSI%20framework_Haxeltine%20et%20al_
November2016_AHO041116.pdf

Hekkert MP, Negro SO (2009) Functions of innovation systems as a
framework to understand sustainable technological change: empir-
ical evidence for earlier claims. Technol Forecast Soc Change
76(4):584-594. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2008.04.013

Hess DJ (2018) Energy democracy and social movements: a multi-
coalition perspective on the politics of sustainability transitions.
Energy Res Soc Sci 40:177-189. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.
2018.01.003

Hewitt RJ, Bradley N, Baggio Compagnucci A et al (2019) Social inno-
vation in community energy in Europe: a review of the evidence.
Front Energy Res 7:31. https://doi.org/10.3389/fenrg.2019.00031

Hicks J, Ison N (2018) An exploration of the boundaries of ‘commu-
nity’ in community renewable energy projects: navigating between
motivations and context. Energy Policy 113:523-534. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.enpol.2017.10.031

Hoppe T, de Vries G (2018) Social innovation and the energy tran-
sition. Sustainability 11(1):141. https://doi.org/10.3390/sul10
10141

Horstink L, Wittmayer J, Ng K (2021) Pluralising the European energy
landscape: collective renewable energy prosumers and the EU’s
clean energy vision. Energy Policy 153:112262. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.enpol.2021.112262

Howaldt J, Schwarz M (2016) Social innovation and its relationship
to social change: verifying existing social theories in reference to
social innovation and its relationship to social change. TU Dort-
mund University, Dortmund, Germany. https://core.ac.uk/downl
0ad/pdf/46917343.pdf

Hubert A (2010) Empowering people, driving change: social innova-
tion in the European Union. BEPA, n/a, n/a. https://ec.europa.cu/
migrant-integration/library-document/empowering-people-drivi
ng-change-social-innovation-european-union_en

Huttunen S, Kaljonen M, Lonkila A et al (2021) Pluralising agency
to understand behaviour change in sustainability transitions.
Energy Res Soc Sci 76:102067. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.
2021.102067

Jacobsson S, Johnson A (2000) The diffusion of renewable energy
technology: an analytical framework and key issues for research.
Energy Policy 28(9):625-640. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0301-
4215(00)00041-0

Kump B (2022) No need to hide: acknowledging the researcher’s
intuition in empirical organizational research. Hum Relat
75(4):635-654. https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726720984837

Kump B, Fikar C (2021) Challenges of maintaining and diffusing
grassroots innovations in alternative food networks: a systems
thinking approach. J Clean Prod 317:128407. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.jclepro.2021.128407

MacCallum D, Moulaert F, Hillier J, Haddock SV (2009) Introduc-
tion. In: MacCallum D, Moulaert F, Hillier J, Haddock SV (eds)
Social innovation and territorial development. Ashgate Publish-
ing Limited, New York, pp 1-10

Magnani N, Osti G (2016) Does civil society matter? Challenges and
strategies of grassroots initiatives in Italy’s energy transition.
Energy Res Soc Sci 13:148-157. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.
2015.12.012

Martinelli F, Moulaert F, Gonzalez S (2010) Creatively designing
urban futures: a transversal analysis of socially innovative initia-
tives. In: Moulaert F, Martinelli F, Swyngedouw E, Gonzalez S,
Regional Studies Association (eds) Can neighbourhoods save
the city? Community development and social innovation. Rout-
ledge, London, pp 214-234

Moulaert F, Mehmood A, MacCallum D, Leubold B (2017) Social
innovation as a trigger for innovations: the role of research. Pub-
lications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg. https://
doi.org/10.2777/679791

Mulgan G, Tucker S, Ali R, Sanders B (2007) Social innovation:
what it is, why it matters, how it can be accelerated. University
of Oxford, Oxford, United Kingdom. https://youngfoundation.
org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Social-Innovation-what-it-is-
why-it-matters-how-it-can-be-accelerated-March-2007.pdf

Novy A (2019) Transformative social innovation, critical realism
and the good life for all. In: Van den Broeck P, Mehmood A,
Paidakaki A, Parra C (eds) Social innovation as political trans-
formation. Edward Elgar Publishing, Cheltenham, pp 112-117.
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788974288.00037

Otamendi-Irizar I, Grijalba O, Arias A et al (2022) How can local
energy communities promote sustainable development in Euro-
pean cities? Energy Res Soc Sci 84:102363. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.erss.2021.102363

RED II (2018) Official Journal of the European Union L 328/82.
Directive (EU) 2018/2001 of the European Parliament and of

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2370.2009.00275.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2370.2009.00275.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10113-019-01471-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0898-5898(00)00018-8
https://energiegemeinschaften.gv.at/vorteile-von-energiegemeinschaften/
https://energiegemeinschaften.gv.at/vorteile-von-energiegemeinschaften/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2022.102625
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2022.102625
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2015.04.051
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2015.04.051
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2015.01.002
https://doi.org/10.2833/9937
https://doi.org/10.2833/9937
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2021.10.021
https://doi.org/10.3390/en13030651
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2017.10.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2017.10.019
http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/content/original/Book%20covers/Local%20PDFs/240%20TRANSIT_WorkingPaper_no5_TSI%20framework_Haxeltine%20et%20al_November2016_AH041116.pdf
http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/content/original/Book%20covers/Local%20PDFs/240%20TRANSIT_WorkingPaper_no5_TSI%20framework_Haxeltine%20et%20al_November2016_AH041116.pdf
http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/content/original/Book%20covers/Local%20PDFs/240%20TRANSIT_WorkingPaper_no5_TSI%20framework_Haxeltine%20et%20al_November2016_AH041116.pdf
http://www.transitsocialinnovation.eu/content/original/Book%20covers/Local%20PDFs/240%20TRANSIT_WorkingPaper_no5_TSI%20framework_Haxeltine%20et%20al_November2016_AH041116.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2008.04.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2018.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2018.01.003
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenrg.2019.00031
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2017.10.031
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2017.10.031
https://doi.org/10.3390/su11010141
https://doi.org/10.3390/su11010141
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2021.112262
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2021.112262
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/46917343.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/46917343.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/library-document/empowering-people-driving-change-social-innovation-european-union_en
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/library-document/empowering-people-driving-change-social-innovation-european-union_en
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/library-document/empowering-people-driving-change-social-innovation-european-union_en
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2021.102067
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2021.102067
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0301-4215(00)00041-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0301-4215(00)00041-0
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726720984837
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2021.128407
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2021.128407
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2015.12.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2015.12.012
https://doi.org/10.2777/679791
https://doi.org/10.2777/679791
https://youngfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Social-Innovation-what-it-is-why-it-matters-how-it-can-be-accelerated-March-2007.pdf
https://youngfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Social-Innovation-what-it-is-why-it-matters-how-it-can-be-accelerated-March-2007.pdf
https://youngfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Social-Innovation-what-it-is-why-it-matters-how-it-can-be-accelerated-March-2007.pdf
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788974288.00037
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2021.102363
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2021.102363

714

Sustainability Science (2024) 19:701-714

the Council of December 11, 2018 on the promotion of the use
of energy from renewable sources (recast)

Reiner E, Lang R, Roessl D (2014) Citizen-based cooperatives in
the field of renewable energy: the case of Solargenossenschaft
Rosenheim. In: Mazzarol T, Reboud S, Mamouni Limnios E,
Clark D (eds) Research handbook on sustainable cooperative
enterprise. Edward Elgar Publishing, Cheltenham, pp 496-512.
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781783472024.00037

Repo P, Matschoss K (2019) Social innovation for sustainability
challenges. Sustainability 12(1):319. https://doi.org/10.3390/
sul2010319

Rugg G, McGeorge P (2005) The sorting techniques: a tutorial paper
on card sorts, picture sorts and item sorts. Expert Syst 22(3):94—
107. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0394.2005.00300.x

Schreuer A (2018) Biirgerkraftwerke in Osterreich: Ein Phinomen
mit vielen Gesichtern [Citizen power plants in Austria: A
phenomenon with many faces]. In: Holstenkamp L, Radtke J
(eds) Handbuch Energiewende und Partizipation [Handbook
on energy transition and participation]. Springer Fachmedien,
Wiesbaden, pp 1081-1092. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-
09416-4_63

Seyfang G, Haxeltine A, Hargreaves T, Longhurst N (2010) Energy
and communities in transition: towards a new research agenda on
agency and civil society in sustainability transitions. Published
online 2010. https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/48803/1/
636134792.pdf

Seyfang G, Haxeltine A (2012) Growing grassroots innovations:
exploring the role of community-based initiatives in govern-
ing sustainable energy transitions. Environ Plann C Gov Policy
30(3):381-400. https://doi.org/10.1068/c10222

Seyfang G, Smith A (2007) Grassroots innovations for sustainable
development: towards a new research and policy agenda. Environ
Polit 16(4):584-603. https://doi.org/10.1080/09644010701419121

Simoens MC, Fuenfschilling L, Leipold S (2022) Discursive dynamics
and lock-ins in socio-technical systems: an overview and a way
forward. Sustain Sci 17(5):1841-1853. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$11625-022-01110-5

Smith A (2012) Civil society in sustainable energy transitions. In:
Verbong G, Loorbach D (eds) Governing the energy transition.
Routledge, London, pp 180-202. https://doi.org/10.4324/97802
03126523

@ Springer

Spith P, Rohracher H (2012) Local demonstrations for global tran-
sitions—dynamics across governance levels fostering socio-
technical regime change towards sustainability. Eur Plan Stud
20(3):461-479. https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2012.651800

Stapley E, O’Keeffe S, Midgley N (2022) Developing typologies in
qualitative research: the use of ideal-type analysis. Int J Qual
Methods 21:160940692211006. https://doi.org/10.1177/16094
069221100633

Vandor P, Traxler N, Millner R, Meyer M (2017) Civil Society in Cen-
tral Eastern Europe: Challenges and Opportunities. ERSTE Foun-
dation. Retrieved from https://research.wu.ac.at/ws/portalfiles/
portal/18118026/Study_Civil-Society-in-CEE_WU-Wien.pdf

Vihalemm T, Keller M (2016) Consumers, citizens or citizen-consum-
ers? Domestic users in the process of Estonian electricity market
liberalization. Energy Res Soc Sci 13:38—48. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.erss.2015.12.004

Wittmayer JM, Avelino F, van Steenbergen F, Loorbach D (2017)
Actor roles in transition: insights from sociological perspectives.
Environ Innov Soc Transit 24:45-56. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
eist.2016.10.003

Wittmayer JM, Backhaus J, Avelino F et al (2019) Narratives of change:
how social innovation initiatives construct societal transformation.
Futures 112:102433. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2019.06.005

Wittmayer JM, de Geus T, Pel B et al (2020) Beyond instrumental-
ism: broadening the understanding of social innovation in socio-
technical energy systems. Energy Res Soc Sci 70:101689. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101689

Wuebben D, Romero-Luis J, Gertrudix M (2020) Citizen science and
citizen energy communities: a systematic review and potential
alliances for SDGs. Sustainability 12(23):10096. https://doi.org/
10.3390/5u122310096

Yin RK (2014) Case study research: design and methods. SAGE Pub-
lications, Los Angeles

Publisher's Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.


https://doi.org/10.4337/9781783472024.00037
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12010319
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12010319
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0394.2005.00300.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-09416-4_63
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-09416-4_63
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/48803/1/636134792.pdf
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/48803/1/636134792.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1068/c10222
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644010701419121
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-022-01110-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-022-01110-5
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203126523
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203126523
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2012.651800
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069221100633
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069221100633
https://research.wu.ac.at/ws/portalfiles/portal/18118026/Study_Civil-Society-in-CEE_WU-Wien.pdf
https://research.wu.ac.at/ws/portalfiles/portal/18118026/Study_Civil-Society-in-CEE_WU-Wien.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2015.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2015.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2016.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2016.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2019.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101689
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101689
https://doi.org/10.3390/su122310096
https://doi.org/10.3390/su122310096

	(Too) high hopes? How Austrian energy community actors construct their roles in the energy transition
	Abstract
	Introduction
	The potential of energy communities in transitions
	Methods
	The case of Austria
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Findings
	Grassroots role
	Entrepreneurial role
	Local hero role
	Techno-centric role

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References




