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These forms of Social Innovation are conceived in individuals 
and organisations’ interaction by either working together 
towards shared goals (cooperation), exchanging material 
and/or immaterial goods or services (exchange), contending 
for access to scarce resources by following shared rules 
(competition), or through unregulated access that may be 
contentious (conflict). 

Social 
Innovation 
meets 
Energy
About the social 
dimension of energy 
transitions

SONNET Infographic #1

What is Social Innovation...
The term dates back as far as the 15th century, when the term “innovation” 
first came up in religious texts in the Western world. Until recently, the 
term was not used to describe technological innovation (like the electric 
car or smartphones), but rather as a slogan or an ethical ambition for 
“change” or even “revolution”. Today, different streams tend to refer to 
social innovations as either new practices1, new social relations2, or new 
products, services, and models3.

We hope that this first SONNET 
Infographic has inspired you to 
join us in exploring the meaning 
and magnitude of social innova-
tions in the energy sector.

Please visit our website at 
sonnet-energy.eu
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In the SONNET project, we are looking at changes in 
social relations that manifest through activities related 
to energy generation, transmission, distribution and/or 
consumption. A concise definition of SONNET starts 
with the following: 

… in Energy Transitions?

Participatory budgeting

Women´s Rights

Social and Solidarity Economy

Minimum Wage Law

Patents

Mother´s pension

Fair Trade 

Open Source Software

 

. 

1 Howaldt, J. and Schwarz, M. (2010) Social Innovation: Concepts, research �elds and international trends, Dortmund.
 http://www.sfs.tu-dortmund.de/cms/en/social_innovation/publications/IMO-MAG_Howaldt_�nal_mit_cover.pdf 

2 Moulaert, F.; Mehmood, A.; MacCallum, D. and Leubolt, B. (2017), Social Innovation as a Trigger for Transformations – 
 the Role of Research. Luxembourg. https://ec.europa.eu/research/socialsciences/pdf/. 

3 Bureau of European Policy Advisers, “Empowering people, driving change Social Innovation in the European Union,” Luxembourg, 2011. 
 https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/librarydoc/empowering-people-driving-change-social-innovation-in-the-european-union. 

     Social innovation 
in energy (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.4 
4 Wittmayer, J.M.; Fraaije, M.; Hielscher, S. and Avelino, F. (2020) Report on preliminary typology of social innovation in the energy sector.
 SONNET, Horizon 2020, Grant Agreement no. 837498, Deliverable 1.1, p.6.

Forms of Social 
Innovation

Conflict

Cooperation

Competit
ion

Exchange

Cooperation ConflictExchange Competition

We can thus 
differentiate 
along these 

two dimensions, 
where:

... means practices related to energy technolo-
gies and the physical composition of the 
energy system. For example, this could be the 
act of building a new wind turbine, or taking on 
direct actions such as blockades in power plants 
to influence political agendas. 

Doing...

... is about forms of knowledge and normative 
framings including values and perceptions.  In 
practice this could be the transfer of knowledge on 
financing a wind turbine towards interested target 
audiences, or awareness raising efforts for or 
against a certain energy technology. 

Thinking...

... being governance and organisational structu-
res within initiatives and within the energy 
system (i.e. institutions in terms of rules and 
norms)  This could be, for example, lobbying for a 
change in subsidies for wind energy by civil society 
or business associations, or the setting of required 
technical standards by politicians.  

Organizing...

Cooperative 
action

Local electrecity 
exchange

Action against specific 
energy pathways

Competitive action: 
business mimikry

Cooperative framing:
Shared frames

Knowledge 
exchange

Competetive 
narratives

Conflicting frames:
counternarratives

Cooperative 
organisation 

of action

Investment and 
finance mechanisms

Energy gamification 
and nudges

Organized 
conflict To examine the entire

 SIE typology and see 
more examples for the 

different SIE types, please 
visit our website and down-
load the Energy Read #1 in 

the resources section. 

sonnet-energy.eu

Stories of change
SIE are highly diverse, can take different 
forms, and utilise different means to shift 
how energy is produced and consumed. 

In the SONNET project, we work especially 
with “participatory incubation and 
experimentation”, which belongs to the 
SIE type “Cooperative organisation of 
action”.

We use the term “City Labs” as we 
are working with six partner cities, 
all of whom are carrying out such 
Social Innovation experiments 
as part of SONNET.

Mannheim Germany
Goal: Creating integrated and 
participatory planning approa-
ches for the most important 
energy-consuming sectors (elec-
tricity, heat, transport and 
energy efficiency) in the Neck-
arstadt-West neighbourhood.

Warsaw Poland 
Goal: Participatory activities with 
vulnerable households and in public 
buildings with a focus on energy 
consumption patterns, with the 
aim to make energy use better 
understood and more efficient 
among users. 

Antwerp Belgium
Goal: Harnessing social innovation 
to ensure an inclusive energy 
transition where no one is left 
behind, based on existing efforts 
in the broader participatory 
project “Stadslab2050”. 

Bristol United Kingdom 
Goal: Exploring the feasibility 
of crowdfunding as a means of 
raising capital to install energy 
efficiency measures within 
community buildings.

Grenoble France
Goal: Developing novel service 
models to empower energy users 
to change their daily energy 
practices. Creating an environ-
ment in which behavioural shifts 
towards ‘energy sobriety’ are both 
attractive and attainable.

Basel Switzerland
Goal: Testing a personal energy 
tracker app (“Enerjoy”) to track 
an individual’s CO2-footprint. 
Building a community of highly 
motivated and environmentally 
conscious users. 


