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In this session:

• Trade-offs in societal energy
and sustainability goals

• Societal evaluation of energy
• Cases of competing

conceptions of energy and 
their implications
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What explains conflicts around energy
issues in society? 
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Advancing SDG 7 implementation

• Make clean cooking solutions a top political 
priority
• Close the electricity access gap
• Accelerate the pace of transition towards 
renewable energy
• Harness the potential of decentralised
renewable energy solutions
• Scale up investments in energy efficiency 
across all sectors of the economy
• Double the financing for SDG7 globally
• Scale up capacity building and education
• Enhance innovation systems, including 
research, development, deployment and 
diffusion
• Invest in data collection systems and data 
analysis
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https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/documents/18053SDG7_Policy_Briefs_and_Summary_18April2018.pdf
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https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Visualisation%20of%20interlinkages%20for%20SDG%207_new.pdf


Fuso Nerini, F., Tomei, J., To, L.S. et al. Mapping synergies and trade-offs between energy and the 
Sustainable Development Goals. Nat Energy 3, 10–15 (2018). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41560-017-0036-5

• Energy cuts across all SDGs

• Complexity of interrelationships challenges conventional structures and 
processes of decision-making 

• Implications: Decision-makers can no longer think in silos, need to widen 
participation and build consensus

Trade-offs and interlinkages in SDG7

Integrating competing conceptions of energy in the analysis:

Helps with design of policies and innovation that balance trade-offs across 
well-being, infrastructure and environment.

Peixoto, 2022



How are energy alternatives evaluated in society?

See also Biggart & Beamish 2017Peixoto, 2022
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How are energy alternatives evaluated in society?

See also Biggart & Beamish 2017Peixoto, 2022



Example of multiple conceptions:
Energy as service or commodity? 
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Exercise

1. Skim through the first section of the article by E.Shove & M.Watson
”No more meters? Let’s make energy a service, not a commodity”
https://theconversation.com/no-more-meters-lets-make-energy-a-service-not-a-
commodity-40207

2.   Open discussion (Raise hand or use the chat):
Spot the different conceptions of energy: Pick 1-2 and share.
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Cases of competing conceptions
in conflict
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Case: Nuclear incident at Vattenfall 
plant, Sweden 2006 

Forsmark 1 fast stopped
At 1:58 PM on Tuesday 25 July, reactor 1 at Forsmark was fast stopped due to an electrical 
problem in the 400 kV distribution plant. In connection with maintenance work by Swedish 
Power Nets [Svenska Kraftnät] in the 400 kV distribution plant a major electrical disturbance 
took place. The consequences of the disturbance was a fast stop of the reactor Forsmark 1. 
During a short period, parts of the plant’s power supply was not functioning. The power 
supplies are now re-established and an analysis of the reasons is taking place. 
Nobody was injured in the incident. Forsmark was the first nuclear power plant in the 
world to deliver electricity with a certified environmental declaration – the so-called 
EPD (Environmental Product Declaration). Furthermore, Forsmark is registered according to 
the EMAS (European Union’s Eco-Management and Audit Scheme) and certified according 
to ISO 14001. Forsmark produces approximately one sixth of the total Swedish production of 
electricity, equivalent to the consumption of three cities the size of Stockholm.
Peixoto, 2022



https://www.spiegel.de/international/spiegel/nuclear-scare-how-close-did-sweden-come-to-disaster-a-430458.html

"At no point in time was there a danger of an accident," asserted Anders Markgren of 
the plant's operator, Forsmarks Kraftgrupp. Nevetheless, Markgren said he was relieved 
that Forsmark has been taken off the grid. 

Vattenfall spokesman Ivo Banek, whose company operates two nuclear power plants in 
Germany, sought to assuage any fears. "We have no reason to doubt the security of our 
facilities," he said.

Greenpeace wrote that the events at Forsmark were comparable to a "ghost ship," with 
nobody at the rudder. And the Swedish Environment Ministry described the event as a 
"serious" safety incident. Swedish nuclear expert Lars-Olov Högland, who served as 
chief of construction for Vattenfall until 1986, put it far more dramatically. "It was pure luck 
that there was not a meltdown," he said. "It was the worst incident since Chernobyl and 
Harrisburg," a reference to the 1979 meltdown at Three-Mile Island in Pennsylvania.

Peixoto, 2022
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Aftermath: Public debate over security of nuclear power plants

Source: Patriotta, Gond & Schultz 2011

in the turmoil of controversy, Vattenfall did not rely solely on arguments from its own
world; rather, it progressively diversified and refined its justifications by recognizing and
embracing aspects of the problem linked to other worlds.

We now assess the dynamics of the impact exerted by justifications on the institution
at stake at the aggregate level of analysis. We do so by simultaneously considering the
work of justification deployed by the above categories of actors over time.

Aggregating Stakeholders’ Work of Justification

The socio-political context in which the controversy developed suggests that the relevant
stakeholders had pre-established political agendas on the issue under debate: historically,
they were either for or against the development of nuclear energy. In order to assess how
nuclear energy as an institution was affected by the various worlds of justification, we thus
classified the main stakeholders into two camps according to their positive or negative
overall attitudes to nuclear energy. We excluded stakeholders with unclear positioning and
focused on the extreme groups (that is, either clear opponents or supporters).[7] Although
this dichotomy oversimplifies the description of the controversy, it enables appreciation of
how the stakeholders’ vested interests affected justification dynamics at an aggregate level.
Figure 5 presents these results, showing for each period of time the proportion of orders of
worth referred to by the anti- versus pro-nuclear energy stakeholders.

Justifications by pro- versus anti-nuclear stakeholders. The opponents and defenders of the
institution at stake adopted different combinations of justifications over time. Although a
similar trend in the decreasing use of the industrial world’s arguments can be observed
on both sides, the stakeholders supporting nuclear energy continued to rely much more
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Vattenfall’s Work of Justification

Figure 4 graphically represents the proportions of orders of worth mobilized by Vatten-
fall, and it illustrates the key changes in the corporate argumentation over time.

These data show a shift in Vattenfall’s work of justification from the industrial world
(more than 70 per cent of the discourse during the first month) to a more balanced mix
of rationales (the industrial order represents only 40 per cent of the justifications used
during the last period, Jan–Feb). Vattenfall initially raised a technocratic defence based
on arguments borrowed from the industrial world, thus neglecting the social and political
aspects of the controversy; subsequently, the corporation shifted its discourse to accom-
modate criticisms, and it relied on alternative rationales.

The findings presented in Figure 4 illustrate how this change came about. First, there
was a marked increase in the use of the market rationale – nuclear energy being
presented as a less costly source of energy – from September to December (first three
periods). Second, there was a constant increase over the four periods in the use of the
civic rationale. This corresponded to the politicization of the controversy and revealed
Vattenfall’s repositioning of itself as a political actor able to contribute to solving the
problem of energy in Germany. Third, there was a progressive adoption of domestic
arguments to support maintenance of Vattenfall’s nuclear power plant during the last
period of the controversy. Fourth and finally, Vattenfall relied sporadically on the green
rationale in the last stage of the controversy, when it argued that nuclear power was a
greener source of energy. By and large, this trend confirms our previous findings. Caught
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Figure 4. Dynamics of Vattenfall’s work of justification
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Resolving competing conceptions at conflict in the
public debate

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Our study contributes to a richer understanding of the role of agents and the nature of
the structural constraints that they face when attempting to enact institutional repair. In
particular, the notion of justification enhances institutional explanations of legitimacy
processes by acknowledging the public nature of legitimacy maintenance, specifying how
actors engage with a plurality of orders of worth to maintain legitimacy, and highlighting
the competencies that agents bring into play in this process.

Public Justifications and the Dynamic of Institutional Repair

Figure 6 depicts legitimacy maintenance as a controversy-based process progressing
through stakeholders’ justifications vis-à-vis a public audience and leading to institutional
repair. Unsettling events, such as the Forsmark accident, constitute legitimacy tests in the
sense that they pose a challenge to the legitimacy of nuclear power as a source of energy.
The established social order, conceived as the harmonious arrangement of things and
persons oriented towards the achievement of the common good, is disrupted and calls
for repair (Lanzara and Patriotta, 2007; Patriotta, 2003; Weick, 1988, 1995). From an
economy of worth perspective, a plant that functions normally enjoys a higher legitimacy
status (i.e. it fits a common higher order principle) than that of a malfunctioning plant.
Accordingly, a nuclear accident exposes the potential unworthiness of a technological
object, which generates tensions among the plurality of common worlds sustaining the
institution of nuclear power. Tensions take the form of public controversies concerning
the nature of the event (what happened?), the cause of the problem (why did this
happen?), and sometimes also its potential consequences and solutions (what should we
do?). Stakeholders linked to the controversy may provide similar or competing answers
to these three questions, thus settling or sustaining the controversy.

Triggering 
event or 
problem 

LEGITIMACY TEST 
A controversy unfolds in which 
stakeholders provide competing 

accounts on: 
Problem definition 
Causal attribution 
Problem solution 

STAKEHOLDERS’ WORK OF 
JUSTIFICATION 

Stakeholders mobilize orders of worth in 
order to publicly justify their positions 
and (re)negotiate existing arrangements 

INSTITUTIONAL ENVIRONMENT 
Orders of worth provide higher order 
principles that define the common good 

and constitute a source of legitimacy 

DISRUPTION 
OF SOCIAL 

ORDER

NEW SOCIAL ORDER 
Stabilized collective 

compromise:  
Legitimacy repair and  
(re)production of the 
institutional context 

STAKEHOLDER POSITIONS 
Stakeholders’ power positions and vested 

interests influence stakeholders’ 
mobilization of ‘orders of worth’ 

Figure 6. The dynamic of institutional repair
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Implications

The legitimacy of competing conceptions is tested in public debates -> threats to 
licence to operate -> undermining legitimacy of energy source and technology

Temporal patterns of Vattenfall justifications suggest:
• managers should anticipate early the politicization of controversies
• strategies that maintain a controversy within a purely technical arena or close 

to core business may fail to restore legitimacy when there are multiple 
competing conceptions  -> need for specific managerial training and skills

From policy-making perspective:
• justifications (conceptions) mobilized in debate forced Vattenfall to 

acknowledge and discuss broader implications of incident
• complex process: increasing nr. of conceptions invoked by increasing nr. of 

actors -> focus shift from incident to nuclear power legitimacy

Source: Patriotta, Gond & Schultz 2011Peixoto, 2022



Parallel example: BP Deepwater Horizon

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/article/gulf-oil-spill0
Schrope, M. Lessons of Deepwater Horizon still not learned. Nature (2012). https://doi.org/10.1038/nature.2012.10455

“The new regulations have prompted the industry to 
fund organizations to build equipment and capabilities to 
contain future sea-floor blowouts.
Oil companies have also combined to create a Center for 
Offshore Safety in Houston, Texas, which is developing 
the environmental safety management systems now 
required by drilling permits. The US oil industry had 
resisted such a requirement, despite working under 
similar systems in Canadian waters and the North Sea. 
“This spill allowed some of those good ideas to move 
forward,” says Boesch. But, he adds, without legislation 
to make more stringent drilling regulations permanent, 
current or future administrations could easily relax or 
withdraw regulations: “You need legislation that codifies 
many of these requirements.””                   Nature, 2012

Peixoto, 2022

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/article/gulf-oil-spill0


Virtues of biofuels praised by renewable energy advocates -> 
low environmental impact(s) substitutes for fossil fuels

Case: Biofuels (food vs fuel debates)

Source material: Biggart and Beamish 2017; Peixoto, 2019

Scale-up of biofuels triggered a food vs. fuel debate:
“Human food energy and free-nature or cleaner burning 
alternative and renewable fuels?”
Debate expanded to include forests and biodiversity

Latched onto interrelated debate on climate change mitigation:
• “carbon-capturing free standing forests” VS.
• “cleaner fuels” via clearing such forests for large-scale 

agricultural production? 

Peixoto, 2022



Table 1. Energetic Justifications.

Energy
Efficiency

Priced Energy Alternative
Energy

Energy
Conservation

Energy Justice Energy
Stewardship

Downscaling
Energy

Eco-Energy

Relevant
worlds of

worth

Industrial Market Industrial, green Civic, green Civic Domestic, green Green, civic Green,
industrial,

market

Basis for

worthiness

Technical,

efficient,
reduced use in
production/
services
rendered

Price, supply,

demand

Technical,

ecological
integrity

Collective-

behavioral,
reduced
energy
demand

Equitable distribution

of risk and benefit

Divinely or

spiritually
ordained;
responsibility to
“steward” God’s
creation

Needs focus and

social and
environmental
well-being via de-
growth

Techno-

scientific
innovation,
markets,
ecological
integrity

Test/
justification

Rationalized
uses and
reductions

Competitiveness Reduced social
and
environmental

impacts

Reduced
consumption;
increased

availability

Distributive and
retributive justice

Sustain and
nurtures life
based on

spiritual precepts

Downscaling of
energy use
(production,

consumption,
waste)

Prosperity
and
sustainability

Proof/
evidence in
support

Measurable
reductions in
energy use;
scientifically
evaluated,
statistically

verified

Optimal
selection,
diffusion,
natural
allocation

Measurable
reductions in
undesirable
impacts;
scientifically
evaluated,

statistically
verified

Disciplined
consumption,
measurable
reductions

Rates of unequal
access and
distribution

Consumption in
line with well-
being of earth
and moral fitness
of human
inhabitants

Needs met,
maximized well-
being/minimized
energy
consumption
(small is

beautiful)

Intensified
energy
availability;
shrinking
ecological
footprint

Focal
objects

Infrastructure,
production
processes,
methods,
products

Free exchange,
choice,
individual
liberty

Infrastructure,
ecological systems

Energetic
services,
energy
independence,
cost savings,
ecological

systems

Equal access, equal
protections

Interpretation of
doctrine/beliefs
in support of
sustainable living

De-growth,
steady-state
economy,
overdevelopment,
collective well-
being

Techno-
science,
innovation,
energy
availability,
ecological

systems

Focal
timeframe

Continuous Short-term Long-term Short/long-
term

Short/long-term Ongoing Long-term Long-term
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Competing conceptions of energy’s role in society

• Energy debates are plural and multipolarized (multiple conceptions)

• Introducing energy sources, technology & infrastructure (i.e, era of ferment):

• Uncertainty regarding the dominant conception of the common good
• Actors can shape the dominant conception through debates and by

”investing” in a particular conception or a combination of them

Source material: Biggart and Beamish 2017Peixoto, 2022



Resolving competing conceptions in conflict

Source: Reinecke, von Bommel & Spicer, 2017  

the literature on social movements (Benford & Snow, 2000). Instead, worthiness
requires tangible investments if one wants to become a legitimate spokesperson
on behalf of an order of worth, and effectively and credibly mobilize justifica-
tions (such as ‘investment’ in a business class ticket). Through investing into
objects and forms of relations that are deemed worthy within the order of
worth in question, actors gain ‘grandeur’ as alluded to in the French title ‘econ-
omies de la grandeur’ (economies of worth/greatness). The type of investment
is specified by an ‘investment formula’ that is specific to each order of worth
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006). Investments can be costly since ‘self-centered
pleasure […] has to be sacrificed to reach a higher state of worth’ (Boltanski &
Thévenot, 2006, p. 76).

In sum, the orders of worth framework provides a lens for addressing
the question of how practices are justified under moral multiplexity that adds
further nuance to the process of dialogue as in the communicative approach.

TOWARDS A PROCESS MODEL OF NEGOTIATION
MORAL LEGITIMACY

Building on the orders of worth perspective, we develop a process model of how
moral legitimacy is co-achieved through justifications in dialogue with relevant
audiences, which gives rise to different patterns of moral legitimacy (see Fig. 1).

Uncertainty as a Challenge to Established Worth

The ‘imperative to justify’ emerges only in special ‘critical moments’ of dispute,
when the legitimacy of an institutionalised ‘regime of peace’ (‘paix en justesse’)

Enclaving

Dialogue

–

+

+

+

Transcendence

Compromise

Strong legitimacy

Fragile legitimacy

Niche legitimacyAntagonism

Uncertainty

Established
worth

Triggers of tensions
between orders of
worth:
- Social movements
- External jolts
- Unique situations
- .....

Fig. 1. Process Model of Building Moral Legitimacy in Situations of Moral
Multiplexity.

49Negotiating Legitimacy in Situations of Moral Multiplexity
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Take aways
• Multiple conceptions of energy in society

• Across almost all energy sources, technology and infrastructure (to 
varying extent) because energy is the basis of our society

• Conflicts around energy emerge from competing evaluations of 
energy sources

• Addressing competing evaluations is crucial -> required strategic skill
in energy business and innovation

• Analysis of different conceptions at play is more useful than focus on 
positions (industry vs. policy-makers vs. civil society) -> Overlaps!

Peixoto, 2022


