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The energy transition is currently ongoing in all sectors and layers of society. Various 

alternatives to natural gas are in development in order to replace natural gas and stop 

the extraction of it. Natural gas is widely used and thus, great changes have to be made 

in industries, organisations, markets and in people’s homes. This case study is about 

the perspectives and experiences of stakeholders in the energy transition process in 

four apartment buildings in Emmeloord. The perspectives and interests of the involved 

stakeholders – grid operators, housing corporation, businesses, residents and local 

governments – were disparate and leading them into different preferred scenarios. 

Through ethnographic research, information about the acts and habits of the 

stakeholders was collected. Further analysis was done along the lines of the Transition 

Management theory of Rotmans, Kemp and Van Asselt (2001). Where knowledge and 

information seemed to fall short, the stakeholders based their decisions on trust and 

professional responsibilities. This case shows and example and confirms what Rotmans 

et al. (2001) argue, that ‘the transition objective is in fact a basket of objectives 

informed by the visions of those participating. Both objectives and final visions are 

determined socially, not just by expert scientific knowledge’ (p.22). 
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In Emmeloord people greet each other in the streets. They know each other and thus, they notice 

somebody ‘new’ is there. It was this part of the culture in Emmeloord that greatly helped me in doing 

my research. Not only was I the one reaching out to people, people also reached out to me, which 

made collecting information fun. Usually I spend time with people I know, of my age, that live near me 

and like the same stuff I do. It was good to be outside that bubble, not only for the sake of the research, 

but also to ‘broaden my horizon’. After my field work, I felt enriched by the new experiences, talks, 

contacts in my research environment and I am thankful for that. I am also thankful for having 

knowledgeable, supporting and helpful people involved in the process of doing research and writing 

my thesis. Some of them I would like to mention explicitly here. 

Special thanks goes out to Ineke Leijten, who offered me a stay in one of Mercatus’ empty disabled 

homes in Emmeloord. Without the apartment I would have stayed in a hotel somewhere in 

Emmeloord, further away from my research field and with high research costs. In that situation, not 

right in the middle of my research field, I would have, in all probability, collected less information. 

Thank you, Ineke.  

Throughout my research I have been guided by wonderful people of the PEOPLE Project. Thank you 

Marrije Prins, Maud van Merriënboer and Michiel Verver for your guidance, advice and insights on 

steps to take in my research process. Every phase of the process – the design, the research, analysing 

information and writing it down – was supported by assignments we did in organised sessions. It has 

been very helpful. 

In addition I would like to thank Elbert Huijzer for reaching out to PEOPLE with the Emmeloord business 

case. Because of this business case I got to know the ongoing situation in Emmeloord and it provided 

me access to the stakeholders. Also I would like to thank Elbert for his clear explanations about the 

energy sector. It was all new to me, but Elbert, your simplified explanations made energy constructions 

and complex processes understandable and clear. Thank you. 
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Since the United Nations agreed on climate goals for 2050, the energy transition has been an important 

concept in Dutch society. Before the year 2050, all Dutch businesses and households are expected to 

change from a reliance on natural gas to production and consumption of sustainable sources. As such, 

the transition instigates many questions, doubts, conversations, and, for many of us, decisions. This 

master thesis is about a case study of four apartment buildings in Emmeloord that were due to be 

renovated. The managing housing corporation included a shift in energy use from natural gas to a more 

sustainable source of energy in the plans; the exact form of energy was to be decided on. Ethnographic 

research was done amongst residents of the apartment buildings and involved parties while they were 

preparing the project.  

An important starting point of this research was the collaboration between a strategic manager of 

Alliander, Mr. Huijzer, and a project called ‘PEOPLE’ of Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VU). As part of 

the PEOPLE project, students of VU and industry partners are invited to regular meetings to exchange 

business cases and knowledge in order to effectuate collaboration between them. This research is 

closely connected to one of the business cases – the Hydrogen case – that was part of the project,. I 

was a participating student in the PEOPLE project. Throughout the project there was a focus on 

anthropological methods and approaches, which were shared in regular PEOPLE meetings. The 

execution of this research was done with regular guidance and advice from the people involved in the 

project. The anthropological approaches and research methods were new to industry partner Mr. 

Huijzer and somewhat interfered with his result-driven mind-set. For him, learning the anthropological 

unframed mind-set, was exactly the added value of the collaboration.  
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As a result of the United Nations climate goals of 2050, the Dutch government is obliged to decrease 

CO₂ emissions by 95%. Part of the drastic measurements that have to be made to reach this high 

percentage of decline, is substituting natural gas for more sustainable sources of energy. This energy 

transition from natural gas to sustainably sources of energy is to be completed by 2050. Along with the 

2050 agenda come financial and economic changes in energy markets, physical changes in the energy 

grids and in households, and social changes in society and local housing facilities. Grid operator and 

utility company Alliander is responsible for parts of the Dutch energy grid and is expecting an enormous 

increase in transition work in the coming years. According to Mr. Huijzer, professional organisations, 

such as city councils and housing corporations, are aware of the energy transition and its 

consequences, whereas to households these might come unexpected. Households will be affected by 

the energy transition and their support and willingness to change is essential in order to realise a 

smooth, fast and successful transition. This research is doing a small attempt to finding out what the 

ingredients of a smooth and successful transition are by researching the roles, activities, opinions and 

overall experiences of actors involved in the Emmeloord transition process. This scope of research 

follows from the point of view Rotmans, Kemp and Van Asselt explain in their article about Transition 

Management (2001), in which they call for ‘in-depth research into the dynamic behaviour of the actors 

involved in a transition: their motivations, preferences and paradigms’ (p. 29). As the authors claim 

that interaction between actors specifically would be an interesting research scope, this is also 

included in this case study. 

The Emmeloord case involves multiple actors: the municipality of Emmeloord, housing corporation 

Mercatus, residents of 140 social apartments, grid operators Alliander and Gasunie and a combined 

business of a contractor and energy expert. The research question that is central in this ethnographic 

research, is formulated as follows: 

What are the roles, acts, perspectives and overall experiences of stakeholders in the decision-making 

phase of the energy transition in four apartment buildings in Emmeloord?  

From this question, more questions arose. What are the stakeholders’ individual interests in this 

Emmeloord case? How did they get involved? What is their level of knowledge of topics related to 

energy? And, by all means, how did the decision-making process go?  

In order to answer these questions, background information of the case, stakeholders and relating 

concepts was consulted. In Chapter 2, the context of the research is outlined and relevant theories are 

discussed. Chapter 3 furtherly explains the before-mentioned anthropological method ‘ethnography’ 

that is used in this research and the chapter describes the delimitations of the research. Thereafter, in 

Chapter 4 the Emmeloord case is explained and the involved stakeholders are introduced. In Chapter  
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5, the individual perspectives of the stakeholders are described and at last, the case study is connected 

to the theories in Chapter 6, followed by a concluding chapter and bibliography by the end. 
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The energy transition has become a well-known concept among the generations living and working 

in this time of change. It might be the biggest, most influential transition in the lives of this 

generation, however many other transitions are ongoing or have already moved people or societies 

in earlier times. Examples of societal changes are improving public health, the construction of 

drinking water supply or sewerage systems, and, as in this case, an energy transition. Not 

surprisingly, the concept of transitions is widely studied. Many studies refer to this type of change 

as societal change or development, or as long-term policy rethinking (Voβ et al., 2009). One theory 

about transitions is highlighted in this study: Transition Management of Jan Rotmans, René Kemp 

and Marjolein van Asselt (2001). In addition, this chapter elaborates on theories of change 

management,  the multi-level perspective and the systems theory. In addition, this chapter gives 

information about the topics related to the Emmeloord case and the context and framework of the 

research. 

In order to give structure to enormous changes, scientists have researched how structural changes, or 

transitions, in society come about and how they develop. According to Rotmans et al. (2001), the 

definition of a transition is a transformation process that fundamentally changes society over a 

generation or more. The authors have developed a management theory, Transition Management, that 

is inspired by the course of the energy transition from coal to natural gas in the 1960’s to ‘70’s.   
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2.1 Transition Management in niches, regimes and landscapes 

Transition Management was introduced by Rotmans, Kemp and Van Asselt in 2001. The aim of the 

management theory is to steer a complex, unwieldy, societal movement such as sustainable 

development. An important characteristic of sustainable development is that it is a long-term process 

of decades or more. The concept of Transition Management holds four key principles. Firstly, 

Transition Management takes a long-term perspective to avoid taking action in a myopic and episodic 

way. Long term perspective guides short-term development (Rotmans et al., 2001; Loorbach, 2010). 

The alignment of long-term ambitions and short-term objectives is important in order to continuously 

steer towards the augmented goal. According to Rotmans et al. (2001), the long-term visions function 

as a framework for formulating short-term objectives and thinking critically about existing policy 

(Rotmans et al., 2001). Boundary conditions are considered important in reducing the difference 

between long-term ambition and short-term concerns (Rotmans et al., 2001). The authors refer to the 

boundary conditions set in the coal-to-natural-gas energy transition in their article. ‘As with any 

transition, a number of important boundary conditions were set by other domains, which can either 

slow down or strengthen the transition. The economic domain demands affordability and economic 

return; the socio-cultural domain values health, safety and reliability of delivery; while from the 

ecological point of view, the risks for nature and the environment are important’ (Rotmans et al., 2001, 

p. 26). 

A second key principle of Transition Management holds the multi-actor approach of the theory. 

According to Rotmans et al. (2001), a transition typically comes about through progression in different 

areas. The changes in those areas, such as institutions, ecology, economy, behaviour and technology, 

are interconnected and structured by the concept of Transition Management, while it includes all 

perspectives, values and beliefs. According to Loorbach (2010), transitions are shaped by decision-

making processes in multi-actor networks. In his article, he describes the transition arena as the 

metaphorical environment in which actors within the sustainable development process, or transition, 

interact. The  transition arena ‘is a small network of frontrunners with different backgrounds, within 

which various perceptions of a specific persistent problem and possible directions for solutions can be 

deliberately confronted with each other and subsequently integrated’ (Loorbach, 2010, p. 173). The 

people involved in the transition arena have their individual perceptions and perspectives of the 

transition and its challenges, which are shaped by their background, interests, knowledge and 

experiences (Loorbach, 2010). According to Rotmans et al. (2001), ‘the transition objective is in fact a 

basket of objectives informed by the visions of those participating. Both objectives and final visions are 

determined socially, not just by expert scientific knowledge. Loorbach (2010) agrees that actors do not 

need to be experts in their fields. They can have valuable networks or they can be opinion leaders. 
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Nonetheless, in the ideal transition arena, actors should have ‘the ability to consider complex problems 

at a high level of abstraction, the ability to look beyond the limits of their own disciplines and 

backgrounds, the willingness to think together’ and should be ‘open for innovation instead of already 

having specific solutions in mind’ (Loorbach, 2010, p. 174). According to Rotmans et al. (2001), 

ambitions and objectives of the transition are established socially and not just by expert scientific 

knowledge. Moreover, the authors do not speak of one common objective; they write about a ‘basket 

of objectives’, as the shared objective should be an amalgamation of the objectives of all transition 

arena’s members. Together, the members of the transition arena learn from different transition 

experiments along the way. These experiences adjust the vision of this transition arena, making it a 

goal-seeking process, ‘where both the transition goals and visions change over time’ (Rotmans et al., 

2001, p. 23).  

The third key principle of Transition Management comprises, in line with the goal-seeking element, 

the focus on learning by doing with pilot actions and the need for space for innovation (Rotmans et al., 

2001; Loorbach, 2010). In 1997, Rip and Kemp together with many other scientists and policymakers, 

argued that innovative technologies together with societal change would be important in mitigating 

climate change (Rip and Kemp, 1997). Today, the energy transition is undoubtedly related to the 

implementation of novel technologies generating sustainable energy. New market entrants have been 

developing wind turbines, solar panels, heat pumps and more technologies over the past years and it 

is currently unsure whether society will adopt these technologies and if so, in which form and to what 

extent. In his renowned book, Christensen explained how innovations from new entrants can ‘attack 

from below’ and put an end to existing systems by introducing new ones. He argues that disruptive 

innovations can cause incumbent firms to fail by emphasising on the competitive effects of innovations 

on incumbent firms and structures in an industry (Christensen, 1997). Geels (2018) agrees with 

Christensen’s suggestion that mature organisations often put efforts in existing, sustainable 

technologies, whereas younger, innovative organisations concentrate on the development of novel 

and disruptive technologies. Also, Christensen proceeds, long-existing firms have established beliefs 

which may cause them to neglect disruptive technologies, because their business models are not set 

for small markets with limited return-on-investments (Christensen, 1997). Yet, according to Geels 

(2018), this insight of Christensen is only partly applicable to the energy transition. Geels criticizes, 

according to the ‘attack from below’ principle, innovations that enter the market in the expensive, high 

or specialised ends are excluded from Christensen’s rather outdated theory. There are examples of 

such entrants. Utterback and Acee (2005) present many scenarios in which new innovations enter the 

market at the high, expensive and luxurious ends to later develop further into the mass market. Solar-

PV panels and the electric vehicles of Tesla are good examples of carbon-lowering technical 
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innovations that enter the market at the high end and later become normalised. Implementing new, 

more sustainable technologies that replace the old ones and bring about change that way may seem 

convenient instruments for transitions to use. However, according to Geels (2018), different factors 

obstruct societal change. He argues that existing systems maintain and reinforce the status quo by 

functioning according to set rules and socio-technical regimes. Fuenfschilling and Truffer (2014) give 

examples of how existing structures obstruct change. They describe a situation in which new 

technologies do not diffuse, as people are satisfied using their accustomed ones. According to them, it 

is illogical to expect that one would buy new technologies or put effort in accustoming new systems if 

the current ones are functioning well and are meeting the needs. Other change-obstructing factors 

Fuenfschilling and Truffer (2014) mention in their article, are the uncertainty of change (e.g. 

unpredictable behaviour of consumers) and regulations.  

The fourth and last key principle of Transition Management acknowledges just as Geels (2018), that 

transition problems have a scope over multiple domains, levels and actors (Rotmans et al., 2001; 

Loorbach, 2010). Transition Management includes a systems thinking approach. The systems concept 

acknowledges the inter-dependent relation between material and social structures. Both intertwine 

while society evolves over time. An examples of such co-evolution is a culture, policy, technology or 

market. Over time, these materials and social structures ‘evolve into a stable configuration that 

enables the fulfilment of a societal function like water or energy provision’ (Fuenfschilling and Truffer, 

2014, p.). Such systems are embedded in a culture, in behaviour and in daily life. Thus in a transition, 

the main challenges, according to Fuenfschilling and Truffer (2014), ‘are to overcome the rigidities and 

path-dependencies of already existing, highly institutionalised system structures, and to build up new, 

more sustainable ones’ (Fuenfschilling and Truffer, 2014, p. 773-774). The socio-technical systems that 

have developed over years or decades, are embedded in social structures. According to Geels (2018), 

changing elements of these systems results in resistance to change. He further explains that ‘existing 

systems are maintained, defended and incrementally improved by incumbent actors, whose actions 

are guided by ‘socio-technical regimes’, the semi-coherent set of rules and institutions’ (Geels, 2018, 

p. 225). In addition, the ‘stiffness’ of embedded systems is often hard to change as they have a scope 

over multiple levels of society. Rotmans and Loorbach distinguish three different levels of social 

organisation: micro, meso and macro.  
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The micro level represents individual actors, such as small businesses or citizens. The meso level 

represents networks, communities and organisations, in which processes are often steered towards 

optimising existing systems rather than transforming systems. The macro level represents 

conglomerates of institutions and organisations, such as a nation government (Rotmans and Loorbach, 

2001). A comparable division was used by Rip and Kemp in their article about changes in socio-

technical systems, in which the emphasis is on the interaction between technology and people. Their 

classification appoints niches, regimes and socio-technical landscapes. The niche level comprises local 

practices and individual actors and technologies. Rip and Kemp describe that at the niche level, relating 

to the micro level of Rotmans and Loorbach, new techniques and technologies can be developed which 

challenge the status quo. In businesses, stability in costs and quality is often achieved by operating 

according existing and well-known processes. Changing those processes (temporarily) results in 

inefficient and costly work, which is generally not preferred by the organisation (Alvesson and 

Svenningsson, 2016). The regime level relates to the meso level of Rotmans and Loorbach and 

comprises embedded practices, shared assumption and established standards. Finally, the so called 

socio-technical landscape is, according to Rip and Kemp, representing the elements at a macro level, 

such as the political status, material infrastructure, worldviews, social norms and values, the economy 

on a large scale, demography and the natural environment. According to Rotmans and Loorbach, the 

levels interrelate and influence each other. For example, technical innovations that are developed in 

the micro level can break into the meso level where it is shared on a broader level. As a result, regimes 

in the macro level are forced to adopt the innovations. Such an adoption can be triggered by actors in 

Figure 2.1: Multiple levels as nested hierarchies 

Source: Geels, 2002, p. 1261 
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the meso and macro level, for example, by bottom-up pressure from the ‘market’ on regular policies 

(Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009). 

 

In 2009, when Transition Management was accruing in popularity, Rotmans and Loorbach published 

an article about the complexity of their theory, describing steps of Transition Management. The first 

step is to stimulate niche development at the micro level. This can be done through stimulating 

collaborations between niches with the same vision. The second step entails creating guidance in the 

macro level for the niche development by finding attractors and developing pathways. In the third step 

of transition management, the formation of niche regimes should be stimulated. This can be done 

through the development of new networks around the pathways. The fourth and fifth step are about 

setting out transition experiments around the pathways and scaling up the most promising one to a 

higher level. The sixth step is ultimately about finding further adjustments between the micro and 

macro level and evaluating the process. Hereafter, the cycle starts again.  

Rotmans and Loorbach appoint the energy problem as a persistent problem society is facing. One of 

the characteristics of a persistent problem is its embeddedness in societal structures (Dirven et al., 

2002). In addition, it is ‘difficult to manage, with a variety of actors with diverse interests involved’ 

(Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009). The use of energy has changed over the course of history, and so has 

the supply of energy. Different sources were used and brought to consumers in different ways. Cherp 

et al. stated in 2018 that “the ways societies use energy have changed over the course of history, are 

changing at present, and will certainly change in the future” (p. 175). The next paragraph will describe 

the changes in the energy sector over the course of history.  

Figure 2.2: Cycle of Transition Management 

Source: Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009, p. 192 
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2.2 Energy transitions 

Energy is an essential element in Dutch households. We use energy to heat or cool our homes, to cook, 

to heat water and to make use of our electronic devices such as lamps and televisions. These energy 

using facilities and devices are supplied with different sources of energy that have been changing over 

time. Before 1960, Dutch society was reliant on coal for energy production. Those who wanted to have 

the room heated in time, had to start kindling early. It took a while before the coals were glowing. They 

were kept in a coal box and  carried to the stove when needed. During winter, large areas of the houses 

remained unused, simply because it was too cold there. Only around the coal stove in the living room 

and around the coal stove in the kitchen it was a pleasant temperature. The beds in the bed rooms 

were made comfortable with warm water jars. Not surprisingly, after a winter of coal heating, spring 

was the time for a big clean-up. The house was dirty of soot; some areas even needed new wallpaper 

(Historisch Nieuwsblad, 2018).  

The use of energy per capita in the Netherlands increased tremendously since 1960 and 

peaked in 2010. However, after a gas field in Slochteren (Groningen) was discovered in 1959, the main 

energy source of Dutch households switched to natural resources of oil and gas. In 1968, only five years 

after the start of the exploitation of the gas field in Groningen, over 80 percent of the Dutch households 

had a new gas connection that was financed by the distribution companies. Ultimately, 98 percent 

would be connected. Almost 6.000 kilometres of natural gas pipes were installed and around 5.000 

stoves were checked for conversion. A helping factor was that many houses were built according to 

old building regulations from before the electric light, which included gas pipes (Historisch Nieuwsblad, 

2018).  The transition from coal to natural gas, was lowering the extraction of raw materials, requiring 

the use of (new) technologies and influencing politics and social relationships in the Netherlands. The 

energy transition was affecting on many levels as it changed a deeply embedded system in society 

(Rotmans et al., 2001). After the transition, in 2001, Transition Management was introduced to give 

structure to enormous societal changes like energy transitions. 

Transition one has had a major impact on national CO₂ emissions. Full combustion of natural 

gas produces approximately half the amount of CO₂ in comparison to complete coal combustion. 

However, this reduction was not sufficient to change the ongoing trend in global warming. To further 

decrease CO₂ emissions, the United Nations (UN) have made agreements on climate change with 195 

countries. These countries have agreed on measures to decrease CO₂ emissions further (United 

Nations, 2015).   
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The agreements are translated into climate goals, which are to be accomplished by 2050. The 

energy transition from gas to sustainable sources of energy, is a measure by the Dutch government, 

imposed to meet the requirements of the 2050 climate goals of the UN. The Dutch Ministry of Public 

Housing, Spatial Planning and Environmental Management (VROM) declared that innovations in our 

existing energy systems are needed to solve the major environmental problems and that these 

innovations include technological, economical, socio-cultural and institutional transformations 

(VROM, 2001).  

The energy transition is a change process that greatly influences society in all sectors and at all 

levels: from households and businesses to international infrastructures. Examples of changes that 

come along with a change in energy source, are replacements of cooking and heating devices, 

adaptations in products and legislation and changes in international gas pipelines. The transition is a 

complex process with many variables. According to the central government (Rijksoverheid), it can only 

be realised if all stakeholders – government, decentral governmental organizations (utilities), citizens, 

businesses and other actors in society – are willing to contribute and cooperate, taking into account 

their own responsibilities and capabilities (2019). It is not self-evident that stakeholders are willing to 

collaborate and contribute. According to Kern and Howlett (2009), particularly government proposals 

to change large-scale socio-technical systems in order to promote goals such as sustainability are highly 

uncertain. The Dutch government propagates that trust between stakeholders and in the government 

is paramount and is to be gained during the transition process (Rijksoverheid, 2019). By signing the 

climate agreement of Paris in 2015, the Netherlands and therewith provinces, municipalities, 

Figure 2.3: Emission of Carbon Dioxide (co₂) over time 

Source:  Climate Levels, 2019 
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businesses and residents, have committed to measurements to counteract climate change. This means 

a large-scale revision of our built environment, electricity grids, the industry, agriculture and mobility. 

The aim of the agreement is to decrease 49% in CO₂ emissions by 2030 and realise complete climate 

neutrality by 2050 (Klimaatakkoord, 2018). The parliament has already taken measurements to achieve 

this target. The extraction of natural gas in Groningen will be stopped by 2030 (Bronsvoort et al., 2018), 

the costs of natural gas energy are slowly increasing (Huygen, 2018) and subsidies are provided for 

applying sustainable techniques in the built environment on the level of both houses and 

neighbourhoods (Rijksoverheid, 2019; RVO, 2019). However measures are taken by the government 

to speed up the energy transition in the Netherlands, compared to other European countries The 

Netherlands is very much behind and, consequently, much work is to be done. 

According to Rotmans et al. (2001) social support is an important factor influencing the success rate of 

a transition proces. The article of Rotmans et al. introducing Transition Management (2001), describes 

how social support was created during the first energy transition in the 1960’s and 1970’s. ‘The Dutch 

government had clear objectives and sub-objectives, which resulted in a very quick and relatively 

smooth transition. The public was bombarded with sophisticated information campaigns about the 

new energy source, drawing their attention to its comfort, ease of use and cleanliness’ (Rotmans et al., 

2001, p.22). Today, authors claim that there is widespread support for the reduction of carbon 

emissions in society already (Miller et al, 2013). ‘Engaged publics increasingly want a say in how energy 

is delivered, for what uses, where, and to whom’ (Miller et al, 2013, p. 146) and protests against the 

extraction of natural gas, or ‘fracking’, are globally held (Ferguson and Smith, 2012). In addition, UN 

reports about climate change are frequently published and spread through new channels. Rutsuko 

Ozaki claims that people are generally more engaged to the energy sector today, however, this does 

not mean they switch to green electricity quicker (Ozaki, 2011). Ozaki has done research on what 

encourages people to adopt a green electricity tariff. She found that ‘when people decide to adopt an 

innovation, such as green electricity, they consider not only functionality, usability, costs and intended 

outcomes, but also what the innovation means to them, for example, the way it reflects their identity, 

image, memberships, values and norms’ (Ozaki, 2009, p. 1). Furthermore, she found that ‘consumers 

sympathetic to environmental issues do not necessarily adopt green electricity’. She explains this is 

due to ‘a lack of strong social norms and personal relevance, inconvenience of switching, uncertainty 

about the quality of green electricity and lack of accurate information’ (Ozaki, 2011, p. 1).  
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This research is about the roles, acts, perspectives and overall experiences of stakeholders in the 

Emmeloord case. In order to collect information about the cultural and behavioural elements, it was 

requisite to intensively interact with my research field. Therefore, I have conducted ethnographic 

research. Ethnographic research is a type of research that is designed to study people and their 

cultures. The approach emphasises the perspectives of people in the research setting, which are 

central in this research. Doing ethnographic research allowed me to build relationships with the people 

I researched and to get to know their personalities. It was needed to know the group I researched, as 

understanding their acts, words and behaviour gave information about their perspectives and 

opinions. Typical for ethnographic research is that the researcher becomes part of the community that 

is researched. While conducting the research, I have lived in an apartment across the street from the 

four apartment buildings in Emmeloord. This enabled me to visit the research field frequently, resulting 

in much additional data in the form of field notes. Living near the residents made it possible to meet 

them in the supermarket, in the streets or in front of their homes. The apartment was provided by 

housing cooperation Mercatus. I lived in Emmeloord for three days a week from February 2019 to May 

2019. During this time, I lived close to the residents, municipality and housing cooperation.  
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Appointments were more convenient to make on short notice and also, being ‘part of the community’ 

decreased the limitations of information access. As I have spent much time in and around the 

apartment buildings, I frequently bumped into the district supervisor spreading flyers or talking to 

people. This way, I could collect the information he had just talked about with residents. 

 

I noticed that residents behaved differently and communicated different information, depending on 

the setting I met them. When I coincidently bumped into people in the streets or supermarket, I could 

start a low-key chat, which resulted in very open behaviour and communication. People were speaking 

to me in a natural way, not consciously picking their words. In other situations, during the resident 

meetings with the housing corporation or when I visited people’s houses and rang their doorbells, 

people seemed more aware of the information they were sharing. Both interactions where valuable. 

In addition, I have done participant observation during meetings with multiple stakeholders and during 

field visits at people’s houses or in the streets. Participant observation is a type of researching in which 

the researcher observes the behaviour of the respondent. When I visited people at home, it was 

possible to get an impression of their (energy) behaviour at home, which was often related to their 

perspectives on the situation of the case. A characteristic of ethnography is that the approach takes 

the position that construction and meaning-making of people is connected to the environment they 

live in (LeCompte, 2013). As, according to Ortner (2006), a researcher should focus on practices in a 

process of constructing what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, people’s behaviour is observed and an 

understanding of their opinions was created by also focusing on what they were doing. Because 

observing practices of my research group could be valuable, I choose to preferably speak with people 

at their homes. This gave me great opportunity to practice participant observations and to get to know 

my respondent. I have noticed that a house tells a lot about a person. Another important argument 

for meeting inside respondents’ houses was that they could show me locations we were speaking of 

Figure 4.1: Four apartment buildings in Emmeloord 

(red), the location of my apartment (blue), 

supermarket (green) and church (purple). 

Source: Google, 2019 
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or show me their concerns about certain objects or devices in their houses. I have written down all 

that I noticed during my field visits in field notes. 

Another research method that was used is document analysis. This research method focusses on the 

analysis of documents and written texts. Webpages of all stakeholders and other documents that were 

spread by them where analysed. The housing corporation shared information with their residents 

through PowerPoint presentations, newsletters and information booklets.  

The findings that followed from this research are based on (a) observations, interviews and informal 

conversations with involved parties in the Emmeloord case and (b) observations and interviews with 

and information from experts outside the case that are experienced in transition management or have 

knowledge of the energy transition in general. At the start of the research, the most important 

stakeholders were identified. These stakeholders, the municipality of Emmeloord, grid operators 

Alliander and Gasunie, housing corporation Mercatus, the involved organisation Verduurzamers and 

the residents of the apartment buildings, were contacted in different ways. Stakeholders who were 

involved because of their profession were approached formally through e-mail and invited for an 

interview. The stakeholders who were involved as private person, the residents, were contacted 

informally face-to-face by ringing their doorbells or approaching them outside their houses, on their 

way to the supermarket or at meetings of the housing corporation.  

In order to gain data from different stakeholders, semi-structured interviews were conducted among 

all stakeholders. Conducting the interviews in a semi-structured manner allowed both, me as an 

interviewer and the interviewee to have input and to talk about desired topics. The method means 

having a set of topics that should be discussed in the interviews. The order and way of discussing the 

topics is undetermined, which allows both the interviewer and interviewee to shape the conversation 

(Robson, 2011). This method allowed the interviewees to talk about topics they wanted to discuss, 

which evolved in interesting conversations. The interviewees had the opportunity to talk about the 

issues they cared about or had concerns about, which gave a good view of their knowledge, 

perceptions and experiences in and about the transition. A total of 15 interviews was conducted among 

stakeholders whom were involved because of their profession. Another 12 interviews were conducted 

among residents. In addition, an uncounted amount of casual chats were held in and around the 

apartment buildings and at resident meetings. 

The willingness for cooperation was not always easily established. When first approaching the 

municipality, they were not willing to cooperate in this research, as they could not indicate the 

importance of this research. Nonetheless, particularly now, in the starting phase of this energy 

transition when no one is certain about which path to follow, an open stance of all stakeholders is 
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important. Considering the stakeholders and their different roles, perspectives and interests, different 

strategies of approaching people was required. Speaking to the different actors about one and the 

same project was necessary to reveal ‘the truth’, if, of course, there is one truth.  
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This chapter presents the Emmeloord case, what it entails and how it went in a nutshell. The 5 

stakeholders that were involved in the case are introduced here. Unlike the information in the next 

chapter, which is about opinions, perspectives and interpretations of the stakeholders, this chapter 

is limited to only factual information. 

4.1 The Emmeloord case 

The Emmeloord case is about four apartment buildings from the 1950s, that  are located in four parallel 

streets, Hulkesteijn, Nijenbeek, Old Putten and Verlehorst, and contains 35 apartments. The buildings 

are part of social housing. Social housing in the Netherlands is meant to be inhabited by people with 

an income lower than 38.035 euros a year. The housing corporation is required to rent a minimum of 

80% of the social houses to this group of people (Rijksoverheid, 2019). The apartments are further 

segmented by the housing corporation into groups ‘senior’ and ‘all ages’; 70 apartments are meant for 

senior people (Old Putten and Verlehorst) and the other half for people of all ages (Hulkesteijn and 

Nijenbeek). These regulations have the effect that the buildings are rented by mostly younger, lower 

educated people (Hulkesteijn and Nijenbeek) and elderly, retired people (Old Putten and Verlehorst). 

The Emmeloord case started to be a topic of attention at the housing corporation when three 

processes came together. A (1) resident participation project was started to recover the damaged 

relationship between the housing corporation and the residents. The housing corporation hired a 

socio-cultural entrepreneur, Floor Ziegler, to restore the connection between residents and between 
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residents and the housing corporation. A second process was related to (2) the need for technical and 

architectural renovations in the buildings. As mentioned before, the buildings date from the 1950s. 

The walls and roofs were not isolated and the building was in need of renovation. Another ongoing 

development was (3) the road to fossil free energy consumption in all Dutch houses. Municipalities 

take much responsibility and are benefited by aligned plans with organisations within the region. The 

municipality of Noordoostpolder and housing corporation Mercatus considered the renovations of the 

buildings to be a convenient time to also implement a sustainable source of energy.  

It was January 2018 when the housing corporation was approached by an organisation that 

wanted to collaborate, called Verduurzamers. They presented their core business to the Board of 

Directors of Mercatus, which is offering sustainable and smart renovation solutions while supporting 

housing corporations in renting out low-budget homes (Verduurzamers, 2019). The Board of the 

housing corporation agreed on collaborating together in the project of the four apartment buildings. 

 The two organisations together, Verduurzamers and Mercatus, were having meetings in order 

to discuss options and make decisions. A team member of Verduurzamers initiated to implement 

hydrogen as sustainable energy carrier. This particular team member was advising the group of people 

about energy-technical options. Besides, the energy-technical advisor of the team is running a business 

that applies hydrogen as sustainable carrier of energy to houses, called the Hydrogen Institute of the 

Netherlands. Alliander became involved in the Emmeloord case when the grid operator was 

approached by Verduurzamers and the housing corporation to discuss energy options, effects on the 

local energy grid and financial consequences. After Alliander was invited to join the meetings, the 

organisation invited grid operator Gasunie to join the conversation too. A feasibility study was started 

to calculate and determine whether hydrogen would be a feasible energy-solution for the apartment 

buildings. 

 By August 2018 the residents were informed about the plans through a first meeting to which 

everyone was invited. Of the total 140 apartments, people from 30 different apartments were present 

together with people from Mercatus and Verduurzamers. The housing corporation presented the plans 

of replacing natural gas for hydrogen and electricity. Furthermore, all residents were informed about 

the planning of the project through an informative booklet. 

 Another meeting was held in February 2019, where updated plans without hydrogen were 

presented. The housing corporation called upon the residents to vote pro or against the renovation 

plans. A percentage of 70 was needed in order to proceed as planned. 82% voted positive to the plans 

and thus it could go on. 
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 In the next months, meetings were held between the housing corporation, Verduurzamers and 

both grid operators. However, the grid operators stopped participating after a few weeks (Gasunie) 

and after a few months (Alliander). In April 2019 the planning came under pressure as the construction 

plan and energy plan were not finalised yet and construction work needed to start in July 2019 

according schedule. Mercatus and Verduurzamers finalised the plans together without further 

consultation of the grid operators. 

4.2 Stakeholders  

Five main stakeholders take part in the energy transition project at the four apartment buildings in 

Emmeloord. The roles of these stakeholders are important to appoint and distinguish, because they 

give reason to the different perspectives and interests that stakeholders have. As Alvesson and 

Sveningsson pronounce in their book (2016): ‘changes look different depending on whose perspective 

they are seen from’ (2016, p.20).  

Housing corporation Mercatus 

Mercatus is a housing corporation in Emmeloord that operates as a foundation since January 2018. 

The social organisation rents out over 4.500 houses throughout the villages within the municipality of 

Noordoostpolder and is ought to accommodate people with lower incomes. On their website, 

Mercatus communicates her mission statement: 

‘Mercatus beliefs in the power of personal contact. In close collaboration with residents, stakeholders 

and collaborative partners, we put emphasis on sustainable and affordable living comfort. We ensure 

that we know everyone’s story, to make wishes, conditions and results connect seamlessly. The core 

of our working method is connecting and collaborating. This is our directions in a world that is 

constantly moving and will keep asking answers to new questions. Because we belief in the power of 

collaborating people to create the best results for what is needed. With each other and for each other.’ 

(Mercatus, 2019) 

Mercatus is the owner of the four social housing apartment buildings in the Emmeloord case. The 

housing corporation wishes to transform the buildings to energy neutral buildings and was in serious 

consideration of implementing hydrogen as storage for energy. In order to keep nuisance from 

construction work to a minimum for the renters, the adjustments for this energy transformation were 

planned to be done together with insolation work, starting in July 2019.  
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Collaboration initiative Verduurzamers  

The organisation Verduurzamers is an initiative of four organisations together: Heijmans (construction 

business), Talen (property maintenance company), agNOVA (architectural business) and Trecodome 

(innovative energy company). The latter organisation is owned by someone who is also head of 

another organisation called The Hydrogen Institute. Verduurzamers contacted Mercatus to start a 

collaboration together. The organisation applies a ‘Zero Ready’ strategy to poorly insulated homes, 

which aims to insulate homes by making them energy neutral for a low cost. The strategy promises 

housing corporations they can increase rent prices after the houses are made energy neutral, while at 

the same time energy consumption (and thus energy bills) are expected to decrease, which results in 

a similar expense of total housing for renters. Verduurzamers has done similar projects before, but not 

with Mercatus.  

Residents of Nijenbeek, Verlehorst, Old Putten and Hulkesteijn 

The four apartment buildings contain 140 apartments inhabited by one or more residents per 

apartment. The apartment buildings are built in the 1950s and located in Emmeloord in the eponymous 

streets ‘Old Putten’, ‘Nijenbeek’, ‘Hulkesteijn’ and ‘Verlehorst’. 

 

   

 

 

 

Hulkesteijn and Nijenbeek 

Hulkesteijn and Nijenbeek are inhabited by people of all ages. Some people live alone, others together. 

Few people live with a child in the building. The average ages are 42 (Hulkesteijn) and 37 (Nijenbeek). 

The housing corporation encountered polluted stairwells and misbehaving residents. In addition, there 

Figure 4.1 and 4.2: Four apartment buildings in Emmeloord 

Source: Google, 2019 
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have been noise complaints in the past and conflicts among residents where police officers needed to 

be involved. Employees of the housing corporation are acquainted with the financial and psychological 

problems that some of the residents have.  

Old Putten and Verlehorst 

The buildings Old Putten and Verlehorst are inhabited by elderly people. The average age of residents 

in the buildings are 68 (Old Putten) and 63 (Verlehorst). The housing corporation has encountered that 

some residents in those buildings suffer from loneliness and that there is not much contact between 

the residents. 

Municipality of Noordoostpolder 

The municipality of Noordoostpolder is located in the province of Flevoland and has 46.863 

inhabitants. The municipality functions as advising organisation to residents and organisations within 

the municipality regarding the energy transition. Generating energy is not unfamiliar in the area. One 

of the biggest wind farms of The Netherlands is located along the coast of Noordoostpolder. The aim 

of the municipality is to become energy neutral by 2030; meaning that the generated amount should 

be as much as the energy used in the whole municipality (Rasch and Köhne, 2017).  

Grid operators Alliander and Gasunie 

Two grid operators were involved in the Emmeloord case, Alliander and Gasunie. Alliander and Gasunie 

are energy grid operators and public utilities in The Netherlands. A utility is a company that supplies 

what is considered basic (essential) services to homes and businesses, such as electricity, gas and 

drinking water. Because such basic services are important to society, the Dutch government controls 

the availability, costs, safety and quality of such services by applying and maintaining strict laws. One 

of the laws in energy services ensures that maintenance work on the grid is financially separated from 

product trading. 

An important difference between the two grid operators is the different role they have. Gasunie is 

mainly responsible for managing and maintaining the infrastructure for large-scale transport and 

storage of gas. At this moment, this is mostly natural gas, but, in the energy transition this will be 

shifted to mostly green gasses and hydrogen. Gasunie’s field of operating is mostly outside the built 

area (e.g. industry, long-distance connection tracks), whereas Alliander is mostly operating inside the 

built area (e.g. connecting the grid to houses).  
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This chapter elaborates on the collaboration process between stakeholders in the Emmeloord case. 

The complete process will be presented through stories from each stakeholder individually. These 

individual perspectives give insight in the perceptions and experiences from the stakeholders 

throughout the process. In contrast to the factually described process in chapter 4, this chapter adds 

interpretation and personal belief of stakeholders to the communicated information. 

5.1 National and local governments 

The Dutch government is involved in the energy transition on multiple levels. The central government 

pronounced climate goals, agreements and plans of how to approach the energy transition. Tasks for 

provinces followed from the outline of the central government. The municipalities are involved on a 

more micro level, interacting with local partners such as grid operators, housing associations, local 

boards and residents (VNG, 2019). All three levels – central government, provinces and municipalities 

– are included in the analysis of the government’s perspective. 

Central government 

The government calls for ownership and shared responsibility from local authorities and citizens in this 

transition. According to the central Dutch government, the energy transition should be shaped as such 

that the realisation of the goal – a future with reduced CO₂ emissions in 2050 – is intertwined with a 

process in which citizens and businesses feel ownership of the transition and create willingness to 

realise it (Rijksoverheid, 2016). Provinces and municipalities in particular will, in collaboration with grid 

operators, play an important role in the choices for technologies for heating and the decisions on 
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investments in energy infrastructure. These decisions will differ regionally because existing houses are 

diverse and thus customised work processes are required (Rijksoverheid, 2016). 

The national agreements have to be put into regional practice. In order to translate the 

agreements into regional practice, The Netherlands is divided into 30 regions. These appointed regions 

each create a Regional Energy Strategy (RES). Local governments, businesses and citizens are invited 

to decide how they want to reach their sustainable energy goals. To guide this process, a supportive 

programme, the National Programme RES, was started. The programme aims to support the 30 regions 

in creating their RES. It includes support in knowledge developing and sharing and data support, 

concerning analyses and calculation methods (Nationaal Programma RES, 2019). The support is given 

through informative meetings at different locations throughout The Netherlands. According to VNG, 

the Dutch Association of Municipalities, this knowledge-sharing is a key factor. The association argues 

that a knowledge leap is needed among municipalities and their partners (grid operators, housing 

corporations, school boards and inhabitants). In addition they promote regional collaboration between 

decentral governments in the energy transition, as efficiency and synergy evolves through merging 

capacity, knowledge and aligned decision-making (VNG, 2019).  

The design of the RES is a responsibility that creates co-ownership among decentralised 

governments, businesses and citizens. Not surprisingly, the RES is a widely discussed topic at meetings 

between people who are involved in a certain way. During a panel about the energy transition at an 

event of a renowned consultancy firm, an interesting discussion started between three men, Jeroen 

Roeloffzen, Bart Bosch and Jasper Sterrenburg. Mr. Roeloffzen is consultant at Overmorgen, a 

consultancy firm that is involved in 8 of the 30 Regional Energy Strategies and supports municipalities 

in the planning and design of the transition. Mr. Bosch is senior policy maker at the municipality of 

Apeldoorn. Mr. Sterrenburg is associate partner at AEF Consultancy. He has been researching social 

topics and advising municipalities for over 10 years. One of his recent researches was for VNG about 

decentralisations within the Dutch healthcare sector. In the conversation, three main dilemmas that 

are currently experienced by RES designers were shared. The first is the dilemma of letting go or 

steering. According to all three, letting the design and process go and awaiting results could lead to 

uncertainty among businesses and citizens. However, this strategy invites the market to learn fast, 

which is in line with the government’s strategy of stimulating co-ownership. On the other hand, 

according to Mr. Roeloffzen, leadership is also needed to avoid indecision-making. The second 

dilemma entails the question whether burdens should be divided or not. Some businesses and people 

are associated with more costs than others, depending on the current status of their premises. The 

difference could be forestalled through subsidies or different forms of compensation. However, 

Roeloffzen argues that too much compensation discourages those who have already done the required 
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investments in being front runners, whereas especially now front runners are needed. They show an 

example to other businesses and people around them who are less progressive. The latter dilemma 

discussed is about the choice of making steps or awaiting innovations. There is a risk that adaptations 

installed in this phase will become cheaper or more efficiently working in a later phase of the energy 

transition, as technologies will then have matured. 

According to Mr. Sterrenburg, the process of the energy transition is often compared to the 

decentralisation of the health care sector, a transition that started in 2015 in the Netherlands. In that 

transition, ownership and responsibility of local governments and citizens were called upon. However, 

there was a lack of knowledge, skills and appropriate systems among municipalities, while the 

workload was increasing via unknown routes (J. Sterrenburg, personal communication, June 13, 2019). 

Sterrenburg explained that there are some lessons learned from the decentralisation in the social 

domain that could be of relevance in the energy transition. One of them is about including everyone. 

According to Sterrenburg, it is important that the people affected by the change are involved in the 

design of the change, to avoid ‘deciding on heads’ (‘over hoofden besluiten’ in Dutch). In addition, 

recently developed theories about the decentralisation in Dutch healthcare appoint success factors 

and bottlenecks. One of the bottlenecks mentioned is the lack of examples during the transition (J. 

Sterrenburg, personal communication, June 13, 2019). 

Considering the level of impact of the energy transition, a  legitimate, democratic decision-

making process is desired by the Dutch government, with room for input and alternatives from citizens. 

Many parties are actively contributing to the energy transition and are developing new initiatives. This 

involvement is promoted by local and central governments. According to the Dutch government, the 

success of the energy transition is highly dependent on how much people are being invited to involve 

in the process. Crucial in this matter, is the link with spatial functions, constructive involvement of 

civilians and co-ownership of local residents (Rijksoverheid, 2016). According to Rasch and Köhne, two 

researchers who have researched how people experience and construct energy justice in 

Noordoostpolder, transition ownership is best reached when is thought horizontally and gone ‘beyond 

stakeholders and local governments’ (2017, p. 608). They note that policies are often created with only 

several stakeholders involved (Rasch and Köhne, 2017). However, involving everyone is not a simple 

task. According to Mr. Rotmans, transition expert at Erasmus University, social support is not created 

within a day and one cannot expect mass support in the take-off phase of the energy transition. Mr. 

Rotmans argued in a recent interview that around 2 million people of the Dutch population are actively 

engaged in the energy transition or are ready to make steps. According to him, there is a big mid-range 

of people that await action from others and another few million resisting against the energy transition 

or ignoring the existence of it. He furtherly argues that the strategy to push the energy transition so 
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far, has been to convince and involve everyone through scientific claims, whereas, in his believe, this 

only encourages resistance to change. He explains that a transition is not only driven by rational 

knowledge, but also by emotional decisions and people’s feelings about the matter. Front runners 

often only talk in technical wording, whereas this kind of communication is not affecting the sentiment 

among the broader public (KRO-NCRV, 2019). 

Provinces 

All governmental levels, including the provinces and municipalities, are putting effort in achieving the 

goal of becoming energy neutral in 2050. The province of Flevoland is leader in the supply of wind 

energy. New and bigger wind turbines can generate more energy than the previous versions. In line 

with this quick development, the province aims to be 100% energy neutral by 2020 (Province of 

Flevoland, 2019). During a visit at the county house of the province of Gelderland, I have a conversation 

with Mr. Verhagen, an energy transition policy officer at the Province of Gelderland.  We talk about 

the role of the province during the energy transition. According to Mr. Verhagen, the role of the 

province is to guide and facilitate parties in the process of the energy transition. Provinces stimulate 

transition action by providing financial support through funds and subsidies and attempt to narrow 

down the wide range of options in the energy transition for businesses and social organizations by 

connecting parties to each other. Local knowledge sharing about the energy transition enables 

‘communities of practices’ to evolve (Provincie Gelderland, 2015). The province of Gelderland is 

bringing people together in order to stimulate them in moving towards sustainable changes (F. 

Verhagen, personal communication, April 9, 2019). However, the collaboration between municipalities 

and other parties is not always experienced positively. ‘I am noticing that since I work here, since 

September, everybody is looking at each other, not knowing what to do. In the province and in The 

Hague (central government) people are asking “how will we do it?” or “how are others approaching 

it?”. And when just one municipality started writing a plan, all others come and jump right on it to see 

and copy the plan or the parties they get advice from’ (F. Verhagen, personal communication, April 9, 

2019). In his work, Verhagen notices that people often have a wait-and-see attitude and that there is 

a real need for active parties and inspiring examples (F. Verhagen, personal communication, April 9, 

2019).  

As mentioned earlier, provinces are creating Regional Energy Strategies that aim to give insight 

in the options for sustainable energy sources in particular areas. For example, an industrial area outside 

the built environment can have residual heat. Such area-specific features are important to have 

mapped out for further planning of heat transportation. Provinces are performing research in order to 

gain insights in this phase of the energy transition by looking on the level of neighbourhood-areas what 
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sustainable projects are realised in the areas. The RES is to support municipalities in drawing up their 

‘heat visions’, which are detailed energy plans. Thereafter, municipalities are required to setup 

‘warmth visions’ per area within their municipality before 2021. The provinces can support this by 

providing them with input. For example, this is done by locating surpluses of energy (e.g. residual heat 

of industrial processes) and determining locations for possible energy generation (e.g. wind parks). The 

areas are analysed and their current specifications and future possible opportunities are input for 

municipalities to draw their warmth visions upon (F. Verhagen, personal communication, April 9, 

2019). 

Municipality 

The coalition agreement of the Dutch government appoints municipalities as directing parties in the 

decision-making processes on local energy and heat supply (Regeerakkoord, 2017). As a result, 

municipalities are (the expected) leader in local processes of transforming the built environment into 

areas less or not at all dependent on natural gas. This means that municipalities bear a lot of 

responsibility in finding alternatives for natural gas for all houses, businesses, schools and social real 

estate (VNG, 2019).  

Every municipality is required to draw up ‘heat visions’ for neighbourhoods. The heat visions have to 

include information of the production of energy, use of energy and future possibilities per area. The 

visions are expected to be finalised by 2021. The municipality of Noordoostpolder together with 

Network Energy Neutral have done a first inventarisation of ways to get the municipality off natural 

gas. Goal of this inventarisation was to make the very first steps towards a warmth transition. The 

municipality has gained insights of solutions per neighbourhood and prioritised and selected promising 

ones (Gemeente Noordoostpolder, 2019). The neighbourhood of the four apartment buildings is not 

one of the selected areas. According to Rocco van de Kar, project leader ‘Space’ at the municipality of 

Noordoostpolder, the municipality is currently in the phase of locating existing sources of heat and 

energy and connecting these to energy consuming areas. Rocco is involved in the construction plans 

of Mercatus as the work is aligned with sewerage work of the municipality. He explains that the four 

apartment buildings can contribute to the energy transition by inducing energy and/or reducing energy 

consumption and that the municipality is helped by initiatives of house owners like Mercatus, initiating 

sustainable plans (R. van der Kar, personal communication, April 16, 2019). The role of the municipality 

of Noordoostpolder, as seen by the municipality itself, is to make the heat visions and intensify the 

dialogue with civilians and businesses about the urgency and form of change acts and transition 

perspectives. Part of the exploration the municipality of Noordoostpolder has done, was a study about 

the employability of hydrogen. The study was done in January 2019 together with Alliander and 
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concluded that currently, the costs of hydrogen production, transport and storage are too high 

(Gemeente Noordoostpolder, 2019). 

5.2 Grid operators Alliander and Gasunie 

The energy transition is an enormous project for grid operators. Houses will become both energy 

producer and consumer and therefore, many changes have to be made in energy infrastructure. In 

order to avoid overloaded grids or a shortages of energy, energy production and usage needs to be 

regulated. The adaptations have to be made mostly inside houses of citizens, which is different from 

earlier change work, according to Mr. Huijzer at Alliander. In the past, grid operators have built solid 

grid constructions that could be used for 50 years. However, in the light of this energy transition, a 

number of grids have to be adapted sooner to enable large scale usage of sustainable sources of 

energy.  

Mr. Huijzer is grid strategist at Alliander. His job is to make strategically long-term plans concerning 

the energy grids, with a focus on gas grids. In a conversation with him, he explains that most city 

councils and housing corporations understand that things have to change, though still many people 

have not realised yet that their energy systems and habits at home need to change. Anytime soon, 

they will be surprised by their higher energy bills (E. Huijzer, personal communication, March 20, 2019). 

Mr. Huijzer believes that Alliander needs to find a way to communicate with residents to prevent 

friction. “And it will not be a one-size-fits-all thing”, he says, acknowledging that different 

neighbourhoods might need different change approaches. Because Elbert endorses the call for having 

residents ‘on board’, he initiated to enable social scientists to research the Emmeloord case at 

Alliander, which led to this research. 

In his job as grid strategist, Mr. Huijzer noticed that many attention was drawn to hydrogen as an 

alternative to natural gas or hydrogen as a supplement to the electricity grid in the past one-and-a-

half-year. For Alliander, the Emmeloord case became interesting when the housing corporation and 

Verduurzamers expressed their interest in hydrogen in this project. According to Mr. Huijzer, hydrogen 

is likely to become a widely used form of energy supply, however that is not the situation just yet, 

which is why the request for hydrogen was striking him. New parties have been promoting 

sustainability and renewable energy for years, yet enduring change did not come about. The 

acceleration of the energy transition in the past few years is, according to Mr. Huijzer, due to 

incumbent organisations whom adopted the energy transition and took action. Equinor (former 

Statoil) and Gazprom are researching how hydrogen – as a substitute for natural gas – can be 

transported to Europe. The transport industry is developing on hydrogen locomotion. In addition, 

Gasunie and TenneT have a changed strategy culminating in the outlook of 2050 and producers of 
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central heating boilers are shifting their product range to heat pumps and solar panels. According to 

Mr. Huijzer, it is such developments that propel the energy transition, rather than undertakings of 

relatively new entrants on the energy market. Yet, Mr. Huijzer was interested in the Emmeloord case 

with only relatively small businesses involved. 

There were multiple motives for Alliander to become involved in the Emmeloord business case. When 

this business case was proposed, it triggered the attention of HYXX, a project group within Alliander 

that is to select business cases. The use of hydrogen was new and relatively uncharted territory, 

especially in the built environment like was described in the Emmeloord business case. The fact that 

Verduurzamers initiated hydrogen as an option in the built environment, was an interesting aspect in 

itself. No other organisation had contacted Alliander before to start a hydrogen business case, and 

Alliander was interested albeit just for that alone. A second aspect that triggered the attention of 

Alliander in this business case, was the apparent possibility of reusing a part of the existing grid – that 

is now used for natural gas – for hydrogen transportation. During an interview with Mr. Mans, project 

member of HYXX, he explains why this business case was selected. ‘In Emmeloord we joined in the 

feasibility study because there was a very clear demand for hydrogen distribution to the apartments. 

In that time, we were pioneering and curious’ (P. Mans, personal communication, March 19, 2019). 

After the case was selected and put through to grid strategist Mr. Huijzer, his interest was triggered 

for an additional reason. ‘Well, the main reason for us to become involved was because we thought 

that a piece of existing grid, the current natural gas grid, could be reused as hydrogen grid. That, in this 

project, would be the added value for us as energy distributor’ (E. Huijzer, personal communication, 

March 20, 2019). A third motive to accept the Emmeloord business case had to do with the 

professional outlook of the involved parties. One of the founders of The Source, which was subsidising 

the Hydrogen Institute, is Maurits van Oranje, a Prince of Orange. His involvement was a promising 

aspect of the business case to the professionals at Alliander. ‘Looking at the owners of the company… 

that made us thought “hey, this can be interesting”’ (E. Huijzer, personal communication, March 20, 

2019). According to Mr. Huijzer, the involvement of the prince could help them in great publicity. It 

was communicated in advance that if this Emmeloord case would have become a success, Maurits van 

Oranje would be the one cutting the ribbon for press purposes.  

During the conversation with Mr. Huijzer, he explains that he experiences varied types of 

collaborations in the current energy field. At this moment in time, new businesses in the energy market 

often do not understand their role; ‘either they stay restrained, or they have the illusion that they can 

solve the entire hydrogen world because they became too enthusiastic’ (E. Huijzer, personal 

communication, March 20, 2019). One-and-a-half year ago, Mr. Huijzer and his colleagues had to 

explain other parties that hydrogen will play a part in the supply of energy. Now they have to be slowed 



35 
 

down and told that it is not going as quick as they possibly have in mind. For the sake of the energy 

transition, Alliander is putting effort in spreading the organisations’ knowledge about energy sources 

and future energy supply. ‘It is becoming too much work. We should not have the illusion that we are 

on the top of the pyramid. We should arrange that many different pyramids evolve. More people 

should understand how the story goes and why we do the things we do, so they start moving into the 

right direction, just from their own responsibility, instead of us guiding them how to go about’ (E. 

Huijzer, personal communication, March 20, 2019). Alliander actively informs energy businesses, local 

governments and organisations alike through meetings, report summaries, recommendations for 

information search and case guidance. As a result, Mr. Huijzer has seen the level of ‘market knowledge’ 

increasing over the past few months (E. Huijzer, personal communication, March 20, 2019). 

The involvement of Alliander in the Emmeloord case is comprehensible, as the apartments are 

located in the built environment and Alliander is grid operator in that area. However, the involvement 

of Gasunie is not self-evident. Mr. Velthuizen is advisor in the energy transition team at Gasunie, an 

he became involved in the Emmeloord case through an invitation of Mr. Huijzer. Mr. Velthuizen 

explained that despite Gasunie’s priority is not the built environment, the organisation seeks to 

facilitate its business partners as much as possible in the energy transition, and, if needed, also in the 

built environment (personal communication, 24 March 2019). And therefore, when Mr. Huijzer 

contacted him, he joined Alliander, Mercatus, Verduurzamers and the municipality of 

Noordoostpolder to think along about energy infrastructure options in Emmeloord. After several 

meetings, Alliander and Gasunie decided to stop the collaboration. The organisations did not have 

further interest in continuing  the Emmeloord business case for several reasons. First and most 

important reason was the abolition of the advantage of reusing the existing grid. After a feasibility 

study was done by Verduurzamers, reusing the existing grid turned out not to be a reasonable option 

for Alliander and Gasunie. With that, the added value of the business case for both Alliander and 

Gasunie, was not applicable anymore. In this new situation, a new pipeline would have to be installed, 

which heightened the expected costs enormously. A second reason was also related to the exected 

costs. A negative return-of-investment was realistic in this business case, as the total demand for 

energy coming from the four apartment buildings in Emmeloord was too low to make the project 

worth investing. According to Mr. Huijzer, hydrogen projects are in this phase of the transition only 

interesting in areas with great energy demand. In such areas, as opposed to the situation in 

Emmeloord, creating an expensive hydrogen energy source would be financially worth the investment. 

Bringing supply and demand together in the same area is considered efficient by grid operators, as 

transport of hydrogen is expensive (E. Huijzer, personal communication, March 20, 2019; R. Velthuizen, 

personal communication, March 24, 2019). Another obstructing element is that storage of hydrogen 
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is prohibited for grid operators. This is due to the strict separation of utility-duties and market forces, 

according to Mr. Huijzer. A grid operator, as utility, is not allowed to own energy to prevent society 

from market forces on evident products like energy (E. Huijzer, personal communication, March 20, 

2019). Finally, The final reason for both grid operators to quit their involvement in the Emmeloord 

case, was their disappointment in the quality of work delivered by the Hydrogen Institute. According 

to Mr. Huijzer and Mr. Velthuizen, the calculations were incorrect or insufficiently detailed. In addition, 

the work was provided very late and partly outsourced, whereas the grid operators assumed the 

Hydrogen Institute would perform the work themselves. After documents and calculations were 

delivered by the Hydrogen Institute, it was clear to Mr. Huijzer and Mr. Velthuizen that the project was 

not going to be as promising as they thought at the start. 

5.3 Verduurzamers 

Verduurzamers is a combined business initiative. With a combination of backgrounds, Verduurzamers 

have expertise of different sectors. The project group involves a contractor, an architect, an energy 

advisor and a construction expert. One of the team members, the energy advisor, is also involved in 

his business the Hydrogen Institute. In the search for business partners, Verduurzamers contacted 

Mercatus and presented its services – making houses sustainable for a relatively low price – to the 

Board of Directors at Mercatus. The housing corporation was interested and both organisations 

decided to collaborate during the renovation project of the four apartment buildings.  

In the search for a sustainable energy solution for the four apartment buildings, Verduurzamers 

created plans that included insolation of the buildings. In addition, a new energy solution would be 

introduced in line with the road to buildings without natural gas. Mr. Boonstra is energy advisor of 

Verduurzamers and responsible for the energy-technical advice for Mercatus. Several weeks after he 

had completed the work, he explained the method used in his search for an appropriate advice for 

Mercatus. 

‘I offer energy calculations. I always try to make them in a way they are precise in prediction. 

You can never be really precise, because there is variation in what tenants use, but you can 

work with averages. I try to translate the calculations to a realistic figure what the landlords 

really save and what they can ask the tenants. […] In Emmeloord we started with the figures 

of what energy was used before. That was our starting figure. We made calculations for four 

houses of different locations within the block. We brought that into one average. From these 

calculations at different positions, I calculated what the demand is. […] I calculated the energy 

demand, then I calculated what the supply of solar panels could bring. I am very much working 

rational, from the technical viewpoint and not so much in terms of how regulations are. I try 
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to find a good solution and I am not interested in barriers anymore. […] There are many 

different calculation methods, there is no ultimate truth. Calculations often show a figure, but 

they are extracted from regulations, not from reality. […] Most people use ‘Energy Index’ and 

‘Energy Performance Calculation’. (Boonstra, personal communication, April 16, 2019) 

Calculation methods vary, according to Mr. Boonstra. In addition, Mr. Boonstra claims that existing 

regulations often have impact on the calculations made. However, his method is based on the 

specifications of the building only. 

‘In the Netherlands, people are very much focussed on what the regulations are. Their purpose 

is meeting the regulations. It should be much more focused on the physics of buildings, what 

society needs, more than following regulations in one direction. […] For some people, the aim 

of the calculation is to get building permissions. Because the calculation methods vary that 

much, people just use the calculations until it fits the requirements. People design from the 

law, instead of designing from what they think and actually calculate. At the moment, the rule 

is dominating the decision-making process.’ (Boonstra, personal communication, April 16, 

2019)  

During the conversation, Mr. Boonstra explained that his calculations and energy solutions do not stop 

at the restrictions of law, as in changing times, the law is often not updated to the current situation, 

whereas the energy transition needs innovative plans to succeed in time. In order to do his work well, 

he needed actual restrictions, such as financial and physical restrictions. In spite of that, during the 

collaboration with Alliander, Mr. Boonstra noticed non-transparency about the financial restrictions. 

In addition, he did not know what information exactly was expected to be delivered an to what level 

of detail his calculations were expected. 

‘Alliander did not want to provide the costs they normally spend. So we did not know what to 

compare it with. Either we are open about what the network costs are and we can talk about 

the difference… Sometimes expenses are not a problem in projects because you can go for 

subsidies. But in this case we did not know what to compare our costs with. […] Either you do 

not provide the costs and take the role, or you do provide the information and we can discuss.’ 

(Boonstra, personal communication, April 16, 2019) 

Apart from the usual challenges of calculating and designing an energy advice, the uncommunicated 

expectations and unknown financial restrictions, Mr. Boonstra was confronted with additional 

challenges in this case. 
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‘During the process there was a suggestion of Gasunie to use an existing part of the pipeline. 

That was really big thinking and small thinking at the same time. […] Verduurzamers proposed 

to use hydrogen as carrier for energy. To realise this, a public pipeline of 1800 meters was 

needed to be placed by Gasunie to supply the apartment buildings with hydrogen cells. […] 

Alliander would have to invest in order to accommodate the demand of the heat pump and 

then they would have to change their network.’ (Boonstra, personal communication, April 16, 

2019) 

In his search for an energy advice for Mercatus, Mr. Boonstra seemed to be focused on involving 

hydrogen. He consulted the advice of another company he was involved in himself: The Hydrogen 

Institute. 

‘The Hydrogen Institute did a feasibility study for hydrogen storage. In order to study this I 

developed my own model in which I combined the weather pattern and the user profile 

heating, hot water and electricity, based on how this usually happens. This is really the first 

study we have done. It was funded by Gasunie, Alliander, the municipality and Mercatus. The 

study ended in the conclusion that we could do a positive business case for hydrogen storage 

in this project, provided that the storage or the network provision of hydrogen was provided 

by the network company, in this case Alliander. But the problem is that they do not have 

storage in their portfolio. Their job is to arrange the network, not the energy.’ 

Apart from the energy-technical challenges Verduurzamers had to overcome, insolation of the 

buildings was also part of the renovation plans. The designs of the architect and contractor were 

created with the limitations of a certain budget. Verduurzamers included insulated walls, a modern-

looking frontage and sunscreens in front of the windows in their design. On the front sides of the 

buildings, Verduurzamers proposed to replace the old art work by new art that resonated with the 

environment in the polder. 

5.4 The housing corporation Mercatus 

Housing corporation Mercatus is familiar with renovation projects. All premises of the organisation are 

frequently visited and maintenance work is planned out over years and executed when the time is 

there. When the four buildings were up for renovation, two other processes were also ongoing, making 

the project a different project from Mercatus’ regular renovation projects. The residents have had 

issues between each other and with Mercatus. The relationship had been damaged in the past and, 

according to Mercatus, this needed to be rectified before discussing construction plans. Another factor 

that had to be taken into account in setting up the renovation project, was the fact that a sustainable 

alternative for natural gas needed to be implemented. Both factors have led to Mercatus taking a 
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different road for this renovation project, including customised processes as an addition to the regular 

protocol.  

According to project manager Ms. Leijten, the mentality of Mercatus in construction processes shifted 

from ‘this is our building and we change here whatever we want’ to ‘the resident lives in the building, 

is “living expert” and co-decides’. Ms. Leijten has been working at the organisation for over 10 years 

and knows the processes and projects very well. The four apartment buildings are one of her projects 

and because so, she has been involved from the beginning. Ms. Leijten was aware of the disrupted 

connection between Mercatus and the residents. ‘Back in the days we generally thought it were our 

buildings and that the people who live there would have to adjust to what we wanted. Now we have 

more sense for the people who live there, it is their house and they are more respected’. Now, 

throughout any project of Mercatus, Ms. Leijten considers the tenants as the ‘experts of living at the 

project location’ (personal communication, March 20, 2019). In addition, Mercatus was perceived by 

the residents as a formal institution that was distant from them (I. Leijten, personal communication, 

March 3, 2019). Mercatus considered this disrupted relationship as something that needed to be 

restored before residents would be informed about the restoration plans. According to Ms. Leijten, 

housing corporations need a 70 percent agreement of their residents on plans if the rental price 

increases. Mercatus estimated that this project would increase the rental price by 25 euros and 

because of that, they needed the support of residents. The organisation planned to take on a different 

approach in order to achieve the desired result of reaching 70 percent of positive voting among 

residents. Mercatus decided that extra attention was needed to regain trust among the residents and 

therefor, they started the project ‘Warmth in Revelsant’. 

‘Warmth in Revelsant’ 

Mercatus started the project ‘Warmth in Revelsant’ – named after the connecting street between the 

buildings – in October 2017. The project was meant to stimulate social participation of residents in 

sustainability and more involvement in their housing- and living environment. An additional aim was 

to stimulate participation of residents in the resident committee to think along with Mercatus’ 

projects. Ms. De Bruin is a project member with an active role in the project at Mercatus. In October 

2017 she and her colleague Mr. Grouwstra were having meet-ups with the residents in hallways of the 

four buildings. According to her, they brought a standing table, drinks and cookies and waited for 

residents to arrive home around 17 pm. “It felt silly”, she says. “Sometimes we saw people entering 

the building on the other side, clearly because they wanted to avoid us, from Mercatus”. However, 

according to Ms. De Bruin, some people did react positively on their presence, they had some nice 



40 
 

conversations and later on in the project, people, although they did not use the opportunity to chat, 

seemed to have appreciated the effort of Mercatus.  

A few months later, Floor Ziegler, an external expert in social ‘city making’, was hired to connect 

residents with each other, with their environment and with Mercatus. Floor is expert in the creation 

of creative bottom-up communities in neighbourhoods for the sake of urban development (Ziegler, 

2019). Her working strategy was similar to the methodology of this research. She walked through the 

neighbourhood and talked to people. She rang doorbells and spoke with people on their way to the 

supermarket. The opinions of people about the neighbourhood and about their houses were collected 

and at the same time she collected impressions of people’s personalities and behaviour. After having 

talks and meetings with residents, she decided to let the residents guide towards the next activity. 

Their preferences were translated into activities, suitable for the locations – hallways of the apartment 

buildings – and for the type of groups of residents. Matching the residents’ personalities and interests, 

Floor had organised activities around music, photographing, furniture design and weaving. The 

activities were visited by few people (max. 15 people per building), however more residents had heard 

about the activities and seemed to appreciate Mercatus putting effort in them.  

Renovation planning 

According to Ms. De Bruin, the relationship between Mercatus and the residents slowly started to 

grow. The residents were asked to share their renovation ideas and expressed desires for an elevator 

and privacy screens on the balconies. When communication about the renovation started to increase 

and expectations and questions were rising, Mercatus organised an information meeting. It was May 

2018 when the first meeting was held. About 20 people were present and according to Ms. Leijten, 

people had a wait-and-see and slightly recalcitrant attitude. The information was presented by Mr. 

Grouwstra and Ms. De Bruin, two employees of Mercatus whom stood close to the residents as they 

had seen each other in the hallways, and speak a similar ‘language’ to the language residents speak. 

The presentation was about the wish of having the buildings off natural gas, a sustainable energy 

supply through hydrogen and the first renovation ideas. After this meeting, a small stand was placed 

on the parking terrain of one of the buildings, so people could walk by with their questions. The 

neighbourhood supervisor was present in the stand on fixed hours. According to the supervisor, Mr. 

Sonneveld, people came by mostly with questions about esthetical aspects, whether hydrogen was 

safe, the price of new energy and about living comfort after the renovation. Mr. Sonneveld registered 

all questions, which helped Mercatus to get an idea of what aspects seemed important to the residents 

and which not. These questions are included in the next paragraph about the residents’ perspectives. 
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‘We have tried to make ourselves as approachable as possible for residents. […] We have 

collected information from residents first. What do they think of their apartment? Because we 

can think that something needs to happen, but what are their opinions?’ – Mr. Sonneveld  

In February 2019, after many reactions and concern were expressed, another resident meeting was 

held. In this second meeting, the presentation contained many photos and visualised plans, designed 

by Verduurzamers. The residents were invited to join the design table and think along together will all 

stakeholders, however, none of the residents reacted to this invitation. Multiple residents were 

concerned about the additional costs of buying kitchen utensils that were suitable for an electric stove. 

According to Mr. Grouwstra of Mercatus, this concern seemed to stand in the way of the needed 70 

percent agreement, and thus the housing corporation decided to give away a set of pans to the 

residents (personal communication, April 12, 2019). 

Altogether, Mercatus has approached the residents in various ways. The following table shows a 

chronological overview of all the initiatives and activities Mercatus have done on behalf of this project. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mercatus picked-up the aim of ‘gas free’ in an early stage and started building projects upon this aim. 

The housing corporation merged their gas-free vision in communication to residents, which resulted 
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19 and 20 October 2017 Talks in the neighbourhood 

Standing table in the hallway 

6 December 2017 Camp fire 

15 January 2018 Music in Hulkesteijn 

19 January 2018 Talks in Verlehorst 

6 February 2018 Weaving in Verlehorst 

7 February 2018 Photographer in Old Putten 

 13 February 2018 Participation meeting with 2 residents 

15 February 2018 Participation meeting with 2 residents 

26 March 2018 Meeting social sustainability 
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12 May 2018 Resident meeting in church 

20 November 2018 Resident meeting in church 

21 November 2018 Information booklets were sent to all residents 

27 February 2019 Resident meeting in church 

May 2019 Newsletter was sent to all residents to inform them 

about the latest updates. 
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in a promise formulating that the four buildings would become the first buildings in Emmeloord 

running completely without natural gas. At a later stage in the project, the possibilities were reviewed 

and the future expectation of technical professionals had turned to having the buildings run on solar 

energy during summers and on both solar energy and natural gas during winters. This version of the 

sustainability project would be a temporary solution until energy storage was arranged. The main 

problematic aspect of this version for Mercatus was that this way of supplying energy in the buildings 

would untrue their promise to the residents of having the buildings completely off natural gas. The 

technical options were discussed in a meeting at Mercatus. 

Vignette I: Mercatus-Verduurzamers meeting ‘loud and clear’ 

It is early morning. The guys of Verduurzamers (V) have come from Dronten to Emmeloord to present their 

plans to Mercatus (M). The project is delayed due to the extended designing phase, and because of that, 

Mercatus is excited about hearing the final plans. They are eager to push the project into the next phase. The 

time scheme is already shared with the residents so they are informed about the period when the actual work is 

going to be done inside their homes. It is important to Mercatus to stick to that planning and because of that, 

they want Verduurzamers to speed up their work. 

After Alliander and Gasunie have left the design table, Verduurzamers is expected to come up with other 

alternatives that would meet the goal of taking the buildings off natural gas, implementing sustainable energy 

and insolating the entire buildings. 

I take a seat at the corner of the table. Ms. Leijten, of Mercatus, is chairing the meeting and she starts off 

mentioning the required 70% agreement of residents is achieved. The energy advisor of Verduurzamers asks 

whether the other 30% is spoken with or not. Both representatives of Mercatus answer ‘no’ and agree that they 

have to speak with them to hear their opinions and reasons why they have voted against the plans.  

Someone with contractors’ expertise of Verduurzamers presents the cost estimate and building details. The total 

costs are 1/15th more than the budget. After that, the technical options for sustainable energy are presented by 

the energy guy of Verduurzamers. He presents three versions with each a version A and B, which separates 

what can be implemented now from what should be added or changed later, to make version A more sustainable. 

The first option entails an option that had already been put aside because it required grid adjustments of 

Alliander they could not realise. The second and third options are new suggestions. The energy advisor of 

Verduurzamers advises the 2A option and this is also what is worked out in the building plan. Version 2B can 

be realised in the future when the area is ready to collaborate, by adding an electrolyser and hydrogen storage. 

Ms. Leijten (M) asks Mr. 

Boonstra (V): 

“Is this the best system for these apartments?” 

Mr. Boonstra does not respond with yes or no, but starts a technical talk. Mr. Grouwstra asks the same question 

and again Mr. Boonstra talks technical talk. He ends his talk with “this is a good collective system”. 

Ms. Leijten (M) *slightly 

annoyed and emphasising the 

word ‘collective’* 

“Is this the best collective system for these apartments?” 
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Mr. Boonstra (V): “Yes. You know, if you ask me a question of conscience like that, I want to 

answer correctly”. 

Ms. Leijten (M) asks Mr. 

Boonstra (V): 

“Do we need a High Efficiency boiler per apartment or one for the whole flat?” 

Mr. Boonstra (V): “No, huhu *snarling*, it’s one of course” 

Ms. Leijten (M): “And which option of Mr. Boonstra is calculated in the cost estimate?” 

Pepijn (V): “2A” 

Ms. Leijten (M): “So if I understand it correctly, the 2B plan making it actually sustainable without 

natural gas is not included in the plan you are presenting now?” 

Guus (V): “Yes, the adaptations in the future need a new financial injection” 

Pepijn (V): “Decreasing costs means decreasing in quality” 

Ms. Leijten asks Mr. Grouwstra if they can have a conversation outside the room. We take a short break, a time-

out and people get a new coffee. After a few minutes in the break, when Ms. Leijten and Mr. Grouwstra are 

absent, the following conversation starts in the room. 

Pepijn (V): “I expect that they want about 3 million off the estimated costs so plan 2B also 

fits in the budget.” 

Guus (V): “How do we do that?” 

Unknown (V): “If we do ** with the balconies, we already have a million lowered.”  

Ms. Leijten and Mr. Grouwstra come back in the room. Ms. Leijten uses the flip-over and starts talking. 

Ms. Leijten (M): “Mr. Grouwstra and I have had our consultation and I will use this *pointing at the 

flip-over* to explain our standpoint. We started with Verduurzamers because you 

can make buildings sustainable and gas free. We wanted to make the most of the 

collaboration between renovations that have to be done, the aim of the 

municipality to become fossil free in 2050 and we wanted to do all this at a natural 

moment. After that, we as Mercatus have communicated step-by-step what the 

plans are – gas free apartments and most sustainable of Emmeloord – with an 

estimated planning to the residents. We are nót going to the residents and telling 

them that their apartments are gas free but the buildings still need gas, ánd we are 

not saying to them that we are, in the end, not sustainable, making our image a 

fool. You all have one week to come up with a plan to make this happen. If that 

does not work out, we pay for the work so far, end the collaboration and look for 

another party.” 

Mr. Boonstra (V): “It is very clear, but I think that the whole problem is solved if we…*technical talk*” 

Ms. Leijten (M): “However you do it, make it work within a week.” 

Pepijn (V):  “I am wondering why this was not clear in the last meeting, because then we 

would have included this in the plans now” 

Ms. Leijten (M):       “I have literally said this in the other meeting over there *pointing towards another 

meeting room*” 

Mr. Boonstra (V) to Ms. 

Leijten (M):         

“You don’t have to act this conflictive” 
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Ms. Leijten (M):         “This has been dragging since… and it is April 3th now and we still have not 

decided on the plans yet. I want to go on with the project. I realise that I am very 

clear in this now and that is consciously set high (“hoog opzetten”) for the reason 

that I want to speed this up now”. 

 

Ms. Leijten and Mr. Grouwstra leave the room and I stay, quietly sitting at a corner of the table. Pepijn is the 

first one who talks after they have left. 

Pepijn (V): “I am furious (‘woest’). We have an assignment of ** million and this is how we 

handle it?! I can’t work on this right now. And the guys of Alliander won’t move 

a bit.” 

Ruud makes an attempt to summarise what has happened and to come to a plan. 

Ruud (V): “Ms. Leijten has been very clear. The expectation of us was that we bring 

innovation and sustainability in our renovations. That is one thing. The other is 

that we have to keep in mind that this is our last shot. Ms. Leijten is always very 

much working in favour of the residents, she is clear in giving us one week.”  

Pepijn (V): “If we need two weeks we have to communicate that this afternoon. And Ms. 

Leijten will give us two.” 

Unknown (V): “I’m not so sure about that.” 

Ruud (V): “No I don’t think so, we have to do this in a week. I propose that we go away 

here, that we go to Dronten to make a new plan.” 

Everyone packs their stuff. Because the meeting is ended, the expectation of me being silent drops and people 

start talking to me. 

Mr. Boonstra says to me: “Well, we have to cancel our meeting.” (I had a meeting planned with Mr. 

Boonstra right after this meeting) 

I understand that and tell him I will send him an email to reschedule. 

Pepijn asks me if I will stay here now. I answer that I am going to see some residents and heading back to 

Nijmegen afterwards. 

Pepijn (V): “Well you do experience something today” (‘zo maak je nog eens wat mee’) 

 

5.5 Residents 

Other than the before-mentioned stakeholders, the group of residents are the only stakeholder 

personally involved in the case; all other stakeholders are involved through their profession. The 

residents of the four apartment buildings are over 140 people with different lifestyles. It is impossible 

to delineate one perspective from the total group of residents, as they all have their individual 

preferences, opinions, situations, priorities and habits. Both the general view of the majority and the 

‘deeper’ individual opinions proved to be valuable, and thus both are included in this paragraph.  

This energy transition requires changes inside people’s houses, which is usually not initiated 

by people or organisations other than the resident or houseowner himself. In the current situation, 
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residents have decentral heaters they can turn on and off per room individually. The kitchens are 

equipped with gas stoves for cooking and boilers for hot water. As the current kitchen devices and 

utensils are only suitable for natural gas and not for electrical cooking, installing an alternative to 

natural gas is inherent to installing new kitchen devices and utensils. In addition, changed routines and 

habits come along with an energy change. The specific consequences on living comfort and costs were 

unknown for as long there was no definite decision made upon the new energy form. Residents have 

received regular updates of energy forms that were discussed. Among more, hydrogen, baseboard 

heating and heat pumps have been options of which the applicability was discussed. During the data-

collection phase of this research, many concerns, specific to the residents’ individual situation, were 

brought up during conversations with residents. The following texts are a selection of their individual 

stories. 

 

Vignette II: The Polish girl with a dog 

 

Vignette III: The young family 

 

In Hulkesteijn lives a Polish girl with her golden retriever Luna. She lives close to her 

work in Emmeloord in the flower industry. After I explained the idea of interviewing her, 

she asks me to come inside and offered me a glass of water. Her dog enthusiastically 

greets me. We sit down at the table and talk about her dog and his wellbeing during the 

renovation work. It is her main concern. She considers to bring Luna to her mother, who 

also lives in Emmeloord. The Polish girl does not speak or understand Dutch. She asked 

many questions during my visit and we partly translated the information booklet of 

Mercatus. It is clear to me she is less informed than others. 

 

I rang the doorbell Hulkesteijn. A woman aged 30 to 40 opened the door. After I 

explained the reason for my visit, she let me in and we walked to the living room. The 

woman asked me whether I had been at the neighbour’s house. I said no and she 

responded with ‘uh, ok’, coming across disappointed. A man and a baby where sitting in 

the living room. The young family, a couple with one child, kept much stuff in the 

cabinets for their child, but the rooms looked tidy. According to them, the apartment was 

small, as there was little space to stow things away. The energy option of having a heat 

pump in the houses would take away space in one of the cupboards. An energy option 

reducing the already limited space was not what this family preferred. After 20 minutes 

chatting, I started preparing to leave. The woman advised me not to go to the neighbour, 

as he is mentally ill. The couple had been in many discussions with him. I thanked her 

for her advice and skipped the next door. 
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Vignette IV: The residents’ meeting in church 

  

Vignette V: The woman aged 92 

 

Vignette VI: The elderly couple with a hobby 

 

Vignette VII: The routines 

 

I was invited to the resident meeting, organised by Mercatus on a Thursday evening at 

19PM in the local church. During the meetings with residents, the habit of switching the 

heating on in the morning and switching it off when going to bed was repeatedly 

mentioned. 

On a sunny Thursday morning I walked around the buildings to make photos. They might 

come in handy, I figured. I saw movement in one of the few apartments on the ground 

floor in Verlehorst. It was 10 a.m., a right time to ring the doorbell for a chat.  An elderly 

woman, moving very slow, opened the door. I introduced myself and explained that I 

was here to research experiences of residents, including hers. She explained that Mr. 

Sonneveld is arranging a replacement home for her.  

 

An elderly couple was pleased to let me in for a talk when I rang the doorbell. We sat 

down and talked about the many years they have been living in the apartment. Their 

furniture was set-up towards the window. They enjoy looking outside, they explained. 

Through the window they look down on a pathway where classes often pass. The couple 

always waves when they see them and the children wave back. The elderly couple is 

positive about the renovation plans. Only they are dreading the sunscreens. The plan of 

Mercatus to place three sunscreens of one meter width, would take away much of the 

outside view. I am not surprised the elderly couple is dreading to have less outside view: 

the view is their daytime activity. 

Many residents kept lighters or matches next to their gas stoves. The fire was needed to 

light up the stove on gas stoves without automatic ignition. Lighting a match or lighter, 

and simultaneously switching the gas open, is the start of the cooking ritual. 
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Vignette VIII: The women who was bedridden 

 

Apart from practical concerns, in general, residents did not seem to be very interested in the 

form of sustainable energy that Mercatus would implement in the buildings. The energy form 

remained undecided for a long time and several ideas were communicated. Hydrogen was the main 

option communicated in the beginning. Later on in the process,  Mercatus communicated the idea of 

implementing a heat pump. Mr. Sonneveld was surprised by the little amount of interest people 

showed in the future type of energy supply. According to Mr. Sonneveld, ‘most people do not care 

how Mercatus arranges the supply of energy’. He further explained that ‘there have been a few 

questions about hydrogen because they thought it would be dangerous, but as soon as I said it would 

not enter their houses (as hydrogen would be transmitted to electricity before entering), it was all 

fine’. District supervisor Mr. Sonneveld registered all topics residents communicated to be concerned 

about, which are roughly classifiable in costs, comfort and esthetical issues.  

- Residents were concerned about the costs of new kitchen devices and the utensils they would 

need in their houses due to the electric cooking devices, such as an oven, cooking plate and 

induction pans; 

- Residents with children and/or pets communicated to be concerned about the wellbeing of 

them during the construction work and the additional nuisance; 

- There was artwork on the outside walls of the buildings, which was different on each building. 

Some residents expressed that they would prefer to keep the artwork as they felt connected 

to it. The residents sometimes described the shapes and colours of the artwork on their 

building when explaining where they lived to others; 

- As part of the renovation, the construction of pipelines in the houses was subject to change. 

Residents communicated to be concerned about the amount and visibility of pipelines inside 

their houses; 

- As part of the design of the buildings, three sunscreens would be placed in front of the 

balconies, with a width of one meter each and covering the full length of the apartments. The 

sunscreens cannot be shoved behind each other and thus three meters view is always covered 

According to Mr. Sonneveld, one of the residents was bedridden. The woman was 

dreading the construction work, as it would be nuisance she could not escape from. Mr. 

Sonneveld had a talk with her and decided to create an alternative place for her where 

she can stay during the construction period. In addition, this woman was dreading a 

permanent choice for baseboard heating, This type of heating would be installed low 

against the walls of the rooms, taking up much space as furniture would have to be placed 

away from the wall. This would bring consequences along for her customised furnishing. 
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by them. Several residents have expressed to be unhappy with the sunscreens as they would 

take away much of their outside view; 

- Residents were worried about the air flow in the apartment after the pipelines would be re-

arranged. They did not want any draft in their houses; 

- Several residents have communicated to be concerned about the space in the cupboard where 

the heat pump would be placed. The space for storage is already limited in the apartments and 

a heat pump would take even more space away. One man was wondering whether his freezer 

could stay in the same cupboard; 

- Many residents have asked questions about the future energy bills. They were concerned 

about the unpredictable energy costs; 

- The buildings were presented in the renovation plans with four different colours, but matching 

colour tones. Residents have asked questions about which colour their building would be and 

if it could change to another. 

 

The conversations Mr. Sonneveld had with residents were often held when they stepped by at the 

stand on the parking lot. Sometimes Mr. Sonneveld walked around the buildings, meeting people. He 

could notice from the questions residents asked that they had understood only half of the 

presentations at the resident meetings. He expressed his concern of having people uninformed by the 

time the actual work would start; people would then be surprised by the changes (personal 

communication, 2019). According to Mr. Sonneveld, the general involvement of people in the project 

was low. However, Mr. Sonneveld himself has an explanation for this: ‘it is, after all, Mercatus’ 

responsibility to arrange everything for the residents in a good way’ (personal communication, 2019). 

At a certain point during the conversations with residents inside their homes, I discussed the topic of 

‘living sustainable’ and ‘energy transition’ with them. The majority claimed to be fully supporting these 

challenges, raising the topic of energy saving lamps. However, these conversations were sometimes 

held in residents’ homes with a massive television on, heating on and windows open.  
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The previous chapter described the storylines of five stakeholders in the energy transition. Their stories 

give insight in the experiences and perspectives of each stakeholders individually. They are focussed 

on varying issues such as designing Regional Energy Strategies, deciding on energy forms, buying new 

kitchen tools, considering grid investments and so on. Some issues are more abstract than others and 

some more personal than others. The perspectives and acts of the main actors, the stakeholders in the 

Emmeloord transition, are connected to the theories explained in chapter 2. This chapter analyses the 

course of the transition in Emmeloord along the lines of the transition management theory of Rotmans, 

Kemp and Van Asselt (2001). The four key principles, which are indicators for the success of a transition 

process, are used to give structure to the social situation in Emmeloord. On behalf of the logic storyline, 

the principles are not discussed in the same order they are introduced in chapter 2.  

According to the 4th key principle of transition management, a transition typically has a scope over 

multiple domains and actors. The three levels described by Rotmans et al. (2001), are micro, meso and 

macro. In the Emmeloord case, the stakeholders can be identified as actors in all three levels. The 

micro level is represented by the residents. Residents are citizens and the only stakeholder that is 

directly involved in this transition process through their personal living space. Small businesses are also 

included in the micro level, however the businesses in the Emmeloord case are not considered small 

and classified in the meso level. The meso level entails networks, communities and organisations, 

including Verduurzamers and Mercatus. Organisations have embedded practices in general, making 

their work routinely and efficient, however, the energy transition is a new, undiscovered process for 

most (compound) organisations and requires innovativeness. The macro level is represented by 

Alliander, Gasunie and the governments. As in most contemporary energy systems, the current energy 

system in Emmeloord is embedded in society and scopes over multiple domains. In line with the 
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systems theory, acknowledging that material and social structures are inter-dependent, the current 

energy system in Emmeloord is related to the habits and social structures in all domains. The residents 

(micro) have embedded practices in their energy use and also practices that are not directly related to 

energy use, but are affected by new energy systems. For example, residents’ habit of turning on the 

heating in the morning and turning it off when going to bed, is a system-related practice that is daily 

recurring process, embedded in their lives. In addition, lighting a match to turn on the gas stove is a 

recurring action for many residents, coherent to the cooking process and related to the use of natural 

gas. Changing the form of energy would interfere with routines and habits of end users that are 

embedded in their daily lifestyles. This micro-level aspect of the energy system is fed by the meso-level 

situation. In the meso level, organisations such as Mercatus and Verduurzamers, decide on the type of 

heating, energy supply and systems that are used by the residents in the micro level. These 

considerations and choices are made within the restrictions of the macro level. In this level, (local) 

governments and authorities have set regulations and boundaries. An example of such boundaries is 

the strict division between energy transport and energy supply, which prohibits grid operators to store 

energy. As explained by Mr. Huijzer, storage of energy is a restriction imposed by the government, 

shaping the ‘macro-landscape’. In addition, the macro level, described by Rotmans et al. (2001), 

includes societal movements that shape peoples thinking of what is right or wrong and, consequently, 

influences their opinions, choices and behaviour. An example of such movements, related to the 

Emmeloord case, are the alarming reports of the UN that were spread over the world, reached news 

channels and activated people to live more sustainable. In addition, residents in Emmeloord were also 

aware of the news of residents in Groningen, whom were affected by the exploitation of the gas field 

in Slochteren. These factors in the macro-landscape shape the frame of reference of residents and 

consequently influences the their attitude to Mercatus’ decisions on sustainability. A more questioning 

and less supporting attitude of the residents towards deciding on a more sustainable energy source 

would be plausible if factors of the landscape had not shaped their frame of reference, or ‘prepared’ 

them, at all. On the contrary, there is not always a link between news items on climate change and 

what that means to daily life. The concept of hyperculture, according to Alvesson and Svenningson 

(2016) entails an abstract topic that is detached from reality. This concept was applicable to the topic 

of ‘sustainability’ during conversations with various residents. Residents expressed their desire for a 

more sustainable or ‘green’ lifestyle, without relating it to concrete acts or changes. Talking about 

sustainability and green lifestyle often remained somewhat vague, big and not connected to daily life.  

The interrelatedness of the three social organisation levels micro, meso and macro is also 

discussed in innovation studies. In the debate in innovation management about new entrants, 

Christensen (1997) argued that disruptive innovations enable new entrants to ‘attack from below’ and 

overthrow incumbent organisations. He understands disruption with an emphasis on innovations 
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competing with ‘mature’ businesses and industry structures. In line with that, Rotmans and Loorbach 

(2001) argue in their transition management theory that disruption of new organisations (niches) can 

derive change in an incumbent environment (regimes). This implies that niches – individual actors, 

citizens or small companies – can be a catalysts to the transition process. However, according to Mr. 

Huijzer, new parties have been promoting sustainability and renewable energy for years, yet enduring 

change did not come about. The acceleration of the energy transition in the past few years is, according 

to Mr. Huijzer, actually due to incumbent organisations – e.g. Enquinor and Gazprom – whom adopted 

the energy transition and took action. From Mr. Huijzer’s point of view, the actions of these big 

organisations propelled the energy transition, rather than undertakings of new and relatively small 

entrants on the energy market. However, according to Geels (2018), such existing systems maintain 

and reinforce the status quo by functioning according to set rules and socio-technical regimes. These 

highly institutionalised system structures are the main challenge to overcome, in order to build up 

new, more sustainable ones, Fuenfschilling and Truffer argue (2014). Yet, creating new paths, parallel 

to the already existing, proved to be difficult in this case study. Information about the operating field 

of utilities Alliander and Gasunie was not transparently shared, and thus the access to information 

about the status quo was limited to niches such as Verduurzamers and Mercatus, creating a barrier for 

them to enter the market and make a difference. Information about the status quo is surely needed 

when future energy plans are made, if only to shape a frame of reference. In the Emmeloord case, cost 

calculations of grids were not transparently communicated, making it difficult for the energy advisor 

of Verduurzamers to suggest realistic energy options that were in line with the calculation expected 

by Alliander and Gasunie. As a result of non-transparency, other, smaller actors in the energy market 

will often be needing the consult of incumbent firms. By all means, there is a strong need for 

knowledge-sharing in this phase of the energy transition. According to Mr. Verhagen, whom is actively 

involved in the creation of Regional Energy Strategies, actors in the energy transition are awaiting 

examples of others due to a lack of knowledge. 

  

Multi-actor transition arena 

According to Rotmans et al. (2001), a transition typically comes about through progression in different 

areas. The changes in those areas, such as institutions, ecology, economy, behaviour and technology, 

are interconnected and structured by the concept of transition management, while it includes all 

perspectives, values and beliefs. With every stakeholder and from their individual perspectives, new 

problems and interests appear. From their own perspectives, stakeholders experience the energy 

transition with different views and ‘main’ challenges. And thus, from their own perspective, certain 

options and choices seemed very logical to themselves, but sometimes less to another. For example, 

referring to the Emmeloord case, Verduurzamers choose to include insolating sunscreens that were 
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carefully chosen to fit the outside walls of the buildings and their designs. Yet, this was an 

incomprehensible choice to some residents as it would reduce their view and change their related daily 

practices significantly. From a resident-perspective this choice made significant difference, whereas it 

was an ostensibly simple choice from a Verduurzamers-perspective. Another issue residents were 

concerned about was the amount of money they had to spend on new kitchen utensils, suitable for 

the electric stove. Mercatus got wind of the concern and decided to buy sets of pans for the residents; 

an initiative that was in line with their own concern of gaining support of at least 70 percent of the 

residents. By buying the pans for the residents, Mercatus took away the concern and also created 

transition support amongst residents. In transitions, according to Rotmans et al. (2001), it is important 

to have boundary conditions set on economic, socio-cultural and ecological level. The energy transition 

from coal to natural gas shows an example of aligning the objective with affordability (economic), 

health, safety, reliability of delivery (socio-cultural) and risks for nature (ecological). In the current 

energy transition, actors are questioning the alignment of the long-term vision and short-term 

objectives. People are awaiting energy techniques to become affordable or technically improved. 

Moreover, the safety of hydrogen was questioned by residents. However, in the Emmeloord case, 

costs, techniques and safety were taken in consideration carefully and eventually, the stakeholders 

succeeded to align their objectives. The costs of the new energy techniques widely varied from 

unacceptable for grid operators to within limits for both the residents and Mercatus. Costs were an 

important driver to Mercatus, because the residents, their clients, have limited budgets. The short-

term objectives on the socio-cultural terrain were important to residents. They doubted their safety 

and expressed their worries when hydrogen was at stake. The risks for nature were not discussed at 

all and not an issue to any of the stakeholders. None of the short-term objectives or boundary 

conditions was harming nature. 

In addition to the scope over multiple levels, the social organisation in Emmeloord can be 

identified as multi-actor network (2nd principle). According to Rotmans et al. (2001), transitions are 

shaped by decision-making processes in multi-actor networks. Together, the people in the multi-actor 

network form the so-called transition arena. Loorbach (2010) has appointed several characteristics and 

abilities an ideal transition arena should possess. The first ability comprises the ability to consider 

complex problems at a high level of abstraction. The need for this ability was evident during meetings 

and conversations about the transition process and developed plans. Notable was that residents in 

particular were inclined to steer the conversation towards topics that were both closely relating to 

them and very practical. From the information Mr. Sonneveld gathered as neighbourhood supervisor, 

topics such as new kitchen utensils or energy saving lamps were often raised. Probably superfluously 

to mention, the energy transition is requiring people to think of and make decisions about a particular 

field of expertise, sustainable energy techniques, whereas not all stakeholders are educated in this 
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field of expertise and have the required knowledge in hand. Other than the residents, all remaining 

actors in the transition arena are in this social setting because of their profession. It makes sense that 

they have the ability to consider complex problems at a high level of abstraction, as that is what they 

are educated for and what they are expected to deliver in their position. Mercatus is the stakeholder 

deciding on the renovation and transition plans, together with the residents. In this energy transition, 

much responsibility is put on the decentral governments and citizens. The central Dutch government 

calls upon ownership, however, just like during the health care decentralisation, there is a lack of 

examples for ‘decision-makers’. The expertise Mercatus’ needed in order to make transition-decisions, 

was consulted from Verduurzamers, Alliander and Gasunie. And still for them, the experts, this process 

was pioneering. Another ability of stakeholders in the ideal transition arena entails the willingness to 

think together. Verduurzamers, Alliander and Gasunie took the effort of coming to Emmeloord and 

discussing the possible energy options. However, the residents showed little interest in being involved 

in the designing phase of the process. No residents responded to Mercatus’ invitation to join the design 

meetings. It is unclear whether this absence was due to a lack of interest or due to something else. 

Imagine being the only one without expert knowledge on the topic, together with only professional 

people at the design table. Another transition arena criterium of Loorbach (2010), is the ability to look 

beyond the limits of their own disciplines and backgrounds. Stakeholders in the Emmeloord case were 

primarily focused on their own disciplines and backgrounds. For example, the energy advisor of 

Verduurzamers initially narrowed his scope down to the implementation of hydrogen, whereas this 

energy option was not at all convenient for this location according to both grid operators. The wide 

range of energy options was not taken into consideration, as the energy advisor was favoured by 

involving his organisation The Hydrogen Institute, implementing hydrogen. However, there is a 

difference between not having the ability of looking beyond own disciplines and having the ability but 

steering towards own interests. In this case, the latter seemed to be the case. The focus on hydrogen 

was there from the beginning, which relates back to the latter criterium of Loorbach (2010), comprising 

that stakeholders should be open for innovations instead of already having specific solutions in mind. 

Given the hydrogen scope, this criterium was not met. In contrast to the open mindset of Mercatus 

when they let the residents guide their actions. In the next paragraph, the change approach of 

Mercatus will be discussed. 

 

Change approach of Mercatus 

Mercatus was aware of the current situation, the intended situation and the gap between both. Due 

to the disrupted relationship between Mercatus and the residents, the housing corporation figured 

that their change approach should include the sentiment of the residents, in order for them to accept 

the intended changes. Jan Rotmans (2019) confirms this train of thought, arguing that a transition is 
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not only driven by rational knowledge, but also by emotional decisions and people’s feelings about the 

matter. From a professional perspective one can have a rational approach, whereas from a personal 

perspective – like in the case of the group of residents – the changes enter their front doors and they 

are personally involved. As such, emotional responses become more obvious. Jan Rotmans (2019) 

furtherly argues that front runners often only talk in technical wording, whereas this kind of 

communication is not affecting the sentiment among the broader public. Mercatus communicated the 

change plans to the residents through various ways, building trust between the organisation and the 

residents. The plans were presented and explained by both technicians and hosts Mr. Grouwstra and 

Ms. De Bruin, employees of Mercatus, whom stood close to the people and presented in similar 

language to the residents’ language. The plans were visualised by photos in the presentation and in 

the booklets that were handed out to everyone. When residents needed, they had easy access to more, 

to them – no energy experts – comprehensible information, as they could step by at the stand that 

was placed near to their homes where Mr. Sonneveld, the neighbourhood supervisor, was answering 

the residents’ questions. If residents wanted, they could also join the design table. In addition, the 

project ‘Warmth in Revelsant’ was very much adapted to the group of residents and their world of 

experience. Although the activities were not visited much, they were seen as an act of kindness from 

Mercatus to the residents, which in all probability provoked a conciliatory effect between Mercatus 

and the residents and may or may not led to more support of residents to the change plans. This 

change approach included everyone and avoided ‘deciding on heads’, like the central government 

advised. This inclusive change approach seemed to have led to a situation in which the residents 

trusted the choices made by Mercatus, as they were being transparent about the technical options, 

concerns and restrictions. 

 

Roles, long-term and short-term objectives  

The first key principle of Rotmans et al. (2001) is about long-term visions that function as a framework 

for formulating short-term objectives. The obvious ultimate long-term objective of national 

governments regarding the energy transition, is to have the Netherlands – and the rest of the world – 

transitioned onto sustainable energy sources. According to the transition management theory, short-

term objectives should guide actors towards the long-term objective, connecting the gap in between 

the present situation and the augmented situation. The short-term objectives of the Emmeloord 

transition arena were strongly connected to the stakeholders’ interests and, at first, variating into 

different directions. For example, the short-term objective of Mercatus was to realise the first set of 

buildings running without natural gas for an acceptable price for themselves and the residents. The 

objective of Verduurzamers was to renovate the buildings within the predefined budget, of whom the 

energy advisor preferred to do so with a hydrogen energy solution. The residents were, in their turn, 
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aiming for low costs, comfortability in their homes and a nicely looking building. Ultimately, the short-

term objectives of Alliander and Gasunie were to reuse an existing part of the grid and to see whether 

they could create a successful hydrogen case of this with the associated publicity. At the same time, 

Alliander and Gasunie, more than any other stakeholder, have the responsibility of monitoring the 

progress of the long-term objective, as they have the assignment to transform the energy network of 

a great part of the Netherlands. The discussion of energy options between the stakeholders can be 

interpreted as a discussion about long-term visions and short-term goals, yet also as a discussion about 

responsibilities. 

The, by Loorbach (2010) called, transition arena was represented by the stakeholders 

Alliander, Gasunie, the residents, Verduurzamers, the municipality of Noordoostpolder and Mercatus. 

Each stakeholder had a different role in the process. The residents were client of Mercatus, and in 

terms of inter-organisational roles, Mercatus was client of Alliander, Gasunie and Verduurzamers, and 

both Alliander and Gasunie were client of Verduurzamers, as the grid operators partly financed the 

feasibility study Verduurzamers outsourced to the Hydrogen Institute. The double role of Alliander and 

Gasunie being ‘state counselors’ and client at the same time seemed to be confusing for the other 

stakeholders. Judging by the comment “where are the guys of Alliander? They would know”, Alliander 

and Gasunie were considered an advising party. The expectations of delivered work was not clear to 

all stakeholders and there was indistinctness about the level of exchange of information in general. 

The disappointment of one of the team members of Verduurzamers in the flexibility of Alliander and 

Gasunie was made clear when he said “and the guys of Alliander won’t move a bit”. The lack of 

knowledge and leadership seemed to result in indecision-making. No one really knew the right choice 

to make, as many variables – such as future innovations and costs – were unknown. In the meeting 

described in the vignette on pages 41-44, Ms. Leijten of Mercatus explicitly asks for certainty: a clear 

advice on ‘the best energy option’ for Mercatus. The energy expert is restrained on appointing ‘the 

best energy option’ as there is no certainty possible on this. Nor Mercatus, nor Verduurzamers, nor 

the grid operators, nor the residents, nor the municipality prefer choosing the insecurity of taking a 

risk, yet, the energy expert is responsible for the advice he gives. Still, it is impossible to give absolute 

certainty, as one can never know what the outcome would have been of what is not chosen. According 

to Mr. Sterrenburg, leadership is needed to avoid indecision-making on dilemmas such as (1) letting 

go or steering, (2) dividing burdens or not and (3) making steps or awaiting innovations. In the 

situations in Emmeloord, where there was insecurity about what steps to take because the content 

and complete information did not give a definite answer, the only option was taking a risk. As a result, 

responsibilities became the topic of the discussion, more than the content. 

The augmented vision was clear, but the short-term objectives were not set in stone, but 

discussed and decided along the way. This characteristic of the Emmeloord process comprises the third 
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key principle, the focus on learning by doing and to be open for innovations. This principle covers the 

importance of not having the transition process set in stone, but having it open for adjustments along 

the way. The external situation of the process was continuously changing. Technical developments 

were – and still are – ongoing, regulations are adapting due to new developments and economic values 

are varying, resulting in multiple energy options with not demarcated regulations and unknown 

economic outcomes. The insecurities and changing variables made it impossible to have the process 

planned from the beginning to the end. All stakeholders have participated in a pioneering process of 

learning by doing and of which the outcome was, to a certain extent, unknown. In the energy 

landscape, there was a strong need for guidance and/or transition examples. Local governments were 

awaiting actions from other local governments or collected examples of regional energy strategies. 

The meetings, discussions, presentations and road to decisions and conclusions, was pioneering for all 

stakeholders and they have undoubtedly learned from one another. A great example of learning by 

doing was the process of Mercatus’ change approach ‘Warmth in Revelsant’, in which they started 

without a concrete plan and let the process guide their next step. 

 

Further research 

This research was focussed on the habits, perspectives and opinions of stakeholders, collected through 

ethnographic research. In order to get a profound understanding of the residents and their changed 

habits in the new situation after the renovation and energy change, further research could be focussed 

on the residents’ new habits after the renovation and energy change, and comparing them to the 

‘before-situation’ described in this research. My advice would be to perform ethnographic research, 

as spending time with the residents inside their homes and discussing and observing their living 

situation and habits was essential.  

In addition, interesting topics that came forward in this research can be subject for further research. 

The topic of ethics appeared to be debatable when I discussed my research with others. Ethics 

comprise the question of what is right and wrong. In this research, the topic of ethics was debatable 

because interests and backgrounds of stakeholders were divergent in the case, however, all 

stakeholders are taking part in the decision-making process and thus have to make choices with 

unequal background knowledge. But is it a fair process and are decisions fair to make if not all 

stakeholders have equal interests and responsibilities? The proposal of the government to change 

socio-technical systems is imposed on people who might not have the same level of (technological) 

knowledge about energy supply. There is much proof of some people being better informed about 

certain topics and more rational than others, which applies specifically to technological issues (Harari, 

2018). Knowledge about the energy transition or relating topics is expected to be highest among 

people who work in the field or have done relating studies. The question arises whether, for example, 
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residents are informed well enough to be able to make technological decisions about the energy 

transition and its form. Another question arises, following from the first, whether all parties should 

have an equal say in technological decisions when there is knowledge asymmetry between parties, or 

should experts be the ones making decisions, also within people’s homes, based on their knowledge 

and trust from other stakeholders?  
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This research started with the research question: what are the roles, acts, perspectives and overall 

experiences of stakeholders in the decision-making phase of the energy transition in four apartment 

buildings in Emmeloord? In the search for the answer to this question, I conducted interviews and 

gathered information through performing ethnographic research. The involved stakeholders – grid 

operators, local governments, residents, housing corporation and (energy) businesses – have 

communicated their points of view, opinions and experiences. Additional information about the 

interaction between stakeholders in meetings and residents’ habits, routines and living situation, was 

collected through observations and home visits.  

The actors in this transition process were deciding on the form of sustainable energy supply that was 

best to implement together with the renovation work in the four buildings. The transition process was 

analysed along the lines of Transition Management, a theory that guides transitions by multiple key 

principles, of which four were included in this research: long-term perspective guides short-term 

development (1), the multi-actor approach (2), focus on learning by doing (3) and a scope over multiple 

domains (4). Multiple energy options were discussed in the so-called transition arena. From their own 

perspectives, stakeholders experienced the energy transition with different views, interests and ‘main’ 

challenges. As a result, certain options and choices seemed very logical to one actor, but less to 

another. Actors were generally focussed on what was important to them.  Local governments were 

putting effort in energy strategies and establishing synergy with other ongoing projects in the province 

or city. Both grid operators were steering towards energy options that aligned their future visions and 

pursued realising this, conserving the existing grids. The involved businesses primarily focused on a 

progressive course in terms of energy source and building design in order to establish an innovative 

project. The housing corporation monitored costs and primarily took into account the residents 

interests. And finally, the residents mainly communicated the importance of limited costs, comfort and 

esthetical issues with regards to the interior and exterior design of their homes. Main challenge was 
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to look for shared interests and overcome path dependencies of already existing, institutionalised 

system structures and grid limitations, and to decide on a new, more sustainable energy form. 

In the search for a future energy plan that was acceptable for every stakeholder, the actors where in 

need of information about the possible options and industry developments. The Dutch government is 

pushing civilians and organisations to take ownership and taking actions towards becoming energy 

neutral. This pushes civilians and organisations to take action whilst developments are still ongoing 

and whilst energy options still have many scenarios that are uncertain regarding costs, outcome and 

future developments.  As a result of a lack of knowledge, multiple actors were awaiting examples and 

action from others. There was a strong need for knowledge-sharing in this pioneering phase of the 

energy transition, both on a micro level in Emmeloord and on a meso level among municipalities and 

provinces. As information was insufficient (due to unpredictably changing variables) or considered 

inadequate (due to diverging calculation methods), the decisions made were partly based upon trust 

and outspoken responsibilities. This case shows an example and confirms what Rotmans et al. (2001) 

argued: ‘the transition objective is in fact a basket of objectives informed by the visions of those 

participating. Both objectives and final visions are determined socially, not just by expert scientific 

knowledge’ (p.22). 
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