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Data sources

• “Social Science Insights on Energy, 

Climate, and Society,” Nature Climate 

Change and Nature Energy (joint 

Special Collection), May 2016, with 

Paul C. Stern and Tom Dietz.  

Available at: 

http://www.nature.com/energyclimates

ociety.  

• Energy Research & Social Science, 

available at 

http://www.journals.elsevier.com/energ

y-research-and-social-science/ and 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/j

ournal/22146296

http://www.nature.com/energyclimatesociety
http://www.journals.elsevier.com/energy-research-and-social-science/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/22146296


- Why do we need better energy social science? 

- How much is it currently used (results from a 15 

year content analysis)? 

- Key findings and implications



Why do we need social 

science



(1) Making research more useful 

Source: Stern, PC, BK Sovacool, and T Dietz. “Towards a Science of Climate and Energy 

Choices,” Nature Climate Change 6 (June, 2016), pp. 547-555



(2) Understanding energy behavior and 

consumption 

Source: Kowsari R, Zerriffi H. Three dimensional energy profile: a conceptual framework for assessing 

household energy use. Energy Policy 2011; 39(December (12)):7505–17



(3) Constructing and deconstructing risk

Source: Stern, PC, BK Sovacool, and T Dietz. “Towards a Science of Climate and Energy Choices,” 

Nature Climate Change 6 (June, 2016), pp. 547-555



(3) Constructing and deconstructing risk



(3) Constructing and deconstructing risk



(4) Determining equity, fairness, and justice



In sum:

• The arts, humanities, and social sciences are instrumental 

parts of problem-driven research that can also advance 

scientific, conceptual, or theoretical understanding

• They are elemental in refining our knowledge about the 

non-technical dimensions to energy end use, demand, and 

consumption

• They are key to helping us identify energy and climate 

risks and also in determining acceptable solutions, as well 

as the distribution, framing, and communication of risk

• They are needed to address issues of morality, ethics, 

philosophy, equity, and fairness, and to humanize the 

discussion of energy topics and technologies 



A (slightly older) study: 

how much is social 

science used? (Answer: 

not much)



Sample of articles in our content analysis



Sample of articles in our content analysis

Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Disciplinary Affiliation for Energy Studies 

Journal Articles, 1999 to 2013 (n=9,597)

Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Share of Female Authors for Energy Studies 

Journal Articles, 1999 to 2013 (n=9,549)

Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Methodological Approaches of Energy Studies 

Journal Articles, 1999 to 2013 (n=5,012)

Qualitative methods” refer to original data collected through research interviews, 

surveys, questionnaires, or field research.  “Quantitative methods” refer to original 

data collected through economic modeling, forecasting, econometric analysis, 

programming, statistical analysis, input/output analysis, cost benefit analysis, 

lifecycle assessments, remote sensing, and other similar tools.



Citations from Energy Studies Journal Articles, 

1999 to 2013 (n=90,079)

Non-Classified/Grey 

Literature

Self-

Citations

Economi

cs

Scien

ce

Book

s

Social 

Science

Arts & 

Humanities

1999 1018 75 217 141 274 55 0

2000 1540 170 187 178 320 54 2

2001 2054 203 241 127 255 60 0

2002 1959 158 196 208 295 63 0

2003 2287 229 250 213 223 85 1

2004 2950 304 474 472 434 144 0

2005 3552 400 515 483 377 212 0

2006 7439 964 1209 1608 884 714 15

2007 2847 430 659 677 328 279 1

2008 2823 352 616 663 273 379 2

2009 4137 466 747 656 519 292 3

2010 5363 594 812 748 611 354 4

2011 5179 686 798 951 554 355 11

2012 5046 682 869 945 649 372 13

2013 6588 826 1108 1054 849 402 19

Total 54782 6539 8898 9124 6845 3820 71

% 60.8 7.3 9.9 10.1 7.6 4.2 0.08



Five key findings and 

implications



Finding 1: Under-utilized human-centered and 

comparative methods

• Of the roughly 13 percent of articles that reported using 

“human-centered” research methods, these were dominated 

by surveys (7.8 percent), with far fewer studies utilizing field 

research, research interviews, or focus groups

• Interdisciplinary and comparative collaborations were rare: By 

our calculations less than one out of every four articles 

reported interdisciplinary affiliations, taken as a proxy for 

interdisciplinary collaboration

Source: Sovacool, BK. “What Are We Doing Here? Analyzing Fifteen Years of Energy Scholarship 

and Proposing a Social Science Research Agenda,” Energy Research & Social Science 1 (March, 

2014), pp. 1-29



Finding 2: Under-representation of particular 

disciplines and sources as well (and countries)

Source: Sovacool, BK. “Energy Studies Need Social Science,” Nature 511 (7511) (July 31, 2014), 

pp. 529-530.



Finding 3: Twelve under-represented topics

Source: Sovacool, BK. “Energy Studies Need Social Science,” Nature 511 (7511) (July 31, 

2014), pp. 529-530.



1. If you like social science, fund it: public and private organizations should give 

a bigger slice of funding to social scientists ($1-35 bias)

2. Collect social data:  to reduce disciplinary bias, energy ministries, statistical 

agencies and public utility commissions should focus more on energy 

behaviour and demand, rather than just supply, and employ focus groups, 

interviews, surveys, etc. to create rich, complex narratives  

3. Focus on problems, not disciplines: University administrators should make 

energy research more problem-oriented, including social perspectives, and 

tweak promotion guidelines to account for trans-disciplinary approaches 

4. Include others: researchers should do more to accommodate expertise and 

data from laypersons, indigenous groups, community leaders and other non-

conventional participants, and reach across disciplines, and beyond Europe and 

North America 

5. Incentivize social science methods and concepts: journal editors can prioritize 

interdisciplinary, inclusive, comparative mixed-methods research in their aims 

and scope

Finding 4: Novel research needs incentivized 

Source: Sovacool, BK, SE Ryan, PC Stern, K Janda, G Rochlin, D Spreng, MJ Pasqualetti, H 

Wilhite, L Lutzenhiser, “Integrating Social Science in Energy Research,” Energy Research & Social 

Science 6 (March, 2015), pp. 95-99



Finding 5: Challenges certainly remain

• As editor-in-chief, my anecdotal take from Energy Research 

& Social Science (and Nature Energy) is that:

• North American and European authors still dominate, 

the English language barrier is real

• Weak research designs, or none at all 

• Single country case studies (90% plus?)

• Reliance on a single method (often primary data, which 

is good, but still …)

• An emphasis on either theory, or policy relevance or 

application, but not both

• Missing all of the above: authorship inclusive of the 

Global South, with strong research design, comparative 

cases, triangulated with mixed methods, that contribute 

both to theory and practice, <1% 



Concluding thoughts

• Energy “social science” is 

more than a collection of 

disciplines

• A social or epistemic 

community of scholars

• A method or way of 

doing (often qualitative) 

research

• A collection of concepts

or theories 

• The domain or interest of 

particular topics

• A family of journals



Concluding thoughts

• The arts, humanities, and social science have 

immense value to offer the energy and climate 

communities

• There is a growing recognition within funding 

bodies, journals, universities, etc. that energy 

social science research needs to be more than an 

“afterthought”

• Truly robust, strong interdisciplinary studies remain 

the exception, rather than the norm

• At least we’re beginning to ask the right questions, 

even if we aren’t able to generate reliable, causal, 

robust, and replicable answers
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