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PhD*
*dissertation-by-article

The presented article-in-progress is the core part of 
my doctoral dissertation. The two other 
articles-in-progress are:

● "Parallel notions of decentralization in energy 
and information technology: Reviewing 
techno-economic characteristics, institutional 
logics and current problems" 

Planned submission for "Renewable and 
Sustainable Energy Reviews", Special Issue on 
“Energy Decentralization” 

● "New governance frameworks on 
consumer-centric electricity markets" 

Planned submission for  “Energies "Energy 
Economics and Policy" Special Issue titled 
"100% Renewable Energy Transition: 
Pathways and Implementation”

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/energies/sections/energy_economics_policy
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/energies/sections/energy_economics_policy
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/energies/special_issues/Renewable_Energy_Transition
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/energies/special_issues/Renewable_Energy_Transition


Today:
A first attempt at running through 

the article outline - with some 
added context for you 

Some context on blockchain and energy

● Methods: 
○ the phronetic approach to social 

science
○ “unintended self-ethnographic field 

work”
● Analysis: the decentralization - 

recentralization movement
● Discussion: Limitations of methods and 

self-reflection
● Questions (from me to you & from you to me)



A little bit of context on blockchain



What is a 
blockchain?



Combination of 
three technologies

# Peer2Peer Netzwerke

# Kryptografie

# Spieltheorie 





The “blockchain 
promise”:

Tapscott & Tapscott: Blockchain 
Revolution (2016)

"Today's sharing economy is "a nice 
notion (...). But these businesses 
have little to do with sharing. In 
fact, they are successful precisely 
because they do not share – they 
aggregate." 





A real sharing 
economy at last

Tapscott & Tapscott: Blockchain 
Revolution (2016)

"Imagine instead of the centralized 
company Airbnb, a distributed 
application – call it blokchain Airbnb 
or bAirbnb – essentially a 
cooperative owned by its members."
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cryptokitties

kodak

kfc

Where *blockchain* 
was a year ago...



…and where it is today:





A little bit of context on energy



Energy production is increasingly 
decentralized and ownership has 
pluralized...



…but grid balancing, trading and 
billing is still centralised, …



… although grid parity and even generation parity is here…
March 2018, Germany:
1 kWh solar PV (ground mounted) costs 3,7 -6,9 EURcent (Fraunhofer 2018: LCOE)
1 kWh mixed electricity from household retailer costs  29 EUR cent



… and renewable energy has 
become very cheap and ubiquitous.



A wave of 
decentralization

Millions of new market 
participants are waiting at the 
edges of the old system. 
Decentralized generation and 
exchange require reorganization 
of markets. 



This 
“Blockchain”

thing

… could allow prosumers to 
trade electricity locally, without a 
central intermediary.
 



Energy without 
utilities



Methodology:
Phronetic social science

“The point of departure for such research can be summarized in four 
value-rational questions, which researchers ask and answer for specific 
problematics in their fields of interest (…) in order to understand better 
what is going on and what should be done: 

(1) Where are we going? 

(2) Who gains and who loses, and by which mechanisms of power?

(3) Is this development desirable? 

(4) What, if anything, should we do about it?“

Phronetic researchers are highly aware of the importance of context and 
perspective, and see no neutral ground, no "view from nowhere," for 
their work.” 

“It is a basic tenet of phronetic research that in so far as social and 
political situations become clear, they get clarified by detailed stories of 
who is doing what to whom. Such clarifications provide a main link to 
praxis. Hence a main task of phronetic research is to provide in-depth 
narratives of how power works and with what consequences, and to 
suggest how power might be changed and work with other 
consequences. The result of phronetic research is an account of the 
possibilities, problems, and risks we face in specific domains of social 
action.”

Flyvbjerg (2001)



Methods
”Unintended, self-ethnographic field 
work” - what’s that?

Following Riemer (1977)

● Taking advantage of unique 
circumstances or timely events

● Taking advantage of of familiar 
situations

● Taking advantage of special expertise



Riemer, J. W. (1977) ‘Varieties of opportunistic 
research’, Urban Life, 5(4), pp. 467–477. Alvesson, M. (2003) ‘Methodology for close up 

studies - Struggling with closeness and closure’, 
Higher Education. Kluwer Academic Publishers, 46(2), 
pp. 167–193. doi: 10.1023/A:1024716513774.



Field work

● primary period: spring 2016 - end 2017 (until 
today, really)

● narratives from specific communities of 
practice, particularly:

○ BlockchainHub Berlin /BundesBlock
○ StromDAO
○ GridSingularity
○ German conferences and working 

groups on energy & blockchain
● primary location Berlin, but also Vienna, 

Budapest, New York, Copenhagen, Belgium & 
Nairobi

● Documents: Reports, news articles and tweets 
on blockchain and energy from that period

● unrecorded confidential conversations with 
key players



The meaning of 
“transition within” is 

twofold:
- Reflections on my own transition path from 

inside to outside of “community of practice”



Analysis 

Blockchain in energy is a testing ground for 
challenge / resistance to the status quo 

--- at the same time ---

a product of the pre-existing power and 
governance structures that prevail and which 
the technology itself and the culture around 
it could not break



Analysis 

The struggles inside the communities of practice of 
blockchain in energy reveal how different 
stakeholders perceive and shape, colonize and 
co-create the use of blockchain technology. 
Dissimilar visions are promoted by different 
stakeholders, of which some support and some 
rather obstruct the energy transition, and at times, 
the technology is used as a veil rather than a change 
agent. 

This results in a circular movement of 
decentralization and re-centralization. Communities 
of practice around blockchain technology in the 
energy sector end up replicating what they originally 
set out to challenge.



● Limitations of the method: Generalizability?
Self-reflections

Simpson (2006): “you don’t do fieldwork, it does you” 

“(We) claim to have some expertise when it comes to 
understanding social life and like to preserve the fiction that our 
research is carefully planned and executed. However, 
ethnographic fieldwork is a messy business which can and should 
puncture these pretensions.” 

“(...) at a time when there is a considerable undertow puling social 
research practice towards ever more prescribed forms, (the) 
strengths are apt to be constructed as weaknesses. The idea that 
one might be “done”, even if heuristically so, by one’s fieldwork 
rather than “doing” it in accord with some quasi-experimental, 
managerial model would not go down well on a grant application 
form. Yet, all ethnographers are, to some degree or other, “done” 
by their fieldwork”. 

Simpson (2006)

Discussion



Reflections on 
choices of theory 

& method

“There is nothing as practical as good theory” (attributed to Kurt Lewin)
→ theory as a servant, not a master. (Hvelplund, 2005)
 
(Van Maanen, 2011) quotes Goffmann for a similar take on the purpose and role 
of theory: 
Goffmann on theory:
“He (Goffmann, my remark) responded bluntly but eloquently to those who took 
him to be “untheoretical” by saying that it is “better perhaps (to put) different 
coats to clothe the children well than a single, spacious tent in which they all 
shiver” (Goffmann 1961, xiv). The point here is that a good deal of the headwork 
involved in ethnography is (and has been) in developing concepts, theories or 
frameworks that fit one’s particular research questions and studied situations.
(...)
In practice, theory choices (the rabbits we pull out of our hats) rest as much on 
taste as fit. And taste in ethnography, as elsewhere, results from what is no doubt 
a complex interaction involving ethnographers, their readings, their disciplinary 
orientations, their mentors, their colleagues (…). The majority of us are no doubt 
most comfortable working analytic lines that follow the traditions in which we 
were trained (...).

Law on method: 
Law (2004) describes how we should “unmake our desire and expectation for 
security” (p. 9):
 
“My aim is thus to broaden method, to subvert it, but also to …. I would like to 
divest concern with method of its inheritance of hygiene and to move from the 
moralist idea that if only you do your methods precicely, it will lead a healthy 
research life.”
(…) Method, as we usually imagine it, is a system for offering more or less 
bankable guarantees. It hopes to guide us more or less quickly and securely to our 
destination, a destination that is taken to be knowledge about the processes at 
work in a single world. It hopes to limit the risks that we entertain along the way.”
 
 



Questions
- from me to you!

- Does it make sense to mix conceptual 
frameworks from different disciplines 
with a method from ethnography?

- Could I split the paper into two (how to 
make space for some more detailed 
narrative from the field?, and more 
thorough discussion of methodlogical 
concerns?)



Thank you! 
@energydemocracy
linkedin.com/in/kirstenhasberg
hasberg@plan.aau.dk

■  Aalborg University Copenhagen
■ IRI-THESys Berlin 


