
Integrating social dimensions 

in energy scenarios

Grégoire Wallenborn

Centre for Studies on Sustainable Development

Université Libre de Bruxelles 

Energizing Futures

13-14 June 2018, Tampere



Introduction
• Importance of energy scenarios for policy making.

• The impossible equation: decrease energy demand but 

preserve current way of life. 

• Objective: describe the problem with the way we frame 

(energy) futures. Unconsciously we reproduce the 

system that led to the current problematic situation. We 

use the same mode of thinking for future as we have 

done since the scientific revolution. 

• Based on: 

– analyses of a range of scenarios developed in Europe at 

regional and national levels. 

– Interviews with scenario makers

• Work in progress… 



Two kinds of scenarios?

• Quantitative scenarios: 

– based on climate constraints and/ or 

energy volumes

– Technology- and market-driven

– Favoured by policy makers

• Qualitative scenarios: 

– Contrasted viewpoints

– More for communication than decision (?)



Quantitative scenarios

• Characterised by a poor representation of social dimensions 

of energy demand. No basic dynamics of demand. 

• Usual assumption: delivering the same services with fewer 

resources. 

• No investigation about the practices on which energy 

consumption depends. 

• Society = sectors, in which energy flows (Sankey diagrams) 
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Quantitative scenarios

• Characterised by a poor representation of social dimensions 

of energy demand. No basic dynamics of demand. 

• Usual assumption: delivering the same services with fewer 

resources. 

• No investigation about the practices on which energy 

consumption depends. 

• Society = sectors, in which energy flows (Sankey diagrams) 

• Technology is considered as the main driver of social 

change, but social practices are depicted as fixed and 

stable. 

• Uses are described as “behaviours”, i.e. marginal adaptation 

to similar situations (through “price signals”). 

• As demand is the result of technology, it is not questioned. 



Representations of users
• Assume an ‘average consumer’: disqualifies the issue of 

social inequalities. E.g. energy poverty does not appear in 

scenarios. 

• Households as sites of technological intervention in which 

‘smart technologies’ will be adopted. E.g. household as 

potential of “flexibility” (demand response). 

• No conflict between actors: based on the image of a 

peaceful society. E.g. the idea of a good governance 

pervades scenarios. 

 quantitative scenarios limit possible futures because they 

take ‘standard’ practices for granted. In these studies, the 

socio-economic system is assumed to be stable, similar to 

the one we know today. 



Alternatives

• Some timid attempts:

– Narratives of future 

lives

– 2 axes: 4 contrasted 

situations

• Are they really other 

modes of thinking 

futures? 

SPREAD Sustainable Lifestyles 2050  (2012)



Modes of thinking futures
• Scenarios are structured along three categories 

(Marien, 2002; Dreborg, 2004; Börjeson et al., 2006):
– Probable: predictive mode  looks like the present

– Possible: explorative mode  what is impossible?

– Preferable: normative mode  current values and conflicts

 Futures are fixed into paper, reified as objects. Ressemble 

to what we know. 

• Another point of view:
- “There must be something else”

- Research process

- Exploring present virtualities

 Futures are points of view on the present: becomingness. 

• Both modes are intertwined in experiences and 

practices, but can be analytically distinguished. 



Actual/virtual & Real/possible
• Deleuze (Difference and Repetition)

• Real >< possible. 

– Possible is already constituted: it will be realised without any change 

in its determination or in its nature. It lacks only reality. 

– Reification of the possible: without surprise nor event. 

– Existence as a sudden apparition, pure leap between nothing and 

all. 

• Actual >< virtual.

– Virtual: entanglement of tendencies of forces. The actualisation is 

the invention of a solution.

– Virtual is as much real/present as actual (techniques, skills, 

memories). 

– Virtual: pure multiplicity without the concept of identity. 

– Dupuy (2002): virtual is in the ontology. Catastrophe is virtual: 

already present and happening. 

• Real resembles to possible, while actual responds to virtual. 



The nature of prospective propositions

• The problem of future contingents
A. “Electricity will be 100% renewable in 2050”. 

Proposition: True or false? If true (or false), then future is determined. 

• Aristotle: 
–A is neither true nor false: the bivalence principle is true

–logic > ontology: ontology of propositions

–Planning: make it true

• Becoming: 
–True under which conditions? 

–Complex propositions: do not obey to bivalence principle

–Multiplicity of compossible propositions

–The impossible becomes possible, the unthinkable thinkable 

–Deleuze: events actualise and give new meanings to propositions. 



Two modes of thinking
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Conclusions

• Energy futures studies are dominated by quantitative 

scenarios. These scenarios suppose that society is a 

system that can be driven: 

– Technology and economics: fixed entities. No emergence of 

properties

– Only drivers and brakes

– Modernist approach: application of plan (artificializing the 

environment). Reification of time. 

• Social dimensions require becomingness because:

– Complexity: diversity and stratification 

– Compossible propositions

– Desire to change: becoming something else

– Events (emergence of new publics – cf. Dewey)

– Enables a genuine participation
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