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Abstract 

Energy poverty still affects more than 37 million people in Europe. Due to the COVID-19 crisis, 

this number may increase significantly. However, efforts to tackle this complex problem have 

thus far proved insufficient. The intersection of domains from different disciplines is 

increasingly relevant within energy social science. Social entrepreneurship has a mission to 

alleviate social problems. Thus, the role of social entrepreneurship and social innovation in 

tackling energy poverty, although still an emerging area of research, is receiving increasing 

attention. With an aim to contribute to assessing the state of the research on this topic, a 

systematic literature review was developed on the intersection between energy poverty, social 

innovation, and social entrepreneurship in countries in the Global North. The results of the 

review show the central dimensions of social entrepreneurship and social innovation outlined 

by researchers, such as the collective and network nature of social entrepreneurship, hybrid 

skills, proximity, involvement of households, and a user-centered approach, shedding light on 

the primary potentialities of interventions in energy poverty driven by the social 

entrepreneurship phenomenon. Such findings may help social entrepreneurs and innovators, 

as well as policymakers, recognise possibilities and challenges in the field. Based on the 
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outcomes of this review, potential new avenues for research within the intersection of the three 

domains are identified. 
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1. Introduction 

The pathways towards low-carbon energy transition are faced with the challenge of including 

energy vulnerable households, which is an issue of growing interest in Europe [1]. Energy 

poverty refers to the difficulty or inability of a household to maintain adequate temperature 

conditions, as well as other essential energy domestic services, at a reasonable price. In 2018, 

according to the EU Energy Poverty Observatory (EPOV) [2], it is estimated that 37.4 million 

people were unable to keep their homes warm in the European Union, thereby experiencing 

energy poverty. If not specifically addressed by all actors, the consequences of the coronavirus 

pandemic could affect a greater number of vulnerable people, thus increasing energy poverty 

[3]. Some progress has been made towards tackling the problem, but it remains a pressing 

challenge that requires attention to the wide variety of causes and perspectives involved, as 

well as the efforts of a wide range of actors.   

Energy poverty has been predominantly attributed to the triad of insufficient income, 

high energy prices, and energy inefficiency [4]. However, other approaches see this 

delimitation as partial, since it ignores factors of a different nature, such as information 

asymmetries, energy efficiency strategies or more human-centred approaches [5, 6]. Multiple 

actors form the energy poverty network, including governments, regulators, private companies, 

civil society, and public-private agreements [2]. However, research has dominantly focused on 

the role of public agents, while little attention has been paid to business actors as social 
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innovators tackling energy poverty [7]. Moreover, energy poverty can be characterized as a 

wicked problem given its complex, systemic, multidimensional, and frequently invisible nature, 

which requires the coordinated participation of multiple interrelated actors [8]. Therefore, 

hybrid approaches that bridge disciplines and domains are particularly appropriate to address 

energy poverty issues [9]. Social entrepreneurship provides a clear illustration of hybrid 

organization that encompasses a social mission together with skills and solutions traditionally 

based on market logics [10]. Social entrepreneurship is a loosely defined construct, but a 

mission related to solving social problems or to creating social value is widely accepted as a 

central feature [11]. Moreover, social entrepreneurship is often associated with social 

innovation since social entrepreneurs are searching for innovative solutions to meet social 

needs. 

The dominance of partial approaches to complex problems calls for the need to adopt 

multi-actor approaches to energy poverty [12, 13]. In an attempt to respond to this call, we 

examine how the literature on energy poverty addresses the role of social innovation and social 

entrepreneurship in tackling energy poverty. The interest of the social innovation and 

entrepreneurship phenomenon to tackle energy poverty within the field of energy social science 

is of emerging relevance [14]. Social entrepreneurship is acknowledged to be a productive 

space for building effective responses to the problem of energy vulnerability due to its 

collaborative and hybrid nature [15], as well as its capabilities for leveraging resources through 

the energy poverty social network [16]. Potential contributions of social entrepreneurship to 

energy poverty might increase the number of innovative solutions for marginalized groups in 

the context of the inclusive energy transition from the lenses of energy justice [17, 18].  

 Since there are a great variety of examples of social innovation relevant to energy 

poverty, from the examples of Ashoka, discussed further below, to the Alliance against energy 

poverty in Barcelona [19], we examine the role of social innovation and social entrepreneurship 
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in tackling energy poverty. For that purpose, we carry out a systematic literature review on the 

intersection between social entrepreneurship, social innovation, and energy poverty. This 

intersection may be a productive space to question conventional management practices that 

will allow us to change the lens through which we look at the problem [18, 20].  Moreover, 

limited research has addressed the issue from interdisciplinary lenses, and there is a particular 

lack of systematic literature reviews in the field of energy social science [21].  

 Research addressing the role of the social enterprise in energy poverty is only 

emerging [1], despite the widespread presence of social business and social innovation 

initiatives with a mission to tackle energy poverty. In this regard, we note the impact of the 

program of Ashoka and the Schneider Electric Foundation to support social innovations in 

energy poverty in Europe. This three-year program varied the geographic scope in each 

iteration (Western, eastern, central European countries) and the projects were selected upon 

their maturity, impact, and commitment of their networks [22, 23]. Although energy poverty is 

a global problem [24, 25], it is also situational and varies along with the geographical context 

[6]. In the global North, the number of energy vulnerable people is increasing despite the 

growing number of interventions from both the private and the third sectors [26].  Research 

contributions on social entrepreneurship for energy poverty are still scant. This is specifically 

the case concerning poverty in the countries of the Global North [6]. In response to this call, 

our systematic literature review is focused on these countries [9].  

 In sum, this review intends to address the following research question: How social 

innovation and social entrepreneurship are addressed in the literature on energy poverty? 

More specifically, this review responds to the following five research sub-questions: 

a) What perspectives on energy poverty are adopted in the literature in relation to social 

entrepreneurship and social innovation? 
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b) What conceptualisations of social entrepreneurship and social innovation are used in 

the literature as addressing energy poverty?   

c) What types of solutions proposed by social innovation and social entrepreneurship as 

interventions in energy poverty predominate in the literature?  

d) What role is assigned to social entrepreneurship and social innovation in addressing the 

challenges of the inclusive energy transition?  

e) What are the implications for policy making in energy poverty emerging from social 

entrepreneurship and social innovation initiatives? 

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents the background of 

interdisciplinary literature defining the key terms and suggesting potential for research in 

energy poverty and social entrepreneurship. Section 3 describes the methodology of the 

systematic literature review and the procedures followed.  The results section (Section 4) 

identifies the main approaches adopted at the intersection through a comprehensive review of 

themes, methods, and topics [20]. In Section 5, we discuss our findings, pointing out some 

barriers and challenges for social entrepreneurs in energy poverty. In Section 6, the conclusions 

and research agenda are established.  

2. Background 

Boardman [27] identified and made the energy poverty problem visible, considering political 

scepticism at the time. Although she was interested in an inter-disciplinary approach (policy, 

technology, economics, sociology), she provided the first definition in the UK in 1991, limiting 

the concept of energy poverty to cover households whose fuel expenditure on energy services 

exceeded 10% of their income. Since then, the UK has been at the head of energy poverty 

research, which has been progressively being extended towards many other countries in the 

Global North to account for local differences, such as demand for cooling in Southern Europe 
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[6]. Other approaches broaden the notion to include different dimensions of energy poverty, 

such as a ‘low income/high costs’ definition, in which households would need to have both a 

low income and high energy costs to be classed as fuel poor [28] or as a key determinant of 

health among the low-income population [29]. Most encompassing definitions refer to the 

absence of sufficient choice in accessing energy services to support economic and human 

development including multiple perspectives, more aligned with the 

complexities/multidimensionality involved in energy poverty [30, 31]. The definition by Day, 

Walker and Simcock [24] is a clear illustration of the broad approach:  

An inability to realise essential capabilities as a direct or indirect result of insufficient 

access to affordable, reliable, and safe energy services, and taking into account available 

reasonable alternative means of realising these capabilities.  

Such a holistic definition seems to be more appropriate than other narrower definitions when 

investigating responses to the energy poverty problem since it incorporates several elements 

and nuances and thus captures more aspects of the phenomenon [32]. This definition focuses 

on the energy services rather than energy per se, as well as on the capabilities framework, which 

may adequately respond to the dimensions of energy poverty.  

In this sense, social entrepreneurship in energy poverty may focus on the debate about 

which specific services are considered fundamental (cooling, cleaning, household appliances, 

lighting, cooking but also entertainment and socialising or even charging a phone) or how the 

lack of energy services feeds the vicious circles of energy vulnerability [7]. Furthermore, 

identification and information about energy services concerning energy vulnerability factors 

[6] may be an interesting field for social innovation and social entrepreneurship.  Also, the 

concern for the invisibility, stigmatization, and emancipation of vulnerable people, which have 

been widely addressed by energy poverty researchers [7, 24], could be engaging for social 

entrepreneurs. However, the social entrepreneurship initiatives in energy poverty and their 
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measurements and monitoring in countries in the Global North are very rarely addressed in the 

literature.  

Although social entrepreneurship is already a mature field [33], there is neither a 

universal definition nor a single narrative of social entrepreneurship [31, 34]. Looking at social 

entrepreneurship in energy poverty, we adopt a broader meaning considering two elements: the 

mission and the collective dimension.  First, the mission of the social entrepreneur as related 

to disadvantaged groups is not generally disputed [34]. Stricter approaches to the concept of 

social entrepreneurship require commercial and profitable business models through market-

based activities for social purposes and normally face the challenge of managing the balance 

in the social–profit tensions [33]. Broader approaches go beyond the commercial perspective 

giving priority to the social dimension in social entrepreneurship to avoid the tensions affecting 

the social goals associated with economic value. In social entrepreneurship, the primacy is on 

the person and the social object versus share capital (notwithstanding the legal form). 

Second, this study recognizes how the heroic individual theory of the social 

entrepreneur [35] is abandoned in favour of research on the major presence of the collective 

entrepreneur or the community-based collaboration among similar or diverse actors applying 

business principles to solving social problems [11]. Social entrepreneurship is a networked 

activity that introduces the progressive consolidation of more comprehensive definitions of 

social entrepreneurship as a collective endeavour, involving the collaboration amongst similar 

and diverse actors with the purpose of applying business principles to solving social problems 

[11, 12, 36]. The umbrella concept of collective entrepreneur includes terms such as 

community, or community innovation, resulting in a unified framework that facilitates a more 

cohesive body of research [37, 38]. Social entrepreneurship has been criticized for being a 

vehicle of neoliberalism to cover the wounds left by capitalism when it aims to provide public 

and essential services traditionally provided by the State [39]. The creation of policies for 

7



 
 

supplying vulnerable customers is a concern typically addressed by regulation. The aspiration 

of social entrepreneurs to balance the market and social service logic is seen with scepticism 

when utilized to serve the collective interest [31]. However, the role of the social entrepreneur 

as a central actor in social transformation is also acknowledged, in particular within the 

literature on transition management.  

This review includes the literature on social entrepreneurship and social innovation 

because both are connected and overlapping. Social entrepreneurship can be defined as the 

establishment of initiatives to implement social innovations within organisations of different 

sizes [40, 41]. Considering the synergies between these two concepts, social innovation is a 

broad concept and practice implemented through social entrepreneurship. Social innovation 

includes new processes, products, services, concepts, strategies, and tools that address social 

issues to support groups in enhancing well-being and improving people's conditions in society 

[42]. Therefore, social innovation and social entrepreneurship can be considered two sides of 

the same coin.  

Once such a link between social entrepreneurship and social innovation is stated, we 

consider the literature of social entrepreneurship may be applied (albeit with caution) to explain 

how the agency of social entrepreneurs could approach energy poverty communities through 

social innovation. Concepts such as perceived moral legitimacy, empowerment, resistance, 

embeddedness, risk-taking, proactiveness, and diffusion of ideas are overlapping 

characteristics in social entrepreneurship and social innovation [42]. Therefore, both terms, 

social innovation, and social entrepreneurship, will be applied indistinctly hereafter.   

  These interrelated phenomena are a potentially powerful tool to facilitate the adoption 

of new logic to address complex social problems [16] within the context of sustainability 

transitions [43], where the multilevel framework identifies collective social entrepreneurs as 
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innovators at the niche level, highlighting their role in influencing at scale to produce effective 

changes in the incumbents of the regime [15, 44]. In this sense, we should keep in mind that 

social entrepreneurship and energy poverty are highly influenced and firmly embedded in their 

context, so researchers may consider different contextual and geographical settings while 

deploying their theoretical lenses [34]. The context of inclusive energy transitions is significant 

in foregrounding the problem of energy poverty and the vulnerability of energy rights [17]. The 

double challenge of the just transition aims to ensure the decarbonisation of global society 

without leaving anyone behind [3]. Therefore, conversations about the agency of niche actors 

as social entrepreneurs and innovators and their interaction in different levels to accelerate the 

transformation stand out in the sustainability transitions literature [14]. This study considers 

transitions a contextual framework for the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship in energy 

poverty rather than considering the just transition as the object or a fundamental objective of 

this research. 

3. Methodology and overview of results  

3.1. Methodology  

The first step in the systematic literature review was the identification of the keywords based 

on the background and reflection of the intersection between the domains of energy poverty, 

social entrepreneurship, and social innovation. The articles analysed were selected through a 

keyword advanced search using the “SUBJECT” field (including Title, Abstract, and 

Keywords detected by Web of Science (WOS)) from a previously selected database: the WOS 

core collection. WOS includes the following three databases: SCI-EXPANDED, SSCI, A and 

HCI, ESCI. Establishing this practical screen that does not include conferences proceedings or 

books, the focus on research-oriented context and strict filtering of only peer-review or highly 

rated journals relevant to the research areas was undertaken to maintain a high level of 

conceptual rigor and methodological quality [33, 44, 45]. 
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Various combinations of search terms resulted in two search strings. The first one 

(Search 1) was ((fuel or energy) poverty AND (ENTREPRE* OR INNOVATION)), which 

found 190 articles. A second search string (Search 2) was (((fuel OR energy) poverty) AND 

(social (innovat* OR entrepreneur*))), which found 117 articles. In a second step, a comparison 

of the 307 articles was carried out and 216 duplications were removed. The use of these terms 

is justified by the intention of obtaining articles that focused on the intersection between social 

entrepreneurship (or innovation) and energy poverty, which are the terms commonly used by 

academics and professionals. The choice of a broader focus in relation to social 

entrepreneurship justifies the inclusion of the term innovation in the search, as mentioned 

above. Concerning the notions of social entrepreneurship and social enterprise, they are 

frequently used almost interchangeably in the reviewed literature [46]. The most widely 

accepted view is that domestic energy deprivation could be seen as a global problem (with no 

division between the Global South and North), and it is generally considered that all forms of 

energy poverty in developing and developed countries have a common characteristic, i.e. the 

lack of capacity to achieve a social and material level of domestic energy services at different 

sizes [24, 25]. Nevertheless, this systematic literature review is focused solely on countries in 

the Global North because mainstream literature differentiates between the affordability 

perspective of energy poverty in these countries and the access to energy perspective in low-

income countries.  

In line with this decision, in the third step, we manually reviewed all abstracts, 

excluding those unrelated to our research regarding developing countries, or specific to a 

particular industry but not energy-related (e.g., health, agriculture, water, food security). Where 

there was doubt about the content of an article, we retained it. The rationale for this exclusion 

is to limit, specify, and restrict the results as much as possible to articles whose main theme is 
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related to entrepreneurial and/or innovative solutions and energy poverty in developed 

countries.  

In the final step, we carefully read the full content of all articles in detail and discarded 

those that did not meet our criteria but had not been detected as such during the review of 

abstracts. The final sample included 47 articles (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Prisma flow chart of the systematic literature review 
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3.2. Overview of studies   

We conducted a preliminary quantitative analysis of the articles to help us understand the 

current development of academic research at the intersection of social 

entrepreneurship/innovation and energy poverty. The citations of each article are relevant to 

identify academic interests, highlighting seminal papers in the review, that is, to identify the 

giants [45]. There are not many citations in any of the articles: seven articles have more than 

100 citations, twenty articles have between 20 and 100, and the rest (twenty-five articles) have 

fewer than 10 (see Table 1. Methodology and Citations). Besides fulfilling the Pareto principle, 

this indicates that relevant attention to the literature dealing with the intersection is increasing. 

Table 1.  Methodologies and citations of each article of the systematic literature review 
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Nº 

Reference of 
papers selected in 

the Systematic 
Literature 

Review from 
2020 back to 

2007 

Citations in 
2021 Research 

methods Themes/keywords 

Feb  
Oct 

1 Campos, and 
Marín-González 
(2020)  

3 16 
Qualitative Prosumerism, social movements, sustainability transitions, energy 

justice, energy democracy 

2 Jenkins et al. 
(2020) 12 13 Conceptual Value sensitive design, responsible research and innovation, 

energy justice, energy systems, conceptual review 
3 Belaïd, Youssef 

and Lazaric 
(2020) 

8 11 
Quantitative Energy efficiency, rebound effect, quantile regression, residential 

energy consumption, household behavior 

4 Sovacool, Del 
Rio, and Griffiths 
(2020) 

15 46 
Mixed  
methods 

Coronavirus, covid-19, energy policy, climate policy, energy 
governance, sustainability transitions 

5 Pitt, and Nolden, 
(2020) 0 3 Qualitative Social housing, solar pv, feed-in tariff; community energy, multi-

occupancy buildings; fuel poverty; energy justice 
6 Mechlenborg., and 

Gram-Hanssen 
(2020) 

5 10 
Conceptual  Gender studies; meaning of home; theories of practice; energy 

demand; energy transition; technology studies 

7 Carley, and 
Konisky (2020) 16 69 Qualitative Lower-carbon, energy transition, policy insights, justice, and 

equity dimensions  
8 Streimikiene, and 

Balezentis (2020) 1 6 Quantitative Energy, renovation, multi-flat buildings, barriers; willingness to 
pay, state policies 

9 Longo, et al. 
(2020) 5 8 

Quantitative Energy poverty, fuel poverty, vulnerable consumers, vulnerable 
households, energy vulnerability, energy efficiency, customer 
engagement, energy citizenship 

10 Youssif, Gatt and 
Caruana (2020) 1 2 Quantitative Nearly zero energy buildings; smart building; energy renovation; 

social housing; energy storage; thermal comfort 
11 Patkos et al. 

(2019) 2 3 Qualitative Public policies, community innovations, climate change  

12 Kalt et al. (2019) 39 62 Conceptual Energy poverty, definition, energy services  

13 Osunmuyiwa and 
Ahlborg (2019) 15 28 Quantitative Entrepreneurship, employment, gender, and energy 

14 Pueyo and 
Maestre (2019)  34 58 Mixed  

methods 
Energy poverty, conceptual definition, gender  

15 Sovacool, Lipson 
and Chard (2019) 34 58 Qualitative Energy justice in household low carbon, Retrofitting innovations 

16 Knuth (2019) 17 22 Conceptual Retrofitting, green growth  

17 Silvestre and Tirca 
(2019) 119 183 Quantitative Literature review of innovation, sustainability 

18 McCauley et al. 
(2019) 69 117 Conceptual Energy justice, interdisciplinary energy research, low carbon  

19 Power (2018) 3 3 Qualitative Regional and municipality policies, climate change and social 
networks  

20 Elia and 
Margherita (2018)  25 36 Quantitative Conceptualization of complex problems 

21 Jenkins, Sovacool 
and McCauley 
(2018)  

111 160 
Conceptual Energy justice and humanizing, transitions, invisibility  

22 Boerenfijn et al. 
(2018) 28 31 Qualitative Innovations, energy efficiency, social housing, older adults  

23 Martiskainen, 
Heiskanen and 
Speciale (2018) 

31 37 
Qualitative Information, awareness, innovation  

24 Claude et al. 
(2017)  32 37 Qualitative Energy efficiency, innovation, municipality and university role, 

user´s centre 
25 Butler and Sherriff 

(2017)  23 27 Qualitative Identification, young adults, awareness, and information  

26 Picciotti (2017)  36 46 Qualitative Social enterprises, sustainability, cooperatives, collaborative 
networks  

13



   
 

14 
 

27 Dandara, 
Tabacaru and 
Danila (2017)  

3 3 
Quantitative Role of the financial system for social welfare 

28 Imaz and 
Sheinbaum (2017) 27 31 Qualitative Science and technology, SDGs, networks, research  

29 Boni, Leivas and 
De la Fuente 
(2016) 

0 2 
Qualitative Innovation for human development, invisibility 

30 Karlsson (2016) 10 13 Conceptual Public policies, innovation, climate change 

31 Okkonen and 
Letonen (2016) 70 79 Qualitative Community wind power projects, rural public policies, social 

entrepreneurship 
32 Sdei et al. (2015)  17 18 Quantitative Retrofitting, public policies, social housing  

33 Dineen, Rogan 
and Gallachoir 
(2015) 

35 36 
Quantitative Innovation centres, energy efficiency, limitations to data gathering   

34 Webb (2015)   34 41 Qualitative Public policies, lack of coordination in networks, social innovation  

35 Schaffrin and 
Reibling (2015) 39 43 Quantitative Public policies, energy efficiency, climate change  

36 Fu et al. (2014)  18 18 Quantitative Public policies, heating, climate change  

37 Bale et al. (2013) 59 65 Quantitative Networks, energy technologies 

38 Sovacool and 
Mukherjee (2011) 485 538 Mixed  

methods 
Public policies, data gathering, energy security 

39 Dyck (2006) 14 15 Quantitative Planning, networks  

40 Sahakian and 
Dobigny (2019)  5 6 Qualitative  Public policies initiatives, awareness. communication in networks, 

energy transition, reduction of consumption  
41 Streimikiene and 

Balezentis (2019) 5 9 Quantitative Public policies, retrofitting, Russia  

42 Nunes (2018)  7 8 Mixed  
methods 

Identification, older adults  

43 Sovacool, Axsen 
and Sorrell (2018)  300 439 Mixed  

methods  
Research in energy and science, excellency, energy social science 

44 Santamouris 
(2016) 176 201 Qualitative Innovating, energy efficiency, climate change  

45 Costello et al. 
(2011) 82 90 Conceptual Climate change, positive action  

46 O'Brien and Hope 
(2010) 136 145 Qualitative Public policies, localism and centralism, private funding, user 

focus  
47 Brugmann and 

Prahalad (2007) 488 529 Conceptual Private sector and third sector, networks relationship among Non-
Governmental Organisations and companies 

 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. Number of citations accessed on February 20th, 2021, and October 3rd, 

2021.  

We filtered this search by publications until December 2020. An initial time restriction was not 

included since the treatment of the three domains together is relatively new, meaning that there 

is considerable previous literature about social innovation, social entrepreneurship, and energy 

poverty but not with the joint perspective. We did not include either any limitation on 

conceptual or empirical articles or on any type of methodology. Because the intersection of 

energy poverty, social innovation, and social entrepreneurship is an emerging issue, the articles 
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reviewed began to appear in 2000 with a steep rise of publications after 2015, mainly related 

to the growing interest from researchers towards the problem from a multi-actor and multi-

level approach [43] (see Figure 2). Figure 2 also shows the topics addressed by the studies 

linked with each of our research questions, illustrating the growing interest in efficiency, but 

also policy implications of social innovation in energy poverty or the networked nature of 

energy poverty. 

Figure 2.  Timing of publications and themes of the articles selected in the review  

 

Source: Authors’ elaboration   

Each step in the review is documented and content validity is confirmed by including the 

research community in the process [47]. Two factors motivated the methodology selection: to 

better assess the state of research at the intersection [20], and to understand how researchers 

dealt with social entrepreneurship in energy poverty and what innovative solutions were 

proposed [48].  
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The general overview of results shows four main features in the description of studies. 

First, regarding the disciplinary approach, it is remarkable that social science journals 

represented only 5% of studies in the energy field. This suggests the opportunity for scholars 

to focus on human-centred studies and consultation with people, addressing topics such as 

energy justice, social innovation or financial incentives [13]. For instance, the Energy Research 

& Social Science Journal attempts to cover these gaps. However, this review shows that the 

intersection still appears to be understudied and it elicits the opportunity to reinforce pre-

research to obtain the necessary scientific utility as a theoretical development, but also as its 

applicability in practice [21]. In sum, this literature reflects the concern about the limited 

attention paid to the research on social entrepreneurship and social innovation in energy 

poverty and its inclusion in the political agenda [30]. The diversity of foci, methodologies, and 

lenses and the segmentation of actors into disciplines may tend to lead to inefficient approaches 

[49].  

Second, in relation to the frameworks used in the articles reviewed, three main 

approaches stand out: the capabilities approach, the energy service cascade framework, and the 

energy justice theoretical perspective [8, 9, 50, 51]. Hence, while, as noted above, the extant 

literature on energy poverty eschews a human-centred approach, the work on the intersection 

between energy poverty and social enterprise demonstrates holistic, people-centred 

approaches, rather than a focus on the technological perspective of the problem.  

Third, concerning the type of journals that published the 47 articles analysed, they were 

mostly related to energy and less to management domains. There were ten articles from the 

journal Energy Research and Social Science, seven (7) from Energy Policy and two (2) in 

Energy Journal. The rest of the journals only had one entry in the review and reflected diversity 

as illustrated by other publications such as Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 

Environment and Planning A-Economy and Space, Energy and Buildings, or Applied 

16



   
 

17 
 

Geography. As Sovacool [13] highlighted, the three main journals dealing with 

interdisciplinary discussions on the interaction of social and technical issues related to energy, 

the so-called energy social science, are Energy Policy, Energy Research and Social Science, 

and Energy Journal. The journal Energy Research and Social Science is expressly committed 

to human-centred approaches to energy related problems, integrating methods and concepts 

from social sciences to investigate the social system around energy technology [3, 13].  

Finally, regarding the methodological designs used in each article of the review (see 

Table 1), we found four types of studies in our 47 papers sample: conceptual (9), qualitative 

(18), quantitative (15), and mixed methods (5). 38% of the articles reviewed were qualitative. 

This table indicates the methodology and epistemology in each paper as a starting point guide 

from where the authors are building [33]. This review identified a considerable number of 

qualitative research approaches, mainly using semi-structured interviews [60], case studies [12, 

14, 52], or even participatory video [5]. The topics of these analyses are dominantly about 

social housing [52, 53], energy efficiency [54, 55], and retrofitting. The type of actors involved 

in the interventions vary from housing associations [56], local networks [57], and energy 

communities [14, 58] to energy cooperatives for further local development [59]. Fewer 

examples of quantitative methods were found, except in the selected papers on measuring 

indicators and quantitative energy models [54, 61].  

The type of methodologies used by scholars reflects a balance between human 

interpretation and the quantitative measurement required to understand the highly variable 

context of energy poverty. Also, the reference to the research method of each of the papers 

included in Table 1 enriches the contribution with examples, not as blueprints or as models for 

collective construction [62]. The attention to the epistemological approach of the researchers 

examining the activity of social entrepreneurs or social innovators in energy poverty shows an 

increasing number of qualitative studies in which the object is beyond the identification of the 
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causes of energy poverty [63, 56]. Interpretive epistemologies commonly focus data analyses 

on tensions and perceptions of experiences of the phenomenon [64]. Thus, our review 

highlights the opportunity to use such lenses - different from those focused on explaining or 

demonstrating statistical relationships about the phenomenon - to grasp the social phenomenon 

of energy poverty through the study of organisations and help to maintain a close link between 

research and practice [62]. 

Sovacool [13] called attention to the gap between what energy researchers consider to 

be essential and what practitioners, utility commissioners, and politicians think and do. 

Especially in energy poverty, there are few connections between academic literature and 

actions coordinated by practitioners, resulting in a lack of structured solutions through scalable 

interventions. In other words, the literature on energy poverty tends to be inattentive to 

evaluating interventions in energy poverty. This review acknowledges the limited availability 

of relevant and comparable data, often collected for other purposes and the inexistence of 

reliable metrics to characterise energy poverty, which justifies a dominant focus of researchers 

on identifying and measuring vulnerability. Without those measurements, it is difficult to make 

and monitor policies oriented to the most vulnerable consumers. However, this review 

emphasises also the relevance of more qualitative and interpretive research approaches that 

may permit researchers to understand and integrate values, beliefs, and feelings with a more 

human centred-approach in a social world formed by multiple interpretations [42, 64]. 

4. Results  

The findings in the review reveal a fragmented map of social entrepreneurship and social 

innovation solutions offered to address energy poverty, as would be expected for this emerging 

territory of responses to this pressing challenge. The papers tend to give social entrepreneurship 

a secondary rather than a central role in the problem of energy poverty, since political actors, 
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energy poverty dimensions, and relevant topics are dominant. The energy transition is the 

backdrop to the current research on social innovation/social entrepreneurship in the field of 

energy poverty. 

From a careful examination of the selected articles, five main categories of themes were 

developed inductively: 1) perspectives of energy poverty; 2) roles and characteristics of social 

entrepreneurship in the network of energy services in energy poverty; 3) solutions offered by 

interventions in energy poverty; 4) the role of social entrepreneurship in addressing energy 

poverty in the context of the inclusive energy transition; and 5) the implications for 

policymaking in energy poverty from social entrepreneurship and social innovation. 

Underlying such diversity of themes emerging from the review, a common thread connecting 

energy poverty, social entrepreneurship and social innovation is found: a general concern about 

the opportunity to include more social enterprise approaches to tackling energy poverty.  

 

4.1. Conceptualizations of energy poverty in relation to social entrepreneurship  

The definition of energy poverty is not universal, and different definitions may encompass 

different causes, consequences, and ethical frameworks that underly the need to tackle energy 

poverty. Such variety has implications for the type of interventions authors find appropriate to 

alleviate energy poverty, as well as on the interpretations they make regarding the role of social 

entrepreneurship and social innovation.  

First, when approaching the causes of energy poverty, most articles show that, although 

low income is assumed to be the main cause of energy poverty, other factors such as energy 

inefficient housing, institutional political factors, or the need to approach energy poverty from 

the notion of energy services are also emphasized [52, 55]: individuals or families do not 

demand energy itself but rather the services delivered by energy. Energy-poor households 

suffer the inability to attain a socially and materially necessary level of domestic energy 
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services. Thus, the relationship between energy services and human needs is central in the 

articles reviewed, since a better understanding of energy services may encourage the 

emergence of alternatives to current interventions, such as innovations enacted by social 

entrepreneurs [9, 14, 56, 65]. An 'energy services' conceptualisation could reveal new routes 

across multiple levels to eliminate fuel poverty or culminate in new integrated business models 

to deliver co-benefits. A clear illustration is offered in the work by Kalt et al. [50], in which a 

model called Energy Service Cascade is developed. This model identifies energy services, 

together with energy structures, functions, benefits, and values, along the whole energy chain. 

This approach widens the possibilities for creating social innovation initiatives and new social 

business models to meet basic needs and increase well-being through the provision of energy 

services, such as “space heat and cooling, developing energy concepts for buildings or 

monitoring energy consumption before and/or after implementation of efficiency measures" 

[50].  

A second finding regarding the conceptualisation of energy poverty in the review is the 

significance of energy justice, generally used as the appropriate rationale and ethical 

framework to guide social innovation and social entrepreneurship initiatives [3, 9, 17, 51]. The 

energy justice frame is an emerging field that envisions a world where all individuals, across 

all areas, have safe, affordable, and sustainable energy [17]. Energy poverty affects the people 

who suffer from it, and energy justice requires reflexivity to reshape the work of energy 

companies [66]. 

Energy justice is a conceptual, analytical, and decision-making framework for 

understanding when and where ethical questions on energy appear, who should be involved in 

their resolution, and ultimately which solutions must be pursued to achieve a sustainable energy 

system underpinned by fairness and equity [51]. Interdisciplinary approaches that bridge 

disciplines and domains are particularly suitable to address energy justice issues [9, 13]. Poor 
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consideration of social issues and little focus on individuals in the energy transition can lead to 

injustice, so states and companies should also apply energy justice [17, 66, 68]. Non-systematic 

application of energy justice principles in energy poverty initiatives may lead to the non-

inclusion of vulnerable people in the energy transition. 

The root of the energy justice scholarship is evolving from the environmental justice 

frame, and greater direct engagement with energy justice frameworks is often missing [17]. 

Energy justice allows engaging with ethical dilemmas in the context of the energy transition 

framework. Calls for performing energy justice decisions in transitions must include care for 

ethical dilemmas like fairly distributing energy infrastructure and services, allowing attention 

to the anticipated future wishes of those currently marginalised [17]. Therefore, providing 

resonance to energy justice should be a priority when planning for more sustainable transitions 

[41].  However, this conceptual and analytical tool is not comprehensive as a decision-making 

tool, demanding further application in practice. In the review, we find two examples of 

implementation of the energy justice framework from a perspective on the insufficiency of 

information on energy services. Martiskainen et al. [14] study Energy Cafés as an example of 

how community action initiatives are often driven by social good rather than by pure 

commercial motives. Energy Cafés have been conceptualised as grassroots innovations 

providing advice on energy issues to the public. Also, the green doctors of the behavioural 

change programs of social housing strategies provide door-to-door energy advice for residents 

[52]. 

Therefore, the framework of energy justice intertwines with other dimensions of 

poverty in the interventions [51, 66]. Jenkins, Sovacool, and McCauley [17] differentiated 

between the practical terms of energy poverty and the more theoretical concept of energy 

justice, which, combined, enable social entrepreneurs to have the aspirational goal of tackling 

this complex problem. Such a goal will help social entrepreneurs in energy poverty to become 
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familiarised with the concept of energy poverty in a broader way and to guide decision-making. 

Elia and Margherita [8] also raise the difficulty of complex problems that need complex 

solutions and how social justice in the energy transition would lead us to energy justice 

principles. However, the terminology of this conceptualisation is still not precise and 

homogeneous among all actors involved [17, 66]. 

In sum, the intersection of domains under review makes this framework appropriate for 

legitimising entrepreneurial interventions in energy poverty. It may provide a shared vision for 

social entrepreneurship in energy poverty with a justice and person-centred approach 

specifically focused on vulnerable groups [6].  

 

4.2. Conceptualisations of social entrepreneurship in the network of energy services 

in energy poverty  

This section discusses the conceptualisations of the social entrepreneurship initiatives 

identified in the review. The results show that the role of social entrepreneurship is not treated 

homogeneously in energy poverty, demonstrating a lack of clear boundaries with which to 

define social entrepreneurship [36] that we discussed in the background section. The tension 

between social and economic mission, common in the social entrepreneurship phenomenon 

[33], also appears in social innovation in energy poverty. Still, this tension seems to be solved 

by giving prevalence to the social dimension. The reference to the commercial mission that 

may be part of the definition of a social enterprise does not appear in the review, except on rare 

occasions. For instance, the study from Boerenfijn et al. [52] uses four case studies to highlight 

economic profitability as an objective of the social housing initiative of Habion in the 

Netherlands. This paper investigates the financial aspects (e.g., crowdfunding) of the 

interventions related to the investments in better appliances in terms of electricity consumption, 

smart home technologies, or renewable energy.  
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Other papers show that the commercial dimension in social innovation is questioned to 

some extent, since the initiatives might fail more often due to commercial uncertainties. 

Innovation implies that significant changes must be adopted by community networks [46] to 

steadily allow the energy transition with new metrics, processes, and structures [9]. Thus, it 

requires action from all actors, given its complexity, dynamism, and uncertainty. In this sense, 

social entrepreneurship in relation to communities is clearly illustrated in the article on Energy 

Cafés [14], which refers to interventions to tackle energy poverty in areas such as energy 

literacy, energy poverty awareness, and billing information. It also explains the crucial role of 

grassroots innovations, i.e., “networks of activists and organisations generating novel bottom-

up solutions for sustainable development” [69], driven by social good rather than by purely 

economic motives. In this respect, we should highlight the critical agency of social services 

assistance to implement palliative measures through isolated public or private interventions 

such as Energy Cafés in the UK [14]. 

Some papers are concerned with the role of community-based initiatives in tackling 

energy poverty with innovation [59, 70], commonly highlighting the relevance of the 

cooperatives in the energy field. For example, Picciotti [59] explores social entrepreneurship 

through the case study of some cooperatives in Italy, such as collaborative networks, with an 

emphasis on democratic governance, multivocality, the integration of the disadvantaged in 

qualified activities and the reinvesting of profits in the community. The collective side of social 

innovation applies to the organisations ability to innovate as a result of the collective 

capabilities and their activities and networks to reach their goals [42]. Community-based social 

enterprises are also studied by Okkonen and Lehtonen [70], who analyse the socio-economic 

impacts of eleven wind farms on those types of social enterprises as promising solutions for 

transforming rural areas.   
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4.3. Characteristics of the solutions offered by social entrepreneurs to energy poverty  

Regarding the solutions and interventions identified in the literature to fight energy poverty 

through social innovation and entrepreneurship, three common features stand out. First, they 

are predominantly based on both the identification of vulnerable households and the analysis 

of the indicators to gain a clear understanding of the causes [54, 63, 71]. Second, the social 

innovations studied usually encompass a diversity of perspectives in the subgroups of affected 

communities [72], as well as multiple actors participating in the interventions [68, 73]. Third, 

in many cases, the actors involved are not self-identified as social entrepreneurs, which reveals 

the lack of institutionalisation of the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship working with 

impoverished groups, as illustrated for example by the home energy advisors or green doctors 

[56].  

On these bases, the types of social innovation and entrepreneurship initiatives studied 

include two foci related to the causes of energy poverty: to reduce energy consumption, and to 

empower individuals and groups suffering from energy poverty from collective action. 

4.3.1. Social innovation and entrepreneurship to reduce energy consumption  

The relationship between energy poverty and home energy efficiency is developing both in the 

academic realm and in the European legal framework for housing renovation. The emphasis on 

alleviating energy poverty by reducing energy consumption and related expenditure revolves 

around increasing energy efficiency [74, 75, 76]. Solutions to tackle energy poverty based on 

energy efficiency issues are dominant in the review, ranging from palliative or light measures 

[56] to deep or more structural perspectives [77].  

The perspectives on energy efficiency vary among the articles reviewed. Some papers 

are concerned with the role of retrofitting or renovation to address energy poverty to ensure 

healthy, energy-efficient, and carbon-free buildings for all since they see in retrofitting an 

opportunity to introduce green and inclusive energy efficiency measures [54, 55, 56, 57, 78, 
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65, 68, 75, 77].  These works refer to the need for a skilled workforce to carry out the energy 

retrofitting of old buildings by the private and public sectors.  

Several authors study social innovation initiatives related to energy efficiency at 

household levels [74, 75], since decreasing domestic energy consumption is a way to tackle 

energy poverty that can be more manageable locally through social entrepreneurship initiatives. 

Sahakian and Dobigny [75] empirically verify how consumption patterns can provide much 

information about household time uses or lack of insulation, and therefore why focusing on 

changes in behaviour patterns could have reduced energy consumption. 

Other initiatives focus on efficiency-based solutions on social housing, i.e., initiatives 

that provide housing to people with limited financial resources [52, 53, 73, 76]. They are 

oriented both to improve the lives of vulnerable people and to address one of the overarching 

causes of energy poverty: energy efficiency in homes. Community benefits gained through 

renovation works appear, for instance, in Boerenfijn et al. [52], who study an initiative on 

energy information asymmetry in social housing aimed at favouring energy savings for their 

residents. An illustrative example is that offered by Sdei et al. [56], who compare the results 

of two retrofitting interventions in social housing, using innovative social alternatives of 

behavioural programs with empowerment through energy advice and energy education 

programmes. Beyond the retrofit works, the objective is also generating energy savings, 

improving fuel bills, and minimising fuel poverty throughout the engagement of the community 

(not just at the level of individual households). Social activities, reaching otherwise ‘hard to 

reach’ households, formed an essential part of this strategy, so residents attended various 

meetings and workshops. [56]. There was a combination of community work with the green 

doctors, energy efficiency experts who visit people in their homes, helping vulnerable 

households to save money and stay warm. Their work was designed to enable and empower 

the local community. They had a very positive impact on engaging the residents in some of the 
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energy reduction practices and how capable residents felt in passing on energy-saving practices 

to other residents. The focus on individual and community interventions was essential for the 

success of those projects. 

Finally, we note a lack of longer-term evaluation of energy renovation programmes that 

includes measuring the social impact and more comprehensive studies. The potential reduction 

of energy poverty usually is not quantified in advance. Since completed renovation programs 

have positive and negative factors, fundamental principles may be applied to the design of 

energy renovation programmes to maximise the social benefits. Such re-design may avoid the 

social risk of adverse outcomes, such as unaffordable rents after retrofitting, higher energy bills 

after new heating and payment arrangement, or lack of focus in the community [79, 80]. 

4.3.2. Social innovations and entrepreneurship to empower people through social networks 

and energy communities  

Overall, the collective dimension of the innovation and entrepreneurship initiatives to alleviate 

energy poverty is dominant in the papers examined [14, 57, 59, 60, 68, 70, 78, 81]. This finding 

is coherent with the collective social dimension often embedded in social entrepreneurship 

[37], as well as the extension of the concept of social entrepreneurship to that of community-

based enterprises, integrating elements from commercial entrepreneurship and social network 

theory to show how community-based enterprises may differ from the standard notion of 

entrepreneurship [59]. 

Thus, a variety of examples of interventions, community action, and co-creation with a 

network perspective appears in the review reflecting the collective nature of the energy poverty 

problem [14, 57, 60, 78, 70, 68, 81]. For instance, Martiskainen, Heiskanen, and Speciale [14] 

describe how local communities approach energy poverty with innovations such as the Energy 

Cafés (United Kingdom). This research shows that energy poverty is essentially a poverty issue 

and is therefore very sensitive to the fear of stigmatization. As Sdei et al. [56] or Butler and 
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Sheriff [72] also highlight, social problems like energy poverty must be treated with special 

care and through proximity.   

The study of the Living Labs in Cahors (France) shows the relevance of the network of 

actors in energy poverty. It offers an example of co-creation of innovation with vulnerable 

consumers, governance of collaborations and multidisciplinary work, as well as the relevant 

roles attained by the university and the municipality. The user-centred approach successfully 

brings about expertise among the several partners involved in the project [78]. O’Brien and 

Hope [68] also argue that privately funded interventions should pay special attention to the user 

vision and the non-commercialization of certain energy services. In turn, Picciotti [59] 

emphasizes the complexity of implementing renewable energy projects through local 

communities and how these initiatives may create new ways for local development with a 

human-centred approach.  

When describing social innovation and entrepreneurship initiatives related to energy 

networks, a diversity of subthemes arises. Depending on the actor in the network, the levels of 

awareness and priority of the problem will be different [72]. O’Brien and Hope [68] refer to 

the skills of the members of the network and their learning capacity suggesting the need to 

share common goals. In this sense, trust, coordination, and communication are capabilities 

required in the relationships forged between the members of the networks to achieve the 

activation of all players [15, 17, 59, 70, 75, 77]. Brugmann and Prahalad [82] propose adopting 

a combination of technical and managerial skills in third sector networks, aligned with 

Sovacool’s [11] defence of interactive and collective processes to enhance innovation, 

commercialisation, and business development in energy poverty.  
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In sum, social innovation and entrepreneurship are a productive space for training all 

actors involved in energy poverty from a co-creative approach [58, 78, 81]. 

4.4. The role of social entrepreneurship in energy poverty in the context of inclusive 

energy transition 

A recurring pattern in our review is the interrelationship between fighting climate change and 

alleviating energy poverty, either explicitly or implicitly [46, 55, 77]. Such an interrelationship 

is contextualized by the energy transition framework [3, 9, 17, 51], based on the idea of 

vulnerable consumers not being left behind in the energy transition, since they will suffer more 

from the consequences of climate change or the non-use of low carbon resources [58]. This 

approach is applied to specific groups such as older adults [52, 65], young adults [63], women 

[83], people in rural areas [70], and local communities [60].  

It is argued that the effects of climate change are devastating on health and energy 

poverty, and we should move towards pragmatic and positive action [84]. For instance, Knuth 

[77] mentions the opportunities for entrepreneurship in green retrofitting entrepreneurs, and 

that only sustainability-based policies should be considered. Silvestre and Tirca [46] discuss 

the tensions between commercial innovation and sustainable, green, and social innovation, and 

defend the triple bottom line reporting for sustainable innovation.  

The double challenge of energy transition and energy poverty addressed by social 

innovation is addressed by scholars, who underline the need to bring people to the centre of the 

energy transition. For example, Energy Cafés are local community initiatives providing face-

to-face energy advice to people in a welcoming setting. Such settings address the identification 

and partial solutions to energy poverty and other areas of the energy transition by empowering 

communities [14]. In a similar vein, Cahors innovation lab is searching for user-centred 

solutions by providing retrofitting initiatives to address the high levels of deterioration and 

vacancy rate of dwellings and varied problems derived from fuel poverty [78].   
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Jenkins, Sovacool, and McCauley [17] redirect the energy poverty problem into the 

sustainability transition including renewable energy and social lenses. The concept of 

sustainability transition goes beyond renewable energy [75] and foresees paradigm shifts in 

energy use. The question of inclusivity, the right to energy, and energy justice are central in 

this system transformation so that the agency of all actors involved is crucial [66]. The 

transition framework brings visibility to energy poverty as a social problem in social 

entrepreneurship and supports the growth of private social innovation initiatives in this field. 

The inclusive transition is a process, and it demands a multi-actor approach [85]. Thanks to 

their hybrid nature, new social spaces created by social entrepreneurs may acquire more 

influence and relevant roles. Moreover, examining how social entrepreneurs and innovators 

overcome the challenges of the energy transition and the growing visibility of energy poverty 

in this context may develop more social entrepreneurship initiatives with the aspirational goal 

to tackle energy poverty and more attention from scholars to responsible research [66].    

 With a more critical approach to the decarbonisation process, Sovacool, Lipson and 

Chard [9] show how the challenges of decarbonisation and innovation in household energy 

services will bring new tensions and risks for houses in vulnerable situations. They suggest 

four typologies of technological changes (from incremental to more radical) to show low 

carbon innovations through the conceptual lens of energy justice. This paper illustrates the 

challenges emerging from this critical approach to decarbonization that social entrepreneurship 

engaged in alleviating energy poverty will have to face. Those challenges point also to the role 

of science and innovation and the Sustainable Development Goals in the green transition, as 

highlighted by Imaz and Sheinbaum [86].  

 The social side of innovation frequently remains hidden behind a technical agenda 

and business competition [42]. The environmental aspect is an underlying constituent in many 

articles because the energy transition is noted as a requirement to combat climate change. Thus, 
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the environmental dimension is predominant over the social one. For this reason, the literature 

has not yet sufficiently conceptualised social entrepreneurship where the primary or the sole 

mission is tackling energy poverty. Instead, energy poverty alleviation is usually a side effect 

of the conscious sustainability strategy of a principal business. However, social enterprise´s 

engagement to achieve social goals [30], together with social awareness, are relevant for 

successful change [42]. 

  

4.5.  Implications of bottom-up social entrepreneurship and innovation initiatives on 

energy poverty public policies  

Among the papers examined, seven articles from Energy Policy make explicit contributions 

for policymakers and energy planners, including the role of social entrepreneurship and social 

innovations in public policy. From the review of social entrepreneurship experiences on energy 

poverty, we can draw policy insights to provoke and develop bottom-up, integrated, and better-

informed public policies to tackle energy poverty [49]. More specifically, this section addresses 

policy insights into energy consumption, data collection, and modelling for energy poverty 

policymaking, as well as the need for innovative schemes and coordination of levels of 

government. 

Energy provision is a highly regulated sector. Therefore, the influence of policymakers 

in minimising energy poverty is significant, as is evident in the constant references to policy 

insights in the review of the literature [71]. Silvestre and Tirca [46] recommend that 

policymakers adopt more radical approaches towards sustainable innovation to address the 

current social and environmental challenges and obtain additional insights into public policies 

about energy poverty. One of the aspirations of the interventions from social entrepreneurs in 

energy poverty is to trigger bottom-up public policies towards minimising energy poverty. 

Social innovation is characterised by their enthusiasm for bottom-up approaches  [69]. O´Brien 
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and Hope [68] address the challenge for energy policy to work with environmental and social 

issues such as energy poverty in the case study of North Tyneside Council. They argue that 

interventions with a user-centred approach may improve the interaction with the energy system 

and provide more structured approaches to energy poverty. 

Sovacool, Lipson, and Chard [9] justify the need to develop inclusive policies 

considering the justice tensions developed in the decarbonization process and the innovation 

in household energy services. The authors indicate who is at risk today from low-carbon 

innovations: consumers with prepayment meters who pay more for their energy, tenants and 

those with no roof, and people unable to purchase technologies. They also explain who will be 

at risk in the future: consumers without access to new energy services or rooftop PV, those 

who have no roof on which to sire solar PV and those with no access to low-carbon energy 

networks. They recommend that policymakers focus on the tensions of today instead of 

tomorrow's challenges. Therefore, since decarbonizing the household energy system also 

comes with justice tensions, collective social entrepreneurship, and innovation's role in 

understanding those tensions and addressing those challenges is an opportunity.   

Webb [81] analyses the case study of a non-profit ESCO in Aberdeen (Scotland) and 

identifies a lack of clarity in the competence appropriation between State, region, and local 

government. The results unveil the lack of capability and technical experience in energy 

matters from local authorities as well as social and environmental issues related to energy 

projects, and they also highlight the lack of coordination in multi-party networks. Her work 

proposes long term approaches and tackling any confusion regarding the boundaries of energy 

poverty and climate change policies. Such tensions highlight where energy and social policies 

intertwine, but these conflict-specific misunderstandings represent critical challenges for social 

transformations. 
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Regarding policy insights from bottom-up approaches about energy consumption, 

Sahakian, and Dobigny [75] analyse fifty initiatives related to reducing household energy use 

in Switzerland and provides some findings from the participatory processes of engaging 

households in such initiatives. For example, how people engage in their everyday life with 

appliances or behavioural changes. This paper illustrates how long-term solutions co-produced 

by participatory processes may increase the efforts to make household energy uses more 

efficient depending on the diversity of the user and the everyday practices within different 

contexts. Policymakers involved in energy policies should foster participatory initiatives and 

acknowledge their insights because collaborations between different actors who have come 

together have benefits in two directions: first, they encourage public sector learning from 

associations, social movements, cooperatives, and researchers; and second, they provide more 

diversity to policy agendas.  

The relevance of data collection and the modelling of energy use and consumption to 

avoid exclusion errors in political measures is also addressed by researchers. For instance, 

Bale et al. [57] study public sector interventions to increase the uptake of low carbon 

technologies for domestic energy use and alleviate energy poverty. They build a ‘social 

networks’ mixed model that may serve as a tool for local authorities to design and assess the 

strategy of their interventions. Their results suggest more research into energy innovations in 

energy poverty is required, to achieve consolidation of the field and ensure its diffusion to 

larger audiences. This paper proposes that local authorities use this model to maximise energy 

efficiency and retrofitting in households.  

Some papers emphasise the need for attractive, innovative schemes for entrepreneurs 

operating within different scales of enterprise. In the context of Lithuania, Streimikiene, and 

Balezentis, [73, 74] highlight the fact that holistic, well-targeted schemes could encourage an 

increase in bottom-up interventions [87]. They also propose ways to implement energy justice 
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principles through, for example, life-line tariffs for renovation, which imply sharing the costs 

among apartment owners, depending on their incomes. 

Finally, there are also insights related to the coordination of levels of governments and 

regions to address energy poverty. In this sense, we find a call to the moral obligation of rich 

countries to implement global sustainable innovation policies arguing that innovation is mainly 

a state obligation [88]. This obligation reveals the tension between the inclusive transition 

challenge and the development of regional, local, and rural renewable policies. At the European 

level, it is relevant the review of Longo et al [89] of the main research trends of projects 

addressing energy poverty in this region. 

Concerning the critical role of municipalities in energy poverty, two papers stand out. 

Okkonen and Letonen [70] study a case of wind projects in Northern Scotland to highlight the 

problem of political competencies. This study provides evidence of the lack of technical 

capacity in local administrations to face complex problems like sustainability and energy 

poverty. They find it is not common for a project coordinator position to be held by local 

authorities and not by private entities, but it is rarely the case that such public leaders are fully 

trained in all technical and social skills. Patkos et al. [60] research on Hungarian municipalities 

pays attention to local communities as relevant agents versus the central government in the 

origination of adequate responses to energy efficiency and renewable energy sources. 

4. Discussion and research agenda 

This systematic literature review showed the main themes identified in the intersection of 

energy poverty, social entrepreneurship, and social innovation. In order to take a step further, 

this discussion suggests some theoretical and practical implications derived from the review 

for the social entrepreneur and social innovation to promote and institutionalize their activity 

to mobilize other actors, especially policy makers, in tackling energy poverty.   
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First, the review highlights the relevance of the energy justice perspective [17] as an 

overarching framework for underpinning bottom-up local social innovation initiatives and top-

down public policies from a holistic perspective. Scholars emphasise that a systematic 

application of energy justice principles in energy poverty initiatives may encourage inclusivity 

in the context of the energy transition [51, 68, 71]. Thus, more theoretical research is necessary 

to study energy social entrepreneurship and social innovation in energy transitions from justice 

lenses as an integrative and comprehensive framework to adopt a common language across the 

energy poverty network [9, 46, 66].  

Second, our findings call for more consideration of the adequacy of the hybrid nature 

of social entrepreneurs to tackle energy poverty, since they may have acquired both technical 

skills related to the knowledge of the complexities of the energy systems, and social skills 

related to their proximity to energy users suffering from energy poverty. Specific knowledge, 

experience, and skills are needed to deal with energy poverty, given its difference from other 

aspects of poverty. Furthermore, as energy poverty is marked by collective and network 

dimensions, the research reviewed emphasises how social entrepreneurs working in energy 

poverty have developed the corresponding focus on building trust, communication, and other 

coordination skills directed towards the activation of all players [15, 17, 59, 70, 75, 77]. 

Therefore, social entrepreneurs might play a productive role in training all actors involved in 

the problem of energy poverty from a co-creative approach [82] paying special care to the 

active involvement of the vulnerable people. 

More research on the attributes of social entrepreneurs as coordinators and 

intermediators could help increase the awareness and visibility of the energy poverty problem. 

A prior reflection on which type of new ways of collaboration and the reason for the need, are 

questions that need to be posed, including the transference of capabilities among private and 

public actors with a focus on a wider impact and a single objective shared by the whole network 
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to eradicate the problem of energy poverty [14]. The exchanges of resources and the 

improvement of the relationships between the members of the fragmented social network 

around energy poverty need to be analysed in-depth, including the challenges of 

communication, active listening, information, and awareness of social changes. The agency of 

the social entrepreneur as an intermediary may help to ensure the involvement of human-

centred aspects in energy democracy [5, 68, 78].  The social side that appeared sporadically in 

some papers more focused on technical or traditional energy business, may be scrutinised 

through the sustainability plans of the growing number of renewable energy projects or 

decarbonisation projects promoted by the transition. Social aspects are gaining relevance since 

their non-consideration may put the development and execution of those urban or rural projects 

at risk. It may be an opportunity for social innovations in energy poverty to institutionalise and 

be part of good practices in sustainability plans of renewable energy projects. The findings 

reflect the relevance and fragmentation of the network in energy poverty and raise new 

considerations for the social entrepreneur and social innovation interventions. The unclear 

identification of the different members of this network and the unclear role of the social 

entrepreneur [50] in the energy poverty network suggest the potential for developing 

coordination and intermediary capabilities [33]. The robustness and strength of ties in the 

network is key for the alleviation of energy poverty. However, it is neither properly coordinated 

nor connected [57, 81] since not all actors have adequate levels of information, awareness, and 

training, especially in public administration [8, 14, 78, 72, 77]. Moreover, the relationships 

between climate change issues and energy poverty are often misunderstood [55, 74].  The 

hybrid nature of social entrepreneurs might effectively mediate in such a fragmented network 

while future transition literature studies might focus on the agency of actors, strategic niche 

management, transition management, and multi-stakeholder partnerships theories.    
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Third, the interventions by social entrepreneurs examined by researchers we identify 

reveal an opportunity to explore further the domains of energy efficiency, social housing, and 

green retrofitting as practical solutions to tackle energy poverty that different actors may 

develop in the energy poverty network [25, 54, 57, 55, 56, 65, 77, 81]. Beyond dominant 

approaches focused on income-based solutions, more user-centred approaches, humanizing 

development, and co-innovation with vulnerable consumers are more aligned to the complexity 

of the problem [5, 68, 78].  

The fourth implication is that bottom-up public policies could promote innovation and 

energy efficiency in a more inclusive way [70]. There is a lack of a defined global legal 

environment, with a mixture of competencies between several levels such as regional and 

municipality policies in Europe to combat climate change and social inequalities [12, 60, 61, 

65, 81, 88]. European energy poverty policies focus mainly on consumer protection, financial 

interventions, energy savings measures, energy efficiency and renewable energy development, 

and information provision [26]. However, those policies could be improved by integrating 

social innovation aspects through the insights from bottom-up initiatives from other actors 

working with higher proximity and allowing the empowerment of the vulnerable communities. 

The high number of papers found in the review that include policy insights reveals a perceived 

lack of control and weak leadership of the problem. The responsibility for tackling energy 

poverty seems to be considered to fall to the public sector, but this focus of responsibility may 

explain the isolation of community initiatives in promoting bottom-up public policy creation 

[59]. Future studies on the co-responsibility of actors could promote the replication of good 

practices. 

Additionally, no study is without its limitations. First, the selection of the keywords 

might have left out initiatives that may also respond to the same concept but do not appear in 

this research and might have been overlooked. Second, excluding articles from non-impact 
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journals, conference proceedings, or languages other than English limits the inclusion of all 

relevant articles to ensure quality [45]. Moreover, we point out that hidden local social 

innovation or entrepreneurship realities are currently happening and emerging in social 

innovation niches in practice. Most of the relevant and more innovative ones (as the Ashoka 

referred to in section 1) are still not research-driven and subject to the study of energy poverty 

or social innovation/entrepreneurship scholars.   

Despite the limitations, we have systematically explored the state of the research in the 

intersection of social entrepreneurship, social innovation, and energy poverty, which is 

expected to increase in the energy transition context in a multi-actor and multilevel approach 

[66]. While we have found very little social entrepreneurship research examining the energy 

poverty field and only a few studies engaging with related concepts, theories, and perspectives, 

we have also identified areas that deserve further scholarly attention. Addressing questions of 

“what is next” for the nexus between social entrepreneurship and energy poverty scholarship 

and defining patterns and categorisations in the review may help state several avenues for 

research.  

Further research on private (or public-private) interventions in energy poverty should 

help design better-informed public policies. Proximity and an understanding of the context by 

social entrepreneurs are a source of social innovation that can provide new lenses and valuable 

ideas for policymakers to develop energy poverty strategies. The review highlights the lack of 

an appropriate framework for analysis and action to tackle energy poverty through harmonized 

approaches to clear policy guidelines. In this sense, much of the existing literature on energy 

poverty focuses on the early stages of the process (e.g., objective, and subjective indicators [54, 

90], identification of vulnerability [72, 72] or the use of smart metering [52]. Thus, more 

research on interventions could pay closer attention to scaling and long-term perspectives of 
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bottom-up innovations to significantly reduce energy poverty and not merely produce quick 

solutions in response to emergencies.   

As Jenkins, Sovacool, and McCauley [17] point out, transitions require more fluid, 

coordinated, multisectoral action to reform the various domains with high greenhouse gas 

emissions, such as energy (including heating) and industry, and to harmonize them in a 

systemic strategy that involves societal actors. Solid political incentives and more integrated 

programs should lead the energy system transformation to operate inclusively. Public plans and 

policies should respond to the multiplicity of needs, interests, and preferences of groups and 

people. They should consider the needs of vulnerable customers, but they could also foster 

actors such as social entrepreneurs who may play crucial roles in the energy transition. In this 

sense, policymakers could look into the multiplicity of perspectives in energy poverty to 

understand the agency and effects of bottom-up interventions from social entrepreneurs and 

social innovators to carefully establish and implement more holistic policies that foster human-

centred activities and integrate more varied information and knowledge.   

Public policy on energy poverty and general poverty should co-evolve constantly with 

technical progress and with consideration of the views of communities. Therefore, more 

research should be carried out into the objectives of clear public policies towards effective and 

integrative interventions on energy poverty with palliatives and structural approaches to help 

formulate solutions to the root causes of energy poverty. In this field, the bridging role of social 

entrepreneurs between vulnerable groups and politicians could provide new avenues for 

research in energy poverty with empirical evidence to enable human-centred aspects to be 

reflected in regulations and legislation in energy and other disciplines.   

More research on energy justice and social entrepreneurship may help develop the 

framing of collective social entrepreneurship on a wide variety of actors, making debates   less 

reductionist. Beyond energy justice and framing, it would be fruitful to explore other ethical 
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frameworks in future research with a diversity of epistemological approaches and research 

methods.  The line of research of the ethics of care would be particularly relevant for 

approaches to vulnerability. This study also may guide social entrepreneurs or social innovators 

as practitioners to minimize energy poverty in developed countries. 

In summary, this review leads to the pre-science from Corley and Gioia [91] since (i) 

it pays attention to future emergent domains and complex problems, and (ii) it focuses on 

improving the relationship and communication between academia and practitioners. Collective 

social entrepreneurship and innovation may be an alternative, partial, and non-exclusive 

solution to reduce energy vulnerability.   
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