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As world leaders commit to lowering
carbon emissions, the transition to
renewable forms of energy becomes
not simply a practical necessity but also
a creative task regarding what kind of
lives we desire for ourselves and future
generations. Coal, oil and gas are still the
main sources of global energy, but use
of renewables is growing. As societies
work towards a more sustainable future,
it is important to ask who is actually
leading this transition to renewable
energy. If the leaders are from the
energy industry, then what are the
implications of energy elites (executives,
managers, investors and shareholders in
fossil fuel and renewables firms) making
important decisions behind closed
doors? What is their vision for the future
of energy and how do they intend to
bring that future about?

These are not just theoretical questions:
because the global energy transition will
affect every household and business,
there is a danger that existing social
inequalities will become increasingly
entrenched. Considering the fact
that energy demand is still rising, the
problem becomes even more complex.

Anna Rauter, a doctoral candidate at the
School of Philosophical, Anthropological
and Film Studies, seeks to demystify the
notion of energy elites in her research
project titled ‘Powering our Futures:
Energy Elites, Energy Imaginaries, and

Energy Production in Norway. As the
public faces of institutions that are
ascribed at least some of the blame
for climate change, those who direct
strategy for the energy industry are
sometimes portrayed as ‘polluters-in-
chief’orclimate criminals’ In uncovering
how energy elites themselves envision
the future of energy production and
consumption, her work establishes the
grounds for future research, policy and
industry at a time when debates about
the future of energy are increasingly
polarised.

In dialogue with energy elites

Rauter began her project with eighteen
months of ethnographic research
in Oslo, Norway, interviewing over
100 people in leadership and expert
positions at energy companies. This
is innovative in itself because it is rare
for researchers to gain access to the
executives of energy companies. Over
the course of her involvement with
these leaders — to whom she applies
the term ‘energy elites'- she engaged in
open dialogue as her interviews opened
up the possibility of new approaches
to thinking about energy. Rauter starts
from the principle that if we are to
understand the complex dynamics
governing the future of energy, the
views of all actors in society must be
taken into account. Her work provides
an illuminating record of the deeply



personal motivations and perceptions
of those at the helm of the Norwegian
energy industry.

Rauter’s research also offers more
nuanced perspectives on energy elites
than are sometimes put forward in
popular debate. As with other groups
in society, these elites are concerned
about issues such as climate change
and sustainability. They share the same
uncertainties that many others feel
about the environment. Furthermore,
they respond both personally and
professionally to growing public anxiety
surrounding energy and the climate.

Nearly one third of the energy
professionals interviewed by Rauter over
the course of her fieldwork have made
a career change from hydrocarbons to
renewables. Many explained that this
was due to their shifting perceptions,
including an increasing desire to work
towards a low-carbon future. Even many
who remained in the hydrocarbon
sector admitted that their personal and
professional lives were marked by a
deepening engagement with climate
matters.

Despite the plutocratic connotations of
the word ‘elites’ Rauter uses the term to
highlight the shared socio-economic
background and privilege connecting
the leaders and experts she worked
with. Their career mobility and socio-
economic security allowed them to
lead change within the industry (one
example is those energy elites who
decided to leave the hydrocarbon
industry in pursuit of renewables).

Rauter further notes particularities of
the Norwegian context for her research,
where the actions of energy elites are
characterised by collective decision-
making as moves towards energy
transition involve close dialogue with
interest groups, government, and other
stakeholders. Elites are also attentive to
international discussions about climate
change, which include the work of
activist movements, the impact of the
School Strike for Climate, and influencers
such as Greta Thunberg.

According to Rauter, this means that
action to reduce carbon emissions and
improve sustainability must be taken in
conversation with the energy industry.
She argues that challenging dominant
energy regimes (such as those resistant
to lowering emissions) necessarily
involves cross-societal dialogue rather
than retreat into echo chambers. Her
study shows that the perceptions of the
leaders and experts in Norway's energy
companies have been instrumental in
shaping the future of energy - not least
because those who left work in fossil
fuels played a crucial role in promoting
the growth of renewable technologies
and businesses.

Public dialogue:
St Andrews and beyond

Rauter’s research is part of the Energy
Ethics project funded by the European
Research Council and led by Dr Mette
High, director of the newly established
Centre for Energy Ethics at the University
of St Andrews. The Centre combines
academic excellence with a supportive



community in  which to conduct
research, and its work complements the
University's wider commitments to both
interdisciplinarity and environmental
sustainability.

Although her work engages with an
academic audience (she has given
presentations to specialists in both
anthropology and energy ethics, and
her first peer-reviewed journal article
on energy elites is forthcoming), Rauter
sees it as part of a wider cultural debate
that is relevant to everyone in society.
As such, sharing her research with a
wide audience is a crucial aspect of her
work. Rauter has shared her findings at

the Rotary Club of St Andrews and also
with a Norwegian energy company.
She is also a regular co-host of the
Centre for Energy Ethics' podcast series,
which can be found via her research
profile at https://energyethics.ac.uk/
people/anna-rauter. Her blogs on topics
relating to sustainability can be found at
https://energyethics.ac.uk/blog,  while
her Instagram  @missanthropologist
includes posts and Insta stories inviting
readers to discuss the topics of her
research. Although her work focuses
on Norway's energy elites, it is part of a
much broader conversation aimed at
Creating a sustainable low-carbon future
for us all.
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Researcher profile: https.//energyethics.ac.uk/people/anna-rauter/

Researcher profile video: https.//youtu.be/64psQurlUjY

Researcher Instagram: www.instagram.com/missanthropologist/

Researcher LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/in/anna-rauter-090b943103/

centre-for-energy-ethics/

Project website: https.//energyethics.ac.uk/
Centre for Energy Ethics Twitter account: @EthicsEnergy
Centre for Energy Ethics LinkedIn account: www.linkedin.com/company/



https://energyethics.ac.uk/people/anna-rauter
https://energyethics.ac.uk/people/anna-rauter
https://energyethics.ac.uk/blog
https://www.instagram.com/missanthropologist/
https://energyethics.ac.uk/people/anna-rauter/
https://youtu.be/64psQurIUjY
https://www.instagram.com/missanthropologist/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/anna-rauter-09b943103/
https://energyethics.ac.uk/
https://twitter.com/EthicsEnergy
https://www.linkedin.com/company/centre-for-energy-ethics/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/centre-for-energy-ethics/

Publisher: St Andrews Network for Climate, Energy, Environment and Sustainability, University of
St Andrews.

Editors: Sarah Bennison and Laura Pels Ferra.

Copyright: © University of St Andrews 2021. All rights reserved. Licences issued by the Copyright
Licensing Agency Limited do not extend to this work. The reproduction or transmission of all or
part of the article, whether by photocopying or storing in any medium by electronic means or
otherwise, without the written permission of the owner, is prohibited. The commission of any
unauthorised act in relation to the work may result in civil or criminal actions.

Disclaimer: This article is one of a series of articles collectively entitled ‘The Sustainability Series;,
written for STACEES, the St Andrews Network for Climate, Energy, Environment and Sustainability.
STACEES is a research network at the University of St Andrews. The articles contained in the
Series are based on research and may also contain opinion-based information. The opinions
stated herein do not necessarily reflect the ideas, ideologies, or points of view of the Editors, the
University of St Andrews or any other organisation.

Neither the University of St Andrews nor the Editors or Author(s):

makes any warranties about the completeness, reliability and accuracy of the information
contained herein and in particular takes no responsibility for the accuracy or otherwise of
any part of the information contained herein (including any claims made herein) or for any
errors or missing information. Any reader who relies on the information or views expressed in
the article does so at their own risk. Any action taken as a result of the information or views
contained in the article is at the reader’s risk;

will be liable for any losses and/or damages whether directly or indirectly from or arising in
connection with the use of this article; and

will be held responsible for any misuse, reuse, recycled and cited/uncited copies of content
from by others.

The St Andrews Network for Climate, Energy, Environment and Sustainability
(STACEES) is an interdisciplinary research-focused initiative launched in April 2021
at The University of St Andrews.

The Sustainability Series comprises 15 professionally written, accessible articles
commissioned by STACEES to showcase the breadth of the world-leading
sustainability-focused research at the University.

University of
St Andrews The University of St Andrews is a charity registered in Scotland. No: SC013532.

Designed and produced by University of St Andrews Print & Design Unit, September 2021.





Accessibility Report



		Filename: 

		Energy elites- shaping the future of energy.pdf






		Report created by: 

		duncanstewart


		Organization: 

		





 [Personal and organization information from the Preferences > Identity dialog.]


Summary


The checker found no problems in this document.



		Needs manual check: 2


		Passed manually: 0


		Failed manually: 0


		Skipped: 1


		Passed: 29


		Failed: 0





Detailed Report



		Document




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set


		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF


		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF


		Logical Reading Order		Needs manual check		Document structure provides a logical reading order


		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified


		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar


		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents


		Color contrast		Needs manual check		Document has appropriate color contrast


		Page Content




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged


		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged


		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order


		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided


		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged


		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker


		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts


		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses


		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive


		Forms




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged


		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description


		Alternate Text




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text


		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read


		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content


		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation


		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text


		Tables




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot


		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR


		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers


		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column


		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary


		Lists




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L


		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI


		Headings




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting







Back to Top
