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Renewable energy policy in the UK – a discourse approach 

Research 

→ What is driving the choice in frameworks and choice of regulatory tools / mechanisms to support 
renewable energy deployment in the UK policy process?  

Sub-questions 

→ What are the drivers for reforms in electricity market reform and renewable support policies? How to 
explain current reforms?  

→ What are the government rhetorics on support for renewable energy and how does this inform the 
choice of support mechanism? 

→ How do actors (government, business, public, stakeholders) inform the policy process and choice of 
mechanisms? 

 

Methodology 

- Discourse analysis of documents and semi-structured interviews with policy makers and academics. 
- Examine types of mechanisms and rationale for action:  Feed-in tariffs (FiTs), Contracts for Difference 

(CfDs), emissions performance standard (EMS), and carbon price floor.  

Topic 

- Role of policy choice and regulatory innovation within UK electricity policy for climate change policies 

- Ideational, economic and political forces driving regulatory strategy incentivising low-carbon policy changes   

- Non-Fossil Fuel Obligation (NFFO),  Renewables Obligation (RO),  Electricity Market Reforms (EMR) 



UK Renewables policy since 1989 



Primary discourses analyzed 



Secondary discourses analyzed 



Overall findings  

– discourses in renewable energy policy 

Doctrinal rationalities Secondary regulatory rationalities 

Nature valued less than 
human needs 

Nature valued inherently 



• Doctrinal rationalities are present to varying extents across all three mechanisms 
• Sharp increase in scientific and economic rationalities from the RO period to the EMR 
 

• Scientific rationality appears to be a particularly powerful initial rationale for action 
• Economic and market-drivers for regulation strong both textual analysis and interviews 
• Lack of communicative rationalities seen in the renewable policy area 
 
 
 

→ Doctrinal discourses  
driven by economic and  
political factors, and scientific  
rationality is a key rhetoric in  
initial motivations for  
regulation, but reduced role 
for public voice in UK  
environmental policymaking 

Doctrinal findings  

– primary discourses in renewable energy policy 



Regulatory findings  

– secondary discourses in renewable energy policy 

• Administrative rationalism and democratic pragmatism - ‘environmental problem solving’ (Dryzek)  
• Innovation-technology discourse represented within the documents – linked with costs 
• Insignificant number of references to survivalist, green radicalism or sustainability discourses 
 

→ Economic and technical rationales determine the choice of regulatory mechanism. Clear in the 
inherent use of market-based mechanisms as well as the lack of social engagement discourse 



Policy beliefs in renewable energy policy 



UK renewables discursive strategies and institutions  

Blue arrows - options 
for input;  
- External data into 

resources pool 
- External forcing 

from international 
agreements or EU 
policy changes.  

- Negative feedback 
during the policy 
review process 

 
Two external inputs 
may be rejected out-of-
hand by policy-makers 
if they do not confirm 
with their world-view.  
 
→ Closed-loop 

regulatory system? 

Where can external voices can have inputs into the policy process? 



Key Conclusions 

• Firstly that environmental problem solving, including administrative rationalism, democratic 

pragmatism and economic rationalism, has limited explanatory power due to the prominence 

of economic rationales but only some forms of administrative and democratic engagement.   

 

 

• Secondly, the other three discourses, survivalism, green radicalism and sustainability, have very 

little relevance within UK renewables policy outside of the reinforcement of economic 

rationales.  

 

 

• Thirdly, ecological modernisation (Hajer1995) which combines elements of economic, 

technology-based solutions and sustainability, has substantial explanatory power in this area.  



 
→ Government accountability mechanisms within the regulatory process? 
 -  Processes of accountability for consultations and governmental decision-making 
 -  Role of Ofgem in administering and monitoring consumer feedback 
 -  Is this a closed-loop regulatory system? 
 -  EMR current changes and beyond 

 
 

→ Nature of technological risk and regulation in the area 
 -  Cost vs. investment risk and regulatory approaches to addressing 
 -  How in uncertainty functioned into understanding of regulatory regime setting 
 -  Technology portfolio monitoring and pathways to deployment – views from private sector  

 
 

→ Network analysis of institutions and governance bodies involved 
 -  Advocacy coalition framework evaluation  
 -  Network analysis of key players and understanding of their role in regulation 
 -  Role of institutions in delivering policy change and regulatory reform 
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