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Abstract Homeowners are identified as a group in
society that could change their energy behaviour to-
wards greater energy efficiency and use of non-fossil
fuels. External local energy advisors, who provide
knowledge, motivation and service, can influence their
decisions and thereby increase energy efficiency and
dissemination of non-fossil fuels. In Sweden, the energy
advice system has recently been reformed and this paper
investigates this reform and analyses its early effects.
The aim is to analyse how energy advisors manage the
reform and how they work as middle actors to increase
energy efficiency and non-fossil fuel use among
homeowners. We use the theoretical framework of mid-
dle actors in the middle-out perspective together with
the theory of institutional logics to analyse the case of
the energy advisor reform. This qualitative analysis
contributes to the discussion of energy advisors by
focusing on the relevance of organizational structures
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and logics for their possibilities to influence
homeowners’ energy practices. The reform has intro-
duced a governance and New Public Management logic
that runs parallel with the former energy advice logic,
guiding the advisors’ work practice. The results show
that the reform potentially has increased the energy
advisors’ ability to act as middle actors. However, there
are organizational practices following the reform, which
greatly constrain the advisors’ abilities as middle actors.
One conclusion is that the advisors are in need of more
guidance from the Energy Agency to be able to perform
more successful work.

Keywords Institutional logics - Energy advice - Energy
efficiency - Municipality - Household, renewable energy

Introduction

To meet the challenges of climate change, a transition
from fossil energy to renewable energy sources and
increased energy efficiency are of great importance.
The energy system spans the entire society; thus, chang-
es must take place everywhere and by everyone.
Homeowners are one group who could do much more
both concerning energy-efficient renovations and every-
day energy-related behaviour (Dietz et al., 2009;
Murphy, 2014; Stie3 and Dunkelberg, 2013; Wilson
et al., 2015). Studies have shown that external actors
(energy advisors) who can provide knowledge, motiva-
tion and service can influence homeowners’ decisions
and may lead to changes in behaviour that support
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energy efficiency and dissemination of non-fossil fuels
(Dalenbick et al., 2005; Darby, 1999; Mahapatra et al.,
2011a; Salo et al., 2016). Such energy advisors are
current in several European countries, provided as a
public service or by businesses, or through a mixed
model (Novikova et al., 2011; Ringel, 2018). In coun-
tries like Germany, Norway, Denmark and Finland,
national or regional energy advising services have
worked for several years (Mahapatra et al., 2011b).
Norway and Denmark have well-designed websites for
this purpose on a national basis, including activities on
social media and telephone service. Locally, private
consultants fulfil the services. In Denmark, the energy
utilities also have an advising role in the national
energy-efficiency policy (Enova, 2017; Tjerring, 2016).

In Sweden, the energy advisors have been a policy
measure to enforce national energy policy since the
1970s (Kjeang et al., 2017). The energy advisors are
financed by the national government but are provided
and organized by the municipalities as ‘local energy
advisors’ (LEA). This model has led to a major national
variation between municipalities on how the service is
provided and organized (SWECO, 2014). The govern-
ment was not satisfied with the efficiency of the service
(the money spent in relation to how many target groups
potentially could be reached), resulting in a major insti-
tutional change in legislation, guidelines and the finan-
cial system for national support by autumn 2016. This
paper will address this reform and analyse what early
effects it has had for the local energy advice service and
its potential future development.

The local energy advisors (LEAs) are considered
possible middle actors (Parag and Janda, 2014) who
are appointed to enforce national energy policy to
homeowners within a local area. Their capacity as mid-
dle actors is influenced by the organizational practices at
the municipality or municipalities where they are
employed, but also by national policy and the Swedish
Energy Agency (SEA) as a top actor. In addition, each
energy advisor has agency as a middle actor depending
on the personality and personal skills and ability to
manage several institutional logics that serve as guide-
lines for the work.

The aim of this paper is to analyse how changes to
institutional logics and organizational models influence
the possibilities for LEAs to work as middle actors to
increase energy efficiency and non-fossil fuel use
among homeowners. We use the case of the Swedish
reform of local energy advice service and the theoretical
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framework of middle actors in the middle-out perspec-
tive (Parag and Janda, 2014) together with the theory of
institutional logics (Thornton et al., 2012). This qualita-
tive analysis contributes to the discussion of energy
advisors by focusing on the relevance of organizational
structures and logics for their possibilities to influence
homeowners’ energy practices.

This first section continues with a short review of the
literature on energy advice and how it works to influ-
ence homeowners’ actions. Then the theoretical frame-
work of middle actors and institutional logics is de-
scribed, followed by the method. The second section
describes the two current institutional logics and the
municipal organizational models which are the results
of the reform. In the third section, we analyse and
discuss the LEAs’ levels of agency and capacity as
middle actors in different situations and make conclu-
sions regarding what could be needed to improve the
LEA system in Sweden.

Initiatives regarding homeowners and efficient use
of energy: background

In this section, we present the background to the
further discussion of different ways of approaching
homeowners with a view to achieving energy upgrades
in single-family houses. Research in this area is present-
ed in an international context and connected to the
concept of energy advising.

Households

In general, owners and household members in single-
family houses do not focus on energy-related questions
such as the heating system (Hamilton et al., 2019;
Isaksson and Ellegard, 2015). There are, however, oc-
casions in life when certain questions are raised and
people are more receptive to information and more
complex advising, for example, the birth of a child or
moving into a new house (Klockner, 2015; Rinkinen
and Jalas, 2017). A window of the opportunity thus
opens for energy advisors when homeowners are in
these stages of life.

Research shows that households’ daily habits, such
as choice of room temperature, washing routines and
lighting attention, vary greatly and result in large differ-
ences in total energy use in similar households (Gyberg
and Palm, 2009; Lindén et al., 2006). Other researchers
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have noted that it is difficult to reach households
through general information (Benders et al., 2006). Ac-
cording to Steg (2008), information must be tailored and
specifically addressed to the type of homeowner or
households you want to reach. The diversity of house-
hold types in detached houses is a big challenge, which
is also emphasized by Gram-Hanssen et al. (2018). As
Isaksson and Ellegérd (2015) conclude, in order for
information to be relevant and generate action, the mes-
sage must be compatible with household members’ own
experiences and daily activities. However, there are also
many examples of the benefits of households receiving
feedback on various efforts made, for example, to
streamline energy use (Burchell et al., 2016; Darby,
2006). The problem is that few households retain inter-
est or commitment after a few months and most impor-
tantly after a year (Buchanan et al., 2015).

Energy guidance

Energy advising is one way of informing households
regarding heating, insulation, electrical appliances, etc.,
but also regarding daily habits. This concept is used in
many countries in different forms, and the guidance is
normally provided by websites, telephone or e-mail
(Novikova et al., 2011; Palm, 2010; Darby, 2003;
Ringel, 2018). The most interactive way of advising is
home visits, where the advisor and the homeowner can
meet face-to-face. In Sweden, the organizational base is
the municipalities, which makes it easier to include local
arrangements like exhibitions and home visits. Palm
(2010) examined the Swedish energy advisors’ direct
contacts with households and found that many advisors
avoided giving individual household members direct
advice on everyday behaviour. However, this sort of
advice is challenging and indicates that advisors would
benefit from communication skills training (Darby,
2003; Palm, 2010).

Local initiatives

Although private homeowner initiatives for energy ren-
ovations are few, municipalities around the world count
on this possibility of energy efficiency in their climate
action plans while also taking different initiatives
(Gram-Hanssen et al., 2018). Research gives examples
from a number of European countries. Martiskainen
et al. (2018) analysed the ‘Energy café’ initiative in
Great Britain. With some help from local authorities,

these initiatives can be an important complement to
official actions by combining social and climate poli-
cies. In Belgium and Netherland, local initiatives by
authorities have been taken to reach homeowners in
the local community by consultancy centres or ‘pop-
ups’ (Meijer et al., 2018). Gram-Hanssen et al. (2018)
investigated the outcome of 12 local authorities to ac-
tively promote energy efficiency in single-family houses
in Denmark. Stie and Dunkelberg (2013) analysed
German local investments ‘social marketing cam-
paigns’. The researchers recommended that local energy
agencies go beyond their traditional roles, serving as an
intermediary and multiplier among stakeholders and the
local public.

These kinds of community initiatives also need a
person with good knowledge and experience of energy
and building areas. This key person can be a consultant,
an energy advisor or someone representing the energy
utility. Sebi et al. (2019) prefer an independent person to
serve as an intermediary in the project. According to
Ringel (2018), cooperation with other actors is needed.
Based on German experiences, Ringel suggests more of
a caretaking role from the advisor to succeed in the
implementation: ‘Offering independent energy advice
is not enough. To succeed in the quickly changing
energy service market, energy advisors will need to
assume a “caretaker” role for their clients, covering
advice and implementation of energy-saving solutions.
This will only be possible through cooperation and
collaboration with other actors’ (Ringel 2018).

National policies

Sebi et al. (2019) compared the policies of the USA,
Germany and France, stating that France places the
highest demands on the redevelopment of detached
houses with saving requirements of 50%. Utility
funding of energy efficiency is common in the USA
and some states require retrofits before sale. Still, the
three countries are struggling to encourage homeowners
to expand their renovation thinking, from the present
single-measure retrofits to comprehensive retrofits (Sebi
etal., 2019). Based on the study of four countries in the
EU that showed a willingness to go ahead, i.e.,
‘frontrunners’, Murphy (2014) recommends tougher
obligations, stronger incentives and more creative use
of instruments.

An important area for more research and discussion is
the need for more focus on the energy user, in this case, the
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homeowner and the occupants. How and when can these
target groups be reached in a more efficient context?

Theoretical framework: middle actors
and institutional logics

The LEAs are in this article regarded as ‘middle actors’
of the socio-technical energy system. We follow the
argument made by Parag and Janda (2014) that middle
actors are more than intermediaries between the top and
bottom actors of the energy system since they have
agency and as such ‘they are active participants in the
system, capable of creating (and sometimes preventing)
change above, below and across other actors’ (Parag and
Janda, 2014: 103). Parag and Janda consider all actors to
have both agency and capacity and that levels of the two
must correlate to be high for the ability to make a
change. Agency refers to the actors’ willingness and
capability to make their own free choices, and capacity
refers to the actors’ capability to perform the choices
that he/she made. Both agency and capacity are interre-
lated with structural elements as physical and social
constraints such as facilities, infrastructure, laws, insti-
tutional arrangements, contracts, norms and culture.
Important for their potentially active role in the energy
system change is that middle actors are in-between and
that they have agency and capacity of their own to be
able to improve the levels of agency and capacity of
other actors.

According to Parag and Janda, the exact definition of
what actors are in the middle depends on the socio-
technical system being analysed. Actors could also be
both individual actors as well as organizational actors.
In this article, the LEAs are regarded as possible middle
actors since they act in-between the top actors (the
national government which establishes national energy
policy and the Energy Agency which is assigned to
implement energy policy) and the bottom actors (the
individual households which are one group of actors
targeted by energy policy). According to the normative
middle-out perspective on middle actors that Parag and
Janda (2014) prescribe, the LEAs, as middle actors in
the energy system, have the potential to make house-
holds change their energy use, as well as influence top
actors and other middle actors to change. The focus in
this article will be on this LEA potential to make a
change among the group of households, by increasing
both their agency and capacity to make changes. We
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focus on the structural elements of logics and organiza-
tional practices and how they disempower or empower
the agency and capacity of LEAs acting as middle actors
following the recent reform of the LEA service.

In this analysis, we use the institutional logics perspec-
tive to put a focus on the organizing principles of LEAs,
which are a combination of ‘material practices and sym-
bolic constructions’ (Friedland and Alford, 1991), thus
logics that serve as guidelines in their work. How the
logics work for the LEAs in general and how the indi-
vidual LEA manages different logics are important for
both their level of agency and capacity as middle actors.

The institutional logics perspective describes society
as divided into mainly three different levels: macro,
meso and micro. The macro level is the societal level,
which comprises the key cornerstones of society, the
institutional orders: family, community, religion, state,
market, profession and corporation. The meso level
contains organizations within institutional fields; a
group of organizations that are similar or have a certain
field in common and which could have certain organi-
zational practices in common. The micro level consists
of individuals, who are affected by institutional logics
coming from the orders at the macro level and by
institutional logics and organizational practices shaped
on the meso level. The individual behaviour is shaped
by these multiple logics, but the individual also pos-
sesses the agency to manage the logics (Greenwood and
Suddaby, 2006; Holm, 1995; Seo and Creed, 2002;
Thomton et al., 2012). We focus here on the micro level
and how the institutional logics within the LEA organi-
zational field influence the individual LEAs and how he
or she manages the current different competing logics to
either empower or disempower their agency and capac-
ity as middle actors.

Our analysis of the LEAs’ responses to the compet-
ing institutional logics will use the five responses sug-
gested by Pache and Santos (2013): ignorance, compli-
ance, defiance, combination and compartmentalization.
Ignorance refers to an individual’s lack of reaction
towards an institutional logic. It is a non-conscious lack
of response, which is due to a lack of awareness of the
logic’s influence. Compliance refers to an individual’s
full adoption of a logic on different degrees of con-
sciousness. However, Pache and Santos (2013) argue
that if there are several competing logics the individuals
are forced to exercise some degree of agency when
complying with one logic and not the others. Defiance
refers to an individual’s explicit rejection of a logic. A
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conscious act may vary in its degree of resistance,
ranging from refusal to comply to active attempts to
contradict or make the logic disappear. Combination
refers to an individual’s attempt to combine competing
logics. To do that, they may use various strategies, for
example selective coupling of elements drawn from
each logic or development of their own norms, values
or practices that synthesize the different logics. Com-
partmentalization refers to an individual’s attempt to
enact all competing logics, displaying compliance with
one logic in one given context and another in another
given context. This is a way for the individual to secure
legitimacy in different contexts by complying to multi-
ple logics, even though they may be incompatible
(Pache and Santos, 2013).

Apart from the logics, the organizations within the
LEA organizational field also affect the individual
LEA’s behaviour. They may do so by encouraging
compliance with a certain logic or preventing compli-
ance with a logic and instead emphasize other logics or
organizational norms and practices (Pache and Santos,
2013). In the case of LEAs this is relevant concerning
the top actor of the Energy Agency, which funds the
LEA work, and the local authorities, municipalities,
where the LEAs are mostly employed. The municipal-
ities should not be understood as middle actors in the
middle-out perspective; hence, they do not act in the
energy system change within the LEA field. However,
as employment organizations that receive the national
funding for LEAs and organize them, their organiza-
tional practices are of relevance for the agency and
capacity of the LEA as a middle actor.

Method and material
Local energy advice service in Sweden

In Sweden, the energy advice service started as part of
the national energy policy to decrease the dependence
on oil during the oil crises of the 1970s. The energy
advisors were nationally funded but locally placed with-
in municipalities throughout the country. During the
1970s and 1980s, the national funding was generous
and with little national governing of the service. In 1986,
the national government stopped funding the service
and it turned out to be up to individual municipalities
to decide whether they could afford and/or valued the
service enough to fund it on their own (Kjeang, 1989).

In 1998, the national government started to fund local
energy services again, following the same decentralized
model from before: LEAs employed and situated at the
municipalities, but nationally funded. In 2015, the LEA
organization was complemented with a regional level
(regional development leaders), who would coordinate
the LEA work within their region and provide a regional
network as well as continuing education within the
energy field. The LEA organization is illustrated in
Fig. 1.

The LEAs give advice to homeowners, small
industry and businesses. The consultations have
traditionally focused on energy use connected to
the built environment. However, since 2008, the
LEAs are also supposed to give advice about
climate issues and climate friendly behaviour,
which primarily means transport choices and be-
haviour. Since 1998, the number of LEAs has
changed over the years. After the current reform,
almost all municipalities (284 out of 290) still
provide LEA service (Dahlman and Wistrand,
SEA, 8th May 2017).

The local energy advice system in Sweden is, as
described above, scattered and dependent on an overall
national governance system, several different organiza-
tions and, due to the character of the LEA work, a
number of individuals too. In accordance with this
structure, the material which is the basis for analysis in
this paper is derived from, on the one hand, official
documents such as policy papers and evaluations pro-
duced by the national government, the Swedish Energy
Agency, consultant reports and investigations. In addi-
tion, the material is also derived from in-depth inter-
views with representatives for all groups in the LEA
system:

* Officials at the Energy Agency who have worked
with the LEA system before and during the reform

* Regional development leaders (RDL) at 13 out of 15
regions

* Field-work notes and interviews with about 15
LEAs working in different municipalities across
Sweden

The interviews were conducted during 2016 and
2017. All interviews have been semi-structured,
meaning that questions and themes have been
brought up in different orders, they have been
reformulated when necessary, and different follow-
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Swedish Energy Agency (SEA)

Regional Energy Office
15 Regional development leaders (RDL)

Municipalities / Group of municipalities / Regional
official organization
185 Local energy advisors (LEA)

Fig. 1 Energy advising organization in Sweden

up questions have been asked due to the conversation
(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). The interviews with
LEAs were intended to grasp their work reality and
their experiences concerning what and how things
influence their work. The interviews with the region-
al development leaders were intended to offer an
overview of the LEA work in Sweden and, since
most of them were conducted during the institutional
change, they are also about the regional expectations
and processes going on then. The group interview
with officers at the Energy Agency had the purpose
of getting more information about the reform from
their perspective and asking about their understand-
ing of several of the then-current solutions to the
changes.

The study is based on a qualitative research tradi-
tion. Almost all interviews have been carefully tran-
scribed or, if there are only notes, checked by the
respondent. Most of the questions in the interviews
have been worded such that the respondent should
describe their understanding, views and thoughts
about a certain matter. To interpret what the respon-
dents actually mean in these statements, it has been
important to take into account how something is said,
in what situation, at what time and by which person
at which position and background (Maxwell, 1992).

To bring order to statements and document ab-
stracts, content analysis (Kvale and Brinkmann,
2009) has been used in a two-step process: first, the
content has been sorted into different themes derived
from the empirical knowledge of the LEA system and
work; and second, these contents have been re-sorted
into new themes derived from the theoretical frame-
work of middle actors and institutional logics. The
theoretical framework is thus inductively adopted;
hence, it provided a possibility to understand the
LEAs’ situation and thereby draw conclusions from
its consequences.
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Results
The logics of the LEA organizational field

The two current logics within the LEA organizational
field are influencing both the LEAs’ agency and capac-
ity to act as middle actors. The logic of energy advice
has been established since the start of the LEA service,
and the logic of governance and new public manage-
ment have been more and more current during the recent
20 years, however, with more direct organizational con-
sequences following the current reform in 2016.

The institutional logic of energy advice

The institutional logic of energy advice for the Swed-
ish LEAs is not formalized in a national job descrip-
tion or something like it. Rather, the logic that guides
the LEA work is based on two formalized principles
and unanimous apprehensions of the Energy Agency,
the LEAs themselves and other experts within the
field. The first principle is that the LEAs should
provide objective advice. This means objective in
relation to other actors who sell energy devices, sys-
tems and solutions, but following current national
energy policy: today with focus on energy-efficient
solutions not based on fossil energy. This objectivity
is however interpreted differently among individual
LEAs, and some consider it difficult or even impos-
sible to recommend best solutions and support house-
holds in their choice of energy devices and entrepre-
neurs, while others consider it part of the job. The
second principle is that the LEAs are not allowed to
work as consultants internally at the municipality, but
only externally towards homeowners, local small in-
dustry and the rest of the public.

The unanimous apprehension is that LEAs must
engage primarily in two forms of activity: consulting,
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and informational and outreach activities. The con-
sulting activities require deep knowledge of the en-
ergy system and devices, and ability to give objective
advice to all relevant questions. These activities are
mainly done by phone but could also be done in
person or through e-mail or other IT solutions. The
informational and outreach activities require re-
sources and engagement other than the basic consult-
ing activities, for example marketing and social
skills. These activities are driven by the LEA assign-
ment to reach out to inform and increase knowledge
among individuals, organizations and companies of
energy-efficient and non-fossil action and behaviour,
as well as the existence of the LEA role (Granath,
2012).

Following the need for deep energy system
knowledge most LEAs are engineers, some speci-
fied within the energy field, but there are also
others with different educational backgrounds such
as teachers and environmental experts. Due to the
diversity in educational background among the
LEAs and the considered need for deep knowledge
of the energy system to be able to give energy
advice, the Energy Agency has had a common,
mandatory training for those working as LEAs
for the last 20 years. The education has created a
baseline of knowledge in energy for all LEAs, but
also an opportunity for newly recruited LEAs to
meet others around the country. This has created a
sense of an LEA community, important for those
not having LEA colleagues in their municipality.
In addition, before the reform, the Agency also
used to arrange an annual conference for the LEAs
to strengthen them in their role and provide them
with skill updates.

This logic of energy advice has created an LEA
identity, which is primarily based on deep energy
knowledge and a sense of being a national profes-
sion, which is placed in different localities. The
informational and outreach activities are also part
of the logic of energy advice, even though com-
munication skills have not been as important for
LEA employment or work practice as energy
knowledge. The logic of energy advice is not
supporting a certain way of working as LEA;
rather, the norm is that much of the LEA work
and activities can be decided on by the individual
based on personal expertise, experience and the
characteristics of the local community.

The institutional logic of governance and new public
management

Parallel to the logic of energy advice, the LEAs are also
influenced by the logic of governance and New Public
Management. This is a logic that has been current for the
LEAs for some time but has been strengthened by the
recent reform of the LEA funding and organization. This
follows a common development, often described as
New Public Management, where the public sector is
organized based on ideas grounded in perceptions of
socio-economic efficiency (Hood, 1991). In line with a
governance structure for management, rather than a
hierarchical government structure, the Energy Agency
has since the mid-2000s organized their governing of
the LEAs in the form of networks for information dif-
fusion and support. These networks are regionally
based.

There are about 15 regional energy offices through-
out Sweden receiving financial support for coordinat-
ing LEAs within their regional area in a network for
support and development of their work (Swedish
Energy Agency, 2015). Often, this means that at least
one person at the regional energy office serves as coor-
dinator for the LEAs within the region. Their role is to
organize network meetings for the LEAs to develop
their skills, getto know each other and perhaps develop
projects or working practices together. The regional
coordinators should also work as mentors and support
for the LEAs in their work. The regional networks
have, in most regions, led to the arrangement of regular
online telephone meetings and/or a common regional
digital platform for LEAs to use for exchange of expe-
riences, support and common regional campaigns to
market the LEA service in the region. Since most of the
LEAs are alone in their role in their municipality, the
regional network often provides an opportunity for
contact and support among others within the same
profession. However, the regional networks work out
differently; some have a close and well-functioning
regional network that serves as a platform for collabo-
ration concerning the organization of joint events and
campaigns, while others have less collaboration
through the regional network. The current reform has
formalized the regional networks in the sense that to-
day there are requirements for how many network
meetings the regional coordinators have to organize
to be funded and the coordinators are assigned to work
as intermediaries between the Agency and the LEAs
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concerning sharing information and development of
skills.

In addition to the network organization of the LEA
field, the governing of LEAs has for about 15 years been
guided by principles of new public management. This is
in the sense that the LEA service has had quantified
goals of the quantity of kWh energy to be reduced by
their actions. Every funding period (which has varied
between 3 years and 1 year), the LEAs have applied for
their budget using goals of reduced kWh, and then at the
end of the period, they have written a quantified report
where the LEAs have assessed their work in reduced
kWh. These reports have included the number of con-
sultations given, however, not their quality or any
follow-up if the advice provided has led to any real
changes among the households.

The reform has further strengthened this logic of
governance and new public management with the
change of distribution principle of the financial support
to LEAs. Before the reform, the distribution of funding
was based on a rather equal geographical distribution
among the municipalities. This meant that all munici-
palities that applied for funding could employ an LEA
for at least 25% of full-time and the larger municipalities
could apply for additional funding due to their larger
population. The government, however, did not consider
this geographical distribution an efficient use of finan-
cial resources. Therefore, the argument that the recent
reform is based on, is that the LEA service could im-
prove if the national financial support is distributed
based on the size of relevant target groups, i.e., popula-
tion and number of small industries and businesses, in
each municipality (Swedish Energy Agency, 2015). The
government argues that this distribution principle will
improve the socio-economic efficiency of the LEA ser-
vice (Swedish Government, 2016).

In the new support system, the support is separated
into two categories: basic support, which every munic-
ipality that has an LEA service and fulfils the require-
ments is guaranteed to receive, and extended support,
which is project-based and can be applied for by all
municipalities that want to develop the LEA service
further. The basic support requirements include that
the LEA must participate in updating of skills and
network meetings, that there must be a position
established at the municipality/municipalities at least
half-time, and that the LEA must participate in at least
one national intervention project initiated by the Energy
Agency (Swedish Government, 2016).
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The mandatory national intervention projects aim to
increase the common follow-up and aggregation of re-
sults from the LEA service on a national level (Swedish
Energy Agency, 2017). They are launched with a clear
project structure, support from a main project leader,
goals for the LEAS to achieve, and a structure for report
of results. The aim of the intervention projects is to
strengthen the outreach part of the LEA service and
thereby increase the effect and knowledge of it. This
should be achieved through ‘clearly assigned target
groups, national coherent projects and a clear message’
(Swedish Energy Agency, 2017). The intervention pro-
jects are established by the Energy Agency, and they
prescribe how each LEA should work with an issue. The
results to be reported are easily quantified measures
such as number of households given advice or the
number of events the LEA has organized to provide
information about the matter.

The extended support should be for those LEAs who
have a specific idea for a project which is not possible to
perform within the basic financial support (Dahlman
and Wistrand, SEA, 8th May 2017). It is prescribed that
the project must aim for stimulation of cooperation
between municipalities or projects that focus on specific
local conditions for the LEA work (Swedish
Government, 2016). To get the extended support, the
LEAs must apply for it and the Energy Agency will
evaluate the applications and decide which projects will
get funding. The Energy Agency considers the extended
support a way for them to make room for testing new
ideas of how to spread the message of energy efficiency
and a way to connect the LEA service to the local
context (Dahlman and Wistrand, SEA, May §, 2017).

Municipalities—organizational practices

Since the LEAs are employed by one or more munici-
palities the LEA’s capacity as a middle actor is influ-
enced by the organizational practice of the specific
municipality in which the LEA works. Due to different
characteristics and preconditions the organizational
practices differ greatly among the municipalities, wheth-
er the municipality is small or large in terms of both
territory and inhabitants, how it is organized, the level of
engagement in LEA work by the manager, where the
LEA is placed within the municipality, if the LEA has
good connections within the municipality, if the munic-
ipality is rich or poor, and what issues are politically
prioritized. These organizational practices have also
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been greatly changed due to the current reform of the
funding system.

Models of LEA organization

Since the LEA service is mostly nationally funded, the
support system is of importance to how the municipal-
ities organize their LEA service. In the former financial
support system of LEAs, all municipalities, regardless
of population, were guaranteed a support that covered a
25% LEA position. Municipalities with a population of
more than 30,000 could apply for additional funds, with
amounts depending on the number of inhabitants. Some
municipalities got funding that covered full LEA em-
ployment and others half-time LEA employment. De-
pending on the financial situation and the interest at the
municipality, some municipalities funded a full-time or
part-time LEA position on their own or combined a
position as LEA with another position at the
municipality.

The establishment of target groups as the principle
for basic support has had major consequences on the
financial support for each municipality. Today, the low-
est amount of funding is set at SEK 50,000 and the
largest amount at SEK 2 million (Swedish Energy
Agency, 2016; Swedish Government, 2016). The cur-
rent lowest amount of funding does not cover a half-
time LEA position, which is one of the requirements to
be able to apply for basic support. Therefore, because of
the reform, numerous municipalities have had to form
clusters of several municipalities to be able to uphold
50% national financial support for the LEA service.
Some municipalities have solved the situation by com-
pensating for the lack of national financial support with
municipal funds to be able to keep the LEA role in the
municipality (Dahlman and Wistrand, SEA, 8th
May 2017).

Since the financial reform, we have found that the
municipalities have organized the LEA service primar-
ily according to four different models. Which model
each municipality has chosen depends on the amount
of funding the municipality gets, the financial situation
of the municipality and the level of engagement in LEA
issues. Here follows a description of each model:

One LEA at one municipality

Working only as LEA, part-time to full-time.

Shared employment: part-time LEA, part-time
another role

LEAs who have a shared position are part-time LEAs
and part-time in another role at the municipality. Exam-
ples of common combinations are LEAs who also are
building permit officers, environmental inspectors, con-
sumer guides or environmental strategists. The first two
roles are mandatory for the municipality to have, and it
is part of the municipal mandate to exercise authority
concerning these issues. The last role as environmental
strategist is often a way for the municipality to also
utilize the expert knowledge of the LEA for internal
work with energy and environmental issues within the
municipal organization.

Group of LEAs at one municipality

This model is mostly exercised by larger municipalities
with the opportunity to have two or more people work-
ing as LEAs in the municipality. The working process
may be different from the individual situation in the first
two categories; each LEA in the group may have less
knowledge of and responsibility for the work since the
group often has a manager, and it is possible to divide
the work between LEAs with different expertise. At the
municipality, the LEAs become a unit, which might
make it easier to be more known within the municipal-
ity. Following the current reform, there are more mu-
nicipalities (about 20) that receive more funding and
have the possibility to form a group of LEAs (Dahlman
and Wistrand SEA, May 8, 2017; personal communica-
tion RDL).

One LEA for a cluster (group) of municipalities

Several municipalities collaborate to provide an LEA
service, half-time to full-time, since many receive less
funding because of the reform. Today, clusters of mu-
nicipalities for LEA service are common throughout the
entire country. The number of municipalities within a
cluster varies from two up to about eight. The clusters
are differently organized, but often the LEA has one
‘home’ municipality where he or she is employed and
has a workplace. The relationship with the other munic-
ipalities in the cluster is often regulated in a contract:
some LEAs visit all the other municipalities a certain
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day and time per week or month, while some are only
obliged to uphold the consulting activity by phone in
many of the participating municipalities and do all out-
reach activities in their ‘home’ municipality. Everything
between these two extremes occurs.

In some cases, a larger municipality has formed
clusters with smaller neighbouring municipalities for
the LEA service. We have indications that these clusters
have the character of charity work; that the larger mu-
nicipality with more resources helps or offers the smaller
municipality more service than their financial resources
can justify.

The municipal organization and position

In addition to the organizational practices that are results
of the financial funding, we have also found that the
engagement and incorporation of the LEA role in the
municipal organization differs and is important for the
capacity of the LEA.

In the ordinary municipal work, there are a few areas
where the LEA service clearly connects to it and it
would be beneficial for the LEA to collaborate with
the officers within these areas. In the case of
homeowners, it is primarily the building permit office
which is of interest for LEA collaboration. This is the
part of the municipality that homeowners must be in
contact with while planning for building new homes or
major renovations to their current homes. Collaboration
with these officers may thereby provide the LEA with
contacts among homeowners who may need advice
about how to manage energy issues. There are examples
of LEAs that work in collaboration with this part of the
municipality, but most do not. The argument for why
this does not happen among LEAs varies from that the
building permit officers do not have time or interest to
collaborate to that the building permit process is too late
in the building process for most homeowners, for which
reason there is no need to have such a collaboration.

Another reason for this lack of collaboration within
the municipality could be that a major part of our re-
spondents describe the LEA as somewhat apart from or
even foreign to the municipal organization in the sense
that few or no one (not even the manager) knows or
cares about their work and objectives. This often means
that the LEA service becomes a parallel activity, sepa-
rate from the original municipal work activities. In other
cases, the LEA is well incorporated into the municipal
organization, by policy, engaged managers and/or
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politicians and/or by shared employment with a role that
half-time is part of the municipality’s ordinary work. In
these latter cases, however, the organizational identity
such as environmental inspector or building permit of-
ficer might be stronger and overshadow the role and
identity as LEA, depending either on the priorities of
managers, politicians and others or by the individual
LEA.

Another aspect of the LEA’s capacity to work as a
middle actor is the position of the municipality and/or
the LEA in the local community. This is important for
the LEA service, since much of it depends on contacts
with citizens and knowledge of the service among the
population. In addition, good contacts in the local com-
munity among other actors important for homeowners
in their daily life, for renovating or building their home
and for buying a new home are also important for the
LEA to have. The LEAs may both influence these
actors’ actions towards homeowners directly as well as
involve them in activities that may change both their and
the homeowners’ approach towards energy use. A mu-
nicipality with legitimacy and popularity in the local
community may provide good preconditions for all
these contacts. The knowledge of LEA service is better
in municipalities with smaller populations than in the
urban areas (SCB, 2015), which indicates that a small
municipality, in terms of population, better provides
such preconditions than a larger municipality. Another
aspect of this is that the individual LEA may be well
connected in the local community outside the munici-
pality irrespective of his/her position at the municipality.
The LEA is then well known in the community and
upholds a strong local identity, which means that the
LEA has many local contacts and may easily arrange
outreach and network activities.

Summary and analysis of findings
Level of agency as middle actors

The LEA role has always been mainly up to the indi-
vidual LEA concerning how to organize and perform
the work, as long as they follow the principle of objec-
tive advice and only work as advisors to the municipal
population and businesses. The LEAs’ agency as middle
actors is thereby greatly dependent on their personal
character and skills. Some LEAs are better working with
consulting activities due to deep energy knowledge
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while some LEAs are better at working with outreach
and informational activities, due to that sort of skills.
Some LEAs lean more towards one of the extremes and
others are a combination. Their personality and skills
influence how they perform the work; some otherwise
successful ways to work may not be selected since the
individual LEA feels it is not for him/her. Different
approaches also work out differently for different LEAs.

One example is the different interpretations of the
objectivity principle—one of the major pillars of the
logic of advice—where some LEAs interpret it as an
obstacle to far-reaching supervision of homeowners
refurbishing their homes, while other LEAs do not see
it as an obstacle and engage in far-reaching supervision
of homeowners. The engagement, knowledge and inter-
pretations are made by the individuals in the LEA role,
and work is thus of major importance if their agency as
middle actors is high or low.

The reform has not directly changed the influence of
personal skills on the LEA service. A LEA who
succeeded in reaching out to the local community and
was known among the target groups before the reform
could often use the changes of extended support and
intervention projects to do the same as before or more
after the reform. These LEAs seem to have high agency
since they manage to combine (Pache and Santos, 2013)
the two current logics in their work. They incorporate
the requirement of aggregated results with their usual
advisory activities which they know work in their com-
munity and extend their activities where it seems neces-
sary. Some of these LEAs also use their skills at writing
grant applications for projects to try new ideas to be
financed by extended support. However, these LEAs
probably also had high agency before the reform and it
might be one reason why their combination of the
competing logics seems to work and empowers them
with high agency.

LEAs with major professional skills within the ener-
gy area, but rather limited skills in reaching out to target
groups, could before the reform depend only on the
contacts made by citizens in the need for advice. How-
ever, after the reform, these LEAs must work on a
minimum scale with outreach activities within the inter-
vention projects. They thereby comply with the logic of
governance and New Public Management in the projects
with a specific demand for that, but otherwise, they
continue to wait for contact to give advice. If the inter-
vention projects are successfully planned, this might
result in more calls for advice and thus increasing

influence as middle actors. However, if not there is a
risk that these LEAs become less known and get fewer
opportunities to give advice. Few of these LEAs thus
use their agency to try new ways to reach and support
homeowners to change their energy practices, apart
from what they must do. These LEAs try to enact both
current logics and use them for certain situations, in line
with Pache and Santos’ (2013) concept of compartmen-
talization. However, the compartmentalization of these
LEAs is non-active in the sense that they follow the
logics restricted to what they must do. Their agency as
middle actors should therefore be considered as rather
low.

The analysis implies that the level of agency is higher
for the LEAs that manage to combine the two logics to
support their work and that the agency is lower for those
who passively comply with both logics. However, ac-
cording to Parag and Janda (2014), high level of agency
is not enough for an actor to be a middle actor. The level
of capacity is also of major importance.

Level of capacity as middle actors

The level of capacity of the LEA to work as a middle
actor is much influenced by the organizational practices
and more specifically the structure of funding and thus
the models of municipal organization that have followed
the reform. The organizational practices may encourage
the LEA to combine the current logics or encourage
compliance with only one logic or obstruct the LEA to
combine or comply with the logics at all and emphasize
other norms and practices instead (Pache and Santos,
2013). This is influential for the LEA level of capacity
as middle actors.

First, in the case of LEAs working full time at one
municipality, his/her capacity is mainly influenced by
the priority of LEA-related policy and work within the
municipality and the engagement of the organization
and manager. A municipal organization which is en-
gaged in LEA-related issues could support and even
enforce a combination of the logic of energy advice
and the logic of governance and New Public Manage-
ment. This is because the LEA has the ability to manage
his/her own work within the framework of the munici-
pality and has enough resources to be able to use the
new funding system to develop the work, by applying
for extended support. A municipality that understands
the LEA work also supports internal networks between
different professions to make the LEA improve contacts
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and advice opportunities with target groups. The LEA
capacity as middle actor is thus empowered by the
organizational practices in these cases.

Second, in the case of LEAs working half-time in one
municipality, the capacity to work as middle actor may
be more constrained. An LEA with a shared position
could rely on an extended network of contacts to per-
form more outreach and networking. There are exam-
ples of LEAs also working as building permit officers,
who improve the LEA contacts with homeowners using
that position. There might, however, be difficulties in
being able to concentrate on the LEA work if the other
part of the employment takes much time and is more
prioritized by managers, the municipality or the LEA
her/himself. In summary, the half-time position as LEA
and another role, both have the possibility to strengthen
the LEA’s capacity to combine the logics, but also
involves a risk that the LEA capacity becomes
constrained due to more focus on the other position.

Third, in the case of clusters, the capacity to act as
middle actor is constrained. The size of the territory is
one constraining factor. The larger the territory to cover,
the longer the trips for outreach activities, and consult-
ing activities are by means other than phone and ICT.
This could make outreach and networking activities
difficult to execute since they possibly either cost more
than the budget or less time can be spent on the activities
when the budget must be used for transport. Another
constraining factor is that the LEAs often lack connec-
tion to the local community in several of the municipal-
ities since they spend little or no time there. This con-
strains the ability of the LEA to organize events and
spread LEA knowledge among target groups in these
municipalities. In addition, the organization of clusters
and how the municipal anchoring of the LEA work is
performed influences the level of LEA capacity. If this
work is up to the LEA, it takes time from the core
activities and starts to become complicated when work-
ing for only two municipalities. However, several of the
clusters have organized the anchor work using contact
persons at each of the other municipalities to facilitate
the anchoring of LEA work. In these cases, it is less of a
problem.

As described, there are several constraining factors
that diminish the capacity for LEAs in clusters of mu-
nicipalities. In addition, several of these LEAs are
employed half-time as LEA. Even if the individual
LEA has a high agency to combine and use the two
logics to improve the work, this agency must be
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considered constrained by a lower capacity, when it
means that the LEA must spend time going things other
than the core work. Thereby, a passive compliance with
the logics is the only way for the LEA to manage the
work. The cluster organization for the LEA work should
thus be considered as a disempowering organizational
practice for the LEA capacity.

Fourth, when the LEA service is a group of at least
two, they have other opportunities than working on their
own. They might divide the work between them de-
pending on their personality and skills: either each per-
son specializes in some issues, or else they focus differ-
ently on outreach work on the one hand and consulting
work on the other. This division of activities may im-
prove their common agency as middle actors. In addi-
tion, a group would have more possibilities to become
known among the target groups through collaborations
with other organizations, companies and departments
within the municipality. Since a group has the possibil-
ity to be more visible within the municipality than one
person, this suggests that the internal work could be
much easier. This organizational model thus provides
the LEAs with preconditions to combine the two logics
in improving their work and their level of capacity. If the
resources are used to enhance each person’s agency, it
may also improve the agency of the LEAs. A high level
of agency and capacity imply, according to Parag and
Janda (2014), that these LEAs are working as middle
actors supporting homeowners in their energy practice
change.

However, there are other aspects of these municipal-
ities with bigger populations that may constrain the LEA
capacity. First, several of our informants experience that
it is much harder to reach out to the target groups in
more densely populated areas, since there is a lot of
other information and events going on in the local
community and this works to constrain their capacity.
Second, we have seen examples of groups of LEAs that
comply with the different logics in certain situations and
only target the role as consultants with little outreach
work and networking. This may have negative impact
on their capacity as middle actors in the long run, since
they risk becoming less known among homeowners. A
group of LEAs thus increases the probability that the
logics are combined and the capacity as middle actor is
high, but there is no guarantee for that.

Another aspect which influences the level of capacity
of LEAs as middle actors is the actions of the top actor,
in this case the Energy Agency. The Agency’s
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governance of the LEA system is, as described, based
primarily on regional networks in supporting the single
LEAs in their everyday work, national intervention pro-
jects led by someone external to the Agency and an
aggregated system for reports of the LEA results. The
top actor supports the LEA work in detail concerning
the intervention projects, but in the rest of the work,
there is little support concerning how to perform the
LEA work. The regional networks may offer support
concerning these matters, but then what is emphasized is
dependent on the regional network and its leader. The
same goes for recruitment of LEAs where it is entirely
up to the municipalities who they recruit. In some cases,
the regional network serves as support, but not always.
The Agency is thus neither promoting nor discouraging
the LEA capacity, but rather leaves the support of the
LEA role to the regional networks, the municipalities
and the LEAs themselves.

Concluding discussion

The LEAs are situated and thought of as middle
actors in the energy system, but are they really
working as middle actors? Do they have a high
agency and high capacity to empower the
homeowners’ agency and capacity to make chang-
es to their energy system and behaviour?

We have argued that the reform of the LEA system
has resulted in two competing logics that guide the LEA
work: the logic of advice and the logic of governance
and New Public Management. The former consists of
norms and practices of the LEA work current for a long
time and the latter consists of the norms, rules and
practices which have followed the reform, although
some were current before. The logics perspective has
given the opportunity to consider all aspects of the
reform, not only the formal legislation. However, the
logics perspective may be constrained in the sense that
other aspects which do not correlate with the logics are
not considered in the analysis.

From our analysis of how the LEAs manage the
two different logics, using the perspective of Pache
and Santos (2013), we suggest that the LEAs that
manage to combine the logics in their work, due
to high agency and capacity, are most likely to
work as successful middle actors. If LEAs instead
comply with each logic in certain situations, i.c.,
following the formal restrictions, what Pache and

Santos call decompartmentalization, they are not
as likely to be successful middle actors.

A combination of the logics means in practice that
the LEA has deep energy skills and marketing skills to
be able to both give far-reaching support to advice
seekers and to work with outreach activities and net-
working to be more known in the community. The
outreach activities are based on thorough analysis of
the most important target groups to reach. The LEA also
uses the position within the municipal organization to
reach target groups through cooperation with other pro-
fessions and other possible contact points with target
groups at the municipality. In this way, the LEA may
use his/her network, contacts and analysis to incorporate
national intervention projects and other activities in a
model for action which includes certain ways to give
energy advice.

The success of these LEAs as middle actors in the
energy system is in our study only based on the LEASs’
experiences and surrounding actors’ apprehensions of
the work. However, previous research on energy advice
for homeowners has shown for example that networking
activities in the local community provides a necessary
base for the advisor to support the homeowner in major
renovations (Gram-Hanssen et al., 2018; Ringel, 2018).
Other researchers argue that tailored advice to certain
groups of homeowners, i.e., target group analysis on
which to base advising activities, may contribute to
change daily household activities, which is important
for energy change (Steg, 2008). The LEAs that combine
the logics thus seem to work in line with these argu-
ments, which is why they may be interpreted to be what
Parag and Janda (2014) call middle actors. Our analysis
show that since the reform, full-time LEAs at one mu-
nicipality and a group of LEAs have the best precondi-
tions to act as middle actors.

A decompartmentalisation of the logics means, on
the other hand, that the LEA only depends on energy
skills to give advice, waiting for people to take contact.
Since the reform prescribes participation in networking
and outreach activities these LEAs take part in these
activities, but they do not incorporate them in their work
and thereby do not use them to develop their ways of
working with energy advice. In these cases, successful
intervention projects may empower the LEAs as middle
actors, while less successful ones may not. The Energy
Agency thus, as initiator of the projects, has an oppor-
tunity to improve these LEAs as middle actors. Our
analysis shows that the decompartmentalisation of
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logics is not only due to LEAs’ agency, but also their
capacity. The clusters of municipalities with common
LEA service, which are a result of the reform, are shown
to act as constraining for the LEA to combine logics and
rather force them to comply with the logics in a passive
way. The organization of the clusters may make the
intervention projects only available in one of the munic-
ipalities and further constrain the LEA ability to work as
middle actor.

In summary, the reform of the Swedish LEA system
has provided the LEAs with some new tools that may
improve their work as middle actors. However, it has
also resulted in organizational models which either im-
prove them as middle actors or instead constrain the
LEAs as middle actors. This is true for the first year of
the reform. What happens in the longer run would be
important for research to follow.

As shown, the LEA’s own agency has much impact
on the work performed and if every LEA will work with
issues and in ways that we know from research works,
the capacity to do so must improve. We would argue on
the basis of our results that one way to do that is the
development of a national working description of what a
LEA is and should do, in order for the Energy Agency to
help the municipalities to recruit LEAs that are well
equipped to have high agency to perform the above-
discussed work. Furthermore, the Energy Agency must
be clear in how far-reaching the LEAs can be and
support them with a clear mandate to engage in
homeowners’ major refurbishments through networking
with the surrounding community (Murphy, 2014;
Ringel, 2018). In addition, the municipality is an impor-
tant arena for the LEA to network within to reach
homeowners in need of advice (Gram-Hanssen et al.,
2018; Sebi et al., 2019). Organizational practices within
the municipalities may facilitate this work, which indi-
cates that there is a need for directives towards the
municipal organizations to better collaborate with the
LEA work.

The Swedish case of reform of LEAs shows the
relevance of how the structure that support, guide and
rule the actors is organized for middle actors being
empowered or not in their role as middle actors in the
transition of the energy system. Some of the results or
the combination of the theoretical framework may be
useful, not only for improving energy advice services in
other countries, but also in other technical systems
which transition may partly depend on middle actors
and their position. New Public Management is a
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common logic that permeate western democracies and
their bureaucracies and, even if the logic we define in
the LEA case is not covering all aspects of NPM, it gives
an idea of how NPM logic may be used to improve the
work of middle actors and also elucidate its constrains.

The results from this Swedish case of local energy
advice service show both how such a service may be
organized and what problems and possibilities a certain
way to organize bring to middle acting.
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