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Page 2 – Project Description 

Scientific Excellence 
(500 words) 

The GB electricity system is in transition.  Over the last twenty 
years measures have initiated to decarbonise, decentralise, 
digitalise, and democratise the system.  Such measures have 
given rise to various innovations such as in electricity generation 
(e.g. repurposing of coal plants for biomass); in domestic 
electricity consumption (e.g. adoption of energy efficient 
appliances); the electricity network (e.g. bi directional power). 
However, the GB electricity system now faces further challenges 
in the short to medium term for which such trajectories of 
innovation are unlikely to provide sufficient responses.  First, 
there are likely to be significant increases in electricity demand 
from transport and subsequently heat.  Second, the further 
integration of non-dispatchable intermittent renewables will 
potentially reduce the flexibility of the electricity system to meet 
peak demand, which may be exacerbated by demands from 
transport and heat.  More radical innovation is needed to 
increase the flexibility of the electricity system to respond to 
these changes in demand.  Here, rather than follow established 
approaches and  construct traditional dispatchable generation 
facilities (e.g. gas fired power stations), it is likely that  energy 
storage and demand side response innovations will be needed.  
Such measures will require major systemic changes across the 
entire production, distribution and consumption systems which 
comprise the GB electricity sector.  However, there is a paucity 
of research on how such innovation should be conceptualised 
and managed.  This study will begin to help resolve this issue.   
 
To analyse such systemic change in the GB electricity system, 
this study will build on insights from industry co-funded 
research on innovation and flexibility in energy systems at Open 
University and follow (McMeekin et al, 2019) by drawing on 
notions of modular and architectural innovation from 
Henderson and Clark (1990).  This approach suggests that, to 
date, modular innovation has been pursued in the GB electricity 
sector, while its overall architecture has been left largely intact. 
Thus further innovation to meet the challenges set out above 
will not only need to focus on the components of the GB 
electricity sector and thus modular innovation but on the 
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relations between the components and hence on what 
Henderson and Clark (1990) call architectural innovation.  Here 
architectural innovations might include more radical demand 
side response models, novel smart technologies that support 
bidirectional flows, new business models and innovative 
connections to topographically embedded systems such as 
smart city initiatives.   
 
Intermediaries have emerged as potentially powerful actors and 
entities which facilitate and speed up radical architectural 
innovations and transitions, and build links between old and 
new systems.  Thus intermediaries are likely to play a key role in 
stimulating, enabling and shaping architectural innovation in 
the GB electricity sector.  This study will focus on the role of 
intermediaries in architectural innovation in the GB electricity 
sector. 
 

Aim (400 words) 
 

In the context of such profound transformative change,  
intermediaries can be defined as “actors and platforms that 
positively influence sustainability transition processes by linking 
actors and activities, and their related skills and resources, or by 
connecting transition visions and demands of networks of actors 
with existing regimes in order to create momentum for socio-
technical system change, to create new collaborations within 
and across niche technologies, ideas and markets, and to 
disrupt dominant unsustainable socio-technical configurations” 
(Kivimaa et al., 2018).  Thus intermediaries can be thought of as 
liminal entities that creatively link sub-systems and achieve 
architectural innovation and systemic change.  Intermediaries 
are rarely officially established in advance but a variety tend to 
emerge as architectural innovations unfold ibid.  Here, research 
shows that the needs for intermediation often change over the 
course of transitions (Van Lente et al. 2011).  However, there are 
few studies which focus on the practices of intermediaries in 
systemic architectural innovations in electricity systems and the 
political struggles and contestations associated with these. 
 
Thus the aim and objectives of this study are to investigate the 
role of intermediaries in developing architectural innovations in 
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the GB electricity system; to identify their role in the purposive 
management of architectural innovation in the GB electricity 
sector that meet the challenge of increasing flexibility in 
response to new demands from transport and heat; and to 
identify ways in which intermediary practices can be purposively 
shaped (e.g. by policy instruments) in pursuit of better 
outcomes.  
A mixed methods case-study approach focused on the GB 
electricity system will be pursued to meet the aim and 
objectives of the study. Qualitative data will be collected via 
multiple methods such as documentary analysis and semi-
structured interviews from multiple sources such as key 
informants. Data will be analysed using  NVIVO software and 
follow thematic coding and discourse analytical approached. 
 

Strategic Relevance 
(300 words) 

This study has relevance to UK government and industry 
strategies to promote affordable, secure and environmentally 
sustainable energy.  More specifically, it is well aligned with the 
UK Industrial Strategy ambitions to achieve clean growth and 
smart energy supply.  Indeed, further development of the GB 
electricity system is strategically important as it will assist in the 
attainment of the UK Government’s aspirations for clean growth 
in other sectors such as construction, transport and heating. 
 

Interdisciplinarity and 
fit with DTA3 

This is an Energy DTA project focused on the GB electricity 
system. Architectural innovation and intermediary practices in 
the GB electricity sector involve both human actors and 
technologies and is therefore profoundly socio-technical. As 
such, this study will draw on interdisciplinary research 
(knowledge and methods) from multiple literatures including 
science and technology studies, urban studies, innovation and 
transition studies. 
 

Industrial Relevance 
(300 words) 
 

The findings will be relevant to informing and improving 
professional practices in the electricity industry, for 
intermediaries such as energy aggregators and technology 
transfer agents in particular.  We will be working with firms from 
Principal Supervisors network which include the global energy 
consulting firm CGI, District Network Operator Western Power 
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Distribution and the trade body Energy UK.  We are exploring 
international placement opportunities with colleagues across 
European universities (e.g. KTH Sweden, University of Bergen 
Norway, Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences) and 
through the Open University’s networks and the University 
Alliance networks. 
 

Economic and 
Societal Impact (300 
words) 

Economic impact 
The role of effective and efficient energy infrastructure in 
underpinning industrial growth and economic development 
cannot be over-estimated.  It is therefore essential that new 
demands from transport and heat are efficiently and effectively 
met by the GB electricity system.  Thus the role of 
intermediaries in the development of effective and efficient 
architectural innovations to reshape the relations between the 
constituent parts of the GB electricity system in response to 
these new demands cannot be under estimated.  By helping 
redevelop the GB electricity sector, this study will support the 
development of the UK economy.  Further, in the vanguard of 
electricity sectors to redevelop and meet demands for transport 
and heat, architectural innovations developed in the UK will 
provide a basis for competitive advantage and exporting. 
 
Societal impact 
The study will explore opportunities to work with industry 
bodies on a public information online publication informed by 
the research findings. The study will also explore opportunities 
to develop case studies for Open University modules based on 
the research. 
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Page 3 – Admission Requirements 

 

Specific Admission 
Requirements 
 

The doctoral fellow should have a strong interest in socio-
technical transition studies, innovation studies, human 
geography, urban studies and the energy sector. 
 

Minimum IELTS score The OU requires IELTS certification to show the achievement of 
a minimum score of 6.5 overall and minimum of 6.0 in reading, 
listening and speaking, with a preference for a minimum score 
of 7.0 in writing. IELTS tests need to be taken in a secured 
location (known as SELTS).  
 

 

 


