
                          
 
 
 
PhD position on integrating social dimensions in the BEST project:  
Analysis of the social aspects of energy transition in Belgium 
 
 
Research objective 
 
The energy transition requires disruptive changes, both in engineering (change in energy conversion 
systems) and in society (our consumption needs and practices, our perceptions of energy, as well as 
energy policies, need to evolve). As a consequence, in order to fully identify pathways towards 
sustainability, both fields of engineering and social sciences should be integrated to develop energy 
models that would achieve both social and technical robustness.  
 
However, most energy system models use exogenous demand—obtained from other sources without 
possible feedback loop. The first objective of the PhD thesis will be to develop a socially robust 
framework for analysing the energy transition from its demand side. Building for example on current 
debates on 1/ "the active energy consumer"  (Fox, Fould and Robinson 2017), 2/ the integration of 
social sciences into energy research (Sovacool et al. 2015), 3/ complex systems and social practices in 
energy transition (Lambaca, Shove, Bartiaux, etc.), or 4/ "social acceptability", “media framing” and 
public communication of energy projects, the candidate will aim at analysing what drives the demand 
during the energy transition in the Belgian context, and integrate it in the EnergyScope model. 
EnergyScope is an open-source model for the strategic energy planning of urban and regional energy 
systems. 
 
The main research targets are: 
1. Quantitative survey on consumption practises followed by qualitative focus groups; 
2. Analysing the social acceptability and the "lay" perceptions of various solutions towards 2050 
sustainability; 
3. Identification of social dimensions of energy transition that could be part of demand model to be 
integrated with energy system models. 
 
As secondary objectives, the PhD student will also benefit from his/her integration within the BEST 
research network to analyse the preconceptions (or opening up the black boxes) on which the energy 
system models are built in order to contribute to the analysis of the "social performativity" (Aykut 
2019) of energy models and to develop a reflexive stance on the role and impact of models and 
modelling in the energy transitions. 
 
 
Details about the BEST project 
 
The project BEST (Belgian Energy SysTem) studies the contribution of electro- and synthetic energy 
carriers to the security of supply of Belgium. The development of a holistic model will provide a deep 
insight in the role of these carriers in the energy system, as well as their energy and economic costs. 
The key issues of the uncertainties on the current state and the future of the system will be analysed 
through a robust optimisation approach. The impact of the integration of these carriers on the 



electricity grid is included in the study as well as several ways to improve the total efficiency of the use 
of these renewable fuels for different applications.  
The project, funded by SPF Economie “Energy Transition Fund”, is a collaboration between five 
universities: UCLouvain, UGent, ULB, UMons and VUB. 
 
 
Profile 
 
The candidate should hold a master in social sciences (in sociology, anthropology, communication or 
political science), with an interest or a specialisation in transition studies or environmental humanities. 
The candidate should demonstrate an informed interest (able to answer basic technical questions) for 
the field of energy. The candidate should be fluent in French, and English, with working knowledge in 
Dutch being an asset, to conduct surveys and interviews in Belgium and present the results to 
international conferences. 
 
 
Description of Team 
 
This offer is for a PhD at UCLouvain (Louvain-la-Neuve) supervisors in social science (Prof. Grégoire 
Lits) and engineering (Profs. Contino and Jeanmart). 
 

Grégoire Lits focuses his research effort on interpretative policy analysis and on media and political 
sociology. His research mainly focuses on three strands: the socio-historical analysis of Belgian and 
European nuclear waste management policies, the analysis of the career of different social, 
environmental and socio-technical problems in the public sphere, and the analysis of communication 
processes between experts, lay people and information media in the public sphere.  

Francesco Contino focuses his research effort on Energy systems and Robust Optimisation—
optimisation combined with uncertainty quantification. More specifically, about energy systems, he 
works at micro and macro levels to understand what the key drivers are to help us succeed the energy 
transition. He also works on making robust design optimisation affordable by working on efficient 
optimiser and fast uncertainty quantification methods. 

 
Hervé Jeanmart focuses his research effort on three strands: Energy system, biomass conversion, and 
combustion. In the field of energy system, he is studying the availability and accessibility of renewable 
energy. He is working on the need for storage during and after the transition. He has also developed a 
growing interest for the link between energy and economy.   
 
 
Starting date: September 2020 
Location: UCLouvain (Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium) 
Salary:  1950€ (approximate net income) 
 
Application: applications should contain a letter of motivation, a letter of recommendation, a short 
analysis of the project idea (max one page), and a short video (2 minutes max) explaining why we 
should hire the candidate. The application package should be sent to gregoire.lits@uclouvain.be, 
herve.jeanmart@uclouvain.be  and francesco.contino@uclouvain.be. Applications must be sent by 5 
July at the latest. 
 
More information on the project: www.best-energy.be 
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More information on working at UCLouvain: 
https://jobs.uclouvain.be/content/WorkingatUCL/?locale=en_GB 
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