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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Over the past decade, energy justice scholarship has expanded substantially, developing frameworks for assessing
Recognition justice equity and fairness across energy systems and transitions. Recognition justice has emerged as a core dimension
Interpretivism

alongside distributional and procedural justice. Yet its empirical operationalization remains underdeveloped,
often examined through evaluative, outcome-oriented approaches that obscure the processual and relational
dynamics through which recognition and misrecognition take shape in practice. This article addresses this
methodological gap by introducing Interpretive Recognition Analysis (IRA), a qualitative framework grounded in
interpretivist epistemology for investigating recognition dynamics empirically.

Our contribution is twofold. First, drawing on Butler's notion of recognizability, we conceptualize recognition
justice as a processual, relational and interpretive phenomenon, foregrounding the prior interpretive and
institutional conditions that shape what and who can be seen and acknowledged within energy transitions.
Second, we operationalize this conceptualization through IRA, which proceeds through three analytical moves:
(i) mapping individual experiences, (ii) (re)constructing interaction dynamics, and (iii) connecting these to the
broader institutional and policy context, with an intersectional sensibility informing all three moves. We illus-
trate IRA's analytical utility through two vignettes from energy housing renovation in the Netherlands.

The article contributes to broader energy justice debates by offering IRA as a methodological framework that
enables researchers and practitioners to trace recognition dynamics in situ and to identify intervention points
attentive to the interpretive and relational conditions through which injustices are (re)produced and sustained in
energy transitions.

Qualitative methods
Housing renovations
Energy transition
Energy justice

1. Introduction important insights, though both leave open the question of how recog-

nition is produced in practice. In this respect, recognition justice differs

Why has recognition justice received less empirical operationaliza-
tion than its distributional and procedural counterparts? Over the past
decade, energy justice scholarship has expanded substantially, estab-
lishing conceptual frameworks for evaluating fairness across energy
systems and transitions [1-3]. Recognition justice has become a central
tenet of energy justice scholarship, with its normative origins drawn
from foundational work notably by Axel Honneth, Nancy Fraser and
others [4-6]. These works have been crucial in expanding justice de-
bates beyond the questions of distribution and procedure that long
dominated the field [1,3]. Empirical applications of recognition have
taken several forms: some treat recognition justice as a broad orientation
toward the acknowledgement of different identities, needs and experi-
ences [7-9], while others operationalize it deductively through coding
against a priori indicators [10]. Each of these approaches yielded
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methodologically from distributional justice, where outcomes can be
measured against more or less explicit criteria, or from procedural jus-
tice, where participation can be assessed against established standards
of inclusiveness and transparency [1,3]. Recent contributions in recog-
nition scholarship have foregrounded this question by examining how
recognition takes shape by what actors say, do and/or overlook in
concrete settings rather than being read off pre-given categories. The
latter, as Grove et al. [11] put it, risks “always finding what they were
already looking for, or its absence”.

What remains underdeveloped is not the identification of structural
drivers of misrecognition [2,12,13], such as racism, ageism, classism
and other status-order devaluations, but an analysis of how such drivers
are mediated through everyday institutional practices, professional
judgments and interpretive frames in specific contexts such as socio-
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technical settings [7,14]. Grounded in an interpretivist tradition, we
propose an Interpretive Recognition Analysis (IRA) to do so. Recognition
dynamics' are shaped by institutional rules, professional judgments and
historically sedimented expectations that are not always legible in
advance. How certain concerns become seen as legitimate, who is
positioned to articulate them and what shapes an organization's capacity
to act upon these recognition dynamics are questions that IRA seeks to
make analytically visible in specific socio-technical contexts.

IRA's epistemological foundations lie in interpretivism, particularly
phenomenological and hermeneutic traditions that privilege meaning-
making, experiential knowledge and contextually embedded interpre-
tation [15]. By building on this interpretive tradition, IRA constitutes a
methodological device that seeks to elucidate and understand justice
from emic® perspectives, taking actors' own interpretations as an
analytical starting point before tracing how these interpretations are
formed, tested and mediated through interactions, practices and insti-
tutional encounters [18-24].

This article thus offers a methodological contribution to energy
justice scholarship. First, it clarifies recognition justice as a complex
social and institutional phenomenon within specific policy or gover-
nance contexts, such as energy transitions, foregrounding recogniz-
ability [25-27] as a condition through which people, needs and claims
become visible and actionable in energy transition governance. Second,
it develops IRA as an interpretive framework for studying these recog-
nition dynamics empirically. IRA offers three analytical moves: (i)
mapping individual experiences; (ii) reconstructing interaction dy-
namics; and (iii) connecting these to context in conjunction with an
intersectional sensibility that runs across the analysis.

The article proceeds as follows. First, we situate recognition justice
within the broader energy justice literature and identify key analytical
limitations in existing empirical work. We then briefly introduce the
epistemological foundations of interpretivism and explain IRA. Subse-
quently, we present two vignettes on energy housing renovations to
illustrate how IRA can be applied by researchers. Finally, the article
concludes by discussing IRA's implications for advancing recognition
justice as an interpretive and methodological approach to studying
socio-technical transitions.

2. Recognition justice in energy research
2.1. The energy justice framework and its core tenets

Energy justice is increasingly acknowledged as a crucial conceptual
framework for assessing and shaping energy policy and technology [28].
Sovacool and Dworkin [3] offer a comprehensive account of energy
justice as a conceptual, analytical and decision-making tool. Conceptu-
ally, energy justice involves the foundational principles and theories
that inform our understanding of justice in the context of energy sys-
tems, including the pluralistic philosophical underpinnings that address
what justice means and why it matters. Analytically, energy justice re-
fers to the methods and tools used to assess and evaluate justice within
energy systems. As a decision-making tool, energy justice provides
guidelines for policymakers, professionals and citizens to implement

! By recognition dynamics, we mean the situated processes through which
recognition is produced, sustained, contested, or transformed in practice. To
“trace” or “make analytically visible” such dynamics, in our understanding, is to
attend to these processes inductively rather than deductively.

2 We use the term “emic” (see Pike [16]) to refer to accounts and un-
derstandings articulated from within the perspective of the actors involved in a
setting. In our case, these actors are residents, frontline workers, community
organizers, using their own interpretations and meanings of their experiences.
We use “etic” to refer to the perspective of the researcher, who works with
analytical categories drawn from the research literature and from interpretive
judgment about the setting [17].
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energy policies and projects [3].

In addition to these different uses, most of the literature adopts a
Triple-Tenet-Framework (TTF), comprising distributional justice, pro-
cedural justice and recognition justice [9,29], although alternative
framings exist, such as energy justice as epistemic justice [30]. Within
the TTF, distributional justice refers to equitably allocating resources,
costs, responsibilities, assets and liabilities associated with energy in-
frastructures and services [3,9,29]. This tenet addresses who gets what
regarding energy benefits and burdens, ensuring that no group dispro-
portionately bears the negative impacts of energy production or con-
sumption. Procedural justice entails the fairness of decision-making
processes related to energy policies and projects. This includes trans-
parency, inclusiveness and the opportunity for all stakeholders to
participate meaningfully in decision-making [3,9]. Recognition justice
concerns how identities, needs, rights, experiences and claims become
acknowledged, valued and acted upon within energy transitions,
particularly in contexts where historically marginalized groups are
involved [7-9]. This tenet calls for recognizing the various communities'
historically shaped perceptions of process and outcome, ensuring their
voices are heard and valued in energy decision-making [1]. In this
article, we extend recognition justice beyond its original focus on
whether communities are acknowledged or not in energy decision-
making: we elaborate how to understand communities' or individuals'
experiences, claims and needs becoming intelligible within institutional
and policy settings through which transitions are governed.

While all three tenets are widely recognized as analytically impor-
tant, distributional and procedural justice have been more readily
operationalized in empirical research, often through relatively fixed
categories and measurable indicators. Recognition justice, by contrast,
has proven more difficult to study empirically, despite its acknowledged
importance for understanding justice in energy transitions. Below, we
briefly outline some of its current challenges.

2.2. Recognition justice: From normative concept to empirical challenge

Influential recognition theories often hold that individual identity
and social standing are formed through relations of mutual recognition
[4-6]. Within these approaches, misrecognition has been theorized as a
form of injustice that undermines dignity, respect, esteem and status [4].
While these contributions have been foundational for understanding
recognition as a dimension of justice, they offer limited guidance for
studying how recognition dynamics unfold in concrete policy settings.
Van Uffelen [14] similarly notes that methodological resources for
studying recognition are present but often latent within the foundational
theories of Honneth and Fraser. Building on these theories [5,6], this
article shifts the analytical focus from what recognition ought to be
toward how recognition and misrecognition emerge, unfold and acquire
meaning in situated practices within highly contextualized energy-
related policy settings.

Our analytical focus is supported by a growing critique within
recognition theory itself. Others have pointed out that recognition rarely
appears empirically as a singular or ‘pure’ normative status, but instead
manifests in socially embedded, provisional and often ambivalent and
contested forms [31,32]. Similarly, work that foregrounds the political
and colonial dimensions of recognition demonstrates how state-
mediated recognition can operate as a regulatory and depoliticizing
apparatus, through which marginalized communities receive acknowl-
edgement only insofar as their claims remain legible within hegemonic
institutional and epistemic frameworks [33]. Extending this critique,
Giles [34] emphasizes that recognition should be understood as a situ-
ated interpretive process rather than a moral status that can be conferred
or withheld. Furthermore, Butler's [26,35] distinction between recog-
nition and recognizability offers a conceptual resource for understand-
ing misrecognition beyond its overt expressions. For Butler [27,36],
recognizability designates the prior epistemic conditions under which
subjects become intelligible for recognition. We deliberately extend the
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concept beyond subjects to also include the recognizability of needs,
claims and concerns.

Energy housing renovations offer a revealing site for these issues as
they entail interventions and associated encounters between pro-
fessionals and citizens, in the latter's private living sphere. In such cir-
cumstances, at stake is whether a resident is acknowledged as a person
whose situation matters, which is frequently shaped by identity-related
status, but also by residents expressing needs unrelated to the energy
transition (e.g., broken windows, mold, safety issues, or broader
livability concerns) that become intelligible as legitimate concerns that
institutional actors can act upon. We therefore find it useful to also trace
recognizability at the level of needs and claims as well as at the level of
subjects, while acknowledging that this is an extension of, rather than a
strict adherence to, Butler's original formulation.

The distinction between recognition and recognizability is con-
tested.”> We retain the term as a working analytical handle because it
helps to distinguish whether subjects and their claims are acknowledged
in a particular encounter and how the conditions under which subjects
and claims can become intelligible are produced.

2.3. Empirical studies of recognition in energy transitions

Pandey and Sharma [22] show that despite projected benefits and
‘apparent needs’, people often reject the predefined roles and identities
prescribed for them in participation projects related to renewable en-
ergy. Instead, vulnerable and marginal social groups frame needs and
priorities concerning emergent social, political and ecological identities
as a basis for demanding recognition-based energy justice. Willand et al.
[24] analyze trusted intermediaries' role in uncovering hidden energy
vulnerabilities. They highlight how the links between power, knowledge
production and communication can reinforce each other and reproduce
misrecognition of how residents use energy. Other studies highlight how
misrecognition can become embedded in policy design and imple-
mentation. Simcock et al. [23] illustrate that policies aimed at allevi-
ating energy poverty may unintentionally misrecognize residents' lived
realities, while Eikeland [21] shows how misrecognition of values and
concerns can intensify opposition to wind energy projects. Similarly,
Tarasova [7] emphasizes that neglecting recognition dimensions, such
as local identity and cultural heritage, can result in unjust outcomes and
public resistance.

These studies show that recognition and misrecognition manifest
across policy design, implementation, acceptance and conflict. Recog-
nition thus has individual and institutional dimensions that need to be
taken into account in empirical analysis, not only to understand their
concrete manifestations better but also to see how they intertwine with
the adoption of socio-technical innovations, with (dis)trust in in-
stitutions that regulate or supply energy [37,38], with the distribution of
benefits and burdens, and, finally, with decision-making processes [39].
As others [2,7,40] suggest, recognizing diverse voices and cultural
identities in policy discourse can foster deeper inclusion and respect,
both necessary components for the legitimacy of energy transition pol-
icies. In energy transitions, misrecognition may also become visible
through delays, resistance, distrust or implementation difficulties. These

3 We are aware that the distinction between recognition and recognizability
is contested within recognition theory. In her exchange with Honneth, Butler
distinguishes recognition from recognizability by asking about the prior
normative and discursive conditions under which subjects become intelligible
as recognizable subjects. Honneth, by contrast, places greater emphasis on
recognition as a normatively structured intersubjective relation through which
subjects acquire self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem. We draw on
recognizability here as a sensitizing concept for examining the conditions under
which people, needs and claims become intelligible within energy transition
governance, without seeking to resolve this broader theoretical disagreement.
See Butler [26].
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materializations of misrecognition matter because they reveal how
interpretive and institutional conditions shape whether transition pro-
cesses become legitimate and socially sustainable.

Empirical recognition scholarship has developed along several lines
that differ in what they take as their analytical object. One line traces
how misrecognition operates through specific mechanisms, such as
institutional invisibility, broken networks, devalued knowledge, con-
tested consultation processes, information asymmetries in concrete en-
ergy and climate-policy contexts [20-22,38-40]. Another provides a
typology for identifying and classifying experiences of misrecognition
once they are articulated, as in Van Uffelen and Santos-Ayllén's [10]
recent typology, which sorts experienced misrecognition across Hon-
neth's modes of love, law and Fraser's status-order [14]. The authors go a
step further and argue for advancing inductive research and analysis
alongside the deductive axis. Alongside these, a smaller body of work
has turned toward such an exclusively inductive approach and devel-
oped interpretive and processual® frameworks that approach recogni-
tion as enacted through situated practices and institutional encounters.
Within energy justice scholarship, Boamah and Rothfu [19] develop
the concept of ‘practical recognition’ through ethnographic work in
Ghana, attending to the everyday practices through which energy uses
come to be seen or fail to be seen by institutions. Tarasova [7] argues for
a pluralist, context-sensitive approach to recognition justice that is
grounded in local socio-cultural contexts. In adjacent fields, Giirtler and
Herberg [42] propose “moral rifts” as a methodological device for
tracing how distributional and recognition claims intersect with spatial
framings in coal-transition regions, and Grove, Barnett and Cox [11],
working in urban resilience planning, argue against approaches that
read injustices off a priori indicators, calling instead for inductive
analysis attentive to “contextually-specific, intersubjective norms of
recognition.” These contributions share the importance of studying
recognition as situated, processual and institutionally mediated, yet they
have advanced this argument primarily through new concepts (i.e.
practical recognition, moral rifts) or critiques of deductive approaches.
What remains less developed is a structured methodological framework
that can guide researchers from situated observation to recognition
analysis across cases. IRA contributes such a framework - three
analytical moves and one sensibility — anchored in the analytically
distinctive concept of recognizability. Recognizability thus shifts atten-
tion from whether recognition is achieved to how the field of intelligi-
bility is shaped, allowing IRA to trace misrecognition before it
materializes as exclusion, devaluation or invisibility. Together, the
aforementioned contributions reflect a broader epistemological con-
versation across justice scholarship about how recognition can be
studied empirically [43]. To further close this gap, scholarly attention
should also turn to lived experiences and meaning-making [44] of those
affected by transitions while remaining sensitive to the institutional
contexts, practices, routines and repertoires of actors involved in gov-
erning and implementing them. This is exactly what IRA proposes to do.

The following section therefore situates IRA within the interpretivist
tradition and outlines the epistemological commitments that make such
an analysis possible.

3. Core features of interpretivism

Interpretivism is philosophically grounded in phenomenological
traditions that treat meaning-making, lived experience and situated
interpretation as central to social and political inquiry [15]. We argue

4 Throughout this article, processual denotes an analytical orientation to-
ward how recognition is enacted through situated practices and interpretive
encounters, in the sense developed within interpretive policy analysis [41] and
the recognition scholarship that draws on it [11]. The term has alternative
usages in adjacent disciplines, including process sociology; we use it here in the
interpretive sense specified above.
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that interpretivism is not only suitable for studying recognition justice; it
shares a deeper, hermeneutic epistemological congruence. Recognition
theory, in both its Honnethian and Fraserian variants, views recognition
as something that is constituted through ongoing relations of interpre-
tation, acknowledgement and contestation. Interpretivism brings a
corresponding methodological vocabulary for studying how such re-
lations unfold in concrete settings — meanings, framing, situated prac-
tice, interpretation, context [15,44,45] — and thereby provides the
analytical tools recognition justice has until recently lacked. For IRA,
two elements are especially important: interpretation [44] and practice
orientation [46].

3.1. Interpretation

Interpretation refers to the situated processes through which actors
assign meaning to policy objects, rules, procedures, events and in-
teractions. These meanings do not arise in isolation; they are shaped by
action contexts including institutional rules, material conditions,
dominant discourses and prior encounters [15,45]. Meanings and
interpretation are seen as the drivers of action and arise in a specific
action context; they evolve as the situation ‘talks back,” both through
features of the context and through interactions [41,46]. Meaning is
imbued in, conveyed through and read from objects, goals, language,
actions, or events, which allow for multiple interpretations that reflect
different positions and rationalities of actors [47,48]. These multiple
interpretations result from ‘framing work’ of how actors make sense of a
situation, select, name, categorize and tell stories about problems and
possible solutions [49,50]. Through their framing work,” actors put
specific interpretations on substance, objects, procedures, or relations.
For IRA, interpretation matters as recognition claims are not simply
expressed; they are interpreted, translated, contested and sometimes
transformed in practice.

3.2. Practice orientation

Experiences of recognition are produced and put to the test through
social interactions and these interactions are not free-floating: they
unfold within practices that shape what kinds of interaction are possible,
recurrent and consequential. An often-used definition holds that prac-
tice is ‘a routinized way in which bodies are moved, objects are handled,
subjects are treated, things are described and the world is understood’
[51]. A practice-perspective is helpful because it situates institutional
encounters within patterned forms of action, judgment and interaction
[52]. Focusing on practice makes interpretivists attentive to how actors
deal with conflict, power, uncertainty and other daily or work-related
challenges [46]. Actors negotiate concrete situations by acting upon
them; as situations ‘talk back,” meanings and practices may shift [46].
This makes practice orientation useful for studying how recognition
claims are tested, stabilized, or transformed in everyday institutional
encounters.

The three analytical moves and one sensibility that constitute IRA as
an interpretive methodology will be outlined below.

4. Interpretive recognition analysis
4.1. Mapping individual experiences

Recognition issues are often first encountered through individual life
histories and personal accounts of being seen, ignored, valued or

5 Framing work is essentially a creative process. Meanings are not deter-
mined by beliefs or context but arise from a dialectic process in which actors
iterate between generic beliefs or values and the particularities of the situation,
including material and institutional context and actions by and interactions
with other actors [47].
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dismissed [53]. This individual register is the analytical entry point for
IRA. At the same time, individual experiences of misrecognition are
typically patterned, for they reflect how certain groups, identities, or
situations are systematically mis/non-recognized within particular
institutional and historical contexts [33]. Mapping individual experi-
ences therefore does not isolate them from group-level dynamics and,
instead, may provide empirical material through which such dynamics
become visible.

In this first move, researchers map how actors narrate what
happened, what is happening and what they believe needs to be done
[50]. These emic accounts provide insight into how experiences of
recognition are made sense of, selected, named, categorized and orga-
nized into stories [50]. Such accounts may also include explicit or im-
plicit references to contextual conditions, such as institutional rules,
resources and constraints (e.g., temporal, budgetary), prior in-
terventions and even broader histories, as actors themselves draw on
such elements to make sense of their experiences.

Such stories can be collected by conducting narrative interviews,
which stress the importance of stories to collect data and to understand
human experiences in their social contexts. Instead of relying on pre-
defined questions, narrative interviews allow for in-depth exploration of
experiences, perceptions and incidents related to recognition in a given
context [54]. Because the focus is on the informant's emic perspective,
narrative interviews can generate detailed accounts of how actors make
sense of recognition and misrecognition in relation to their own life
histories and institutional encounters. Mapping individual experiences
attentive to recognizability also means asking what categories, vocab-
ularies and institutional reference points were available to articulate
these experiences.

4.2. (Re)constructing interaction dynamics

The second move reconstructs how experiences of (mis)recognition
emerge, are contested, negotiated or sustained in social interactions. To
trace these so-called ‘interaction dynamics’, the analytical focus turns
toward institutionalized practices and the routines embedded within
such practices. Foregrounding recognizability in this move raises addi-
tional questions: which actors decide what counts as a legitimate
concern, or an actionable need, and what falls outside that scope? Who
comes to be seen as a relevant subject within frontline practice and
through which judgments? Studying such practices adds an interactional
layer to the analysis. It allows researchers to examine how recognition
claims are taken up, translated, deferred, contested or acted upon in
encounters between residents, professionals, intermediaries and in-
stitutions. In these interactional dynamics, actors draw upon contextual
elements like rules, procedures, or even organizational roles during in-
teractions, which thus structure how recognition claims are negotiated
in situ.

Ethnography is a well-suited method for studying practices because
it allows researchers to immerse themselves in everyday routines and
interactions. It offers a lens onto the interplay between institutional
procedures, social relationships and individual experiences. By exam-
ining everyday practices of individuals within institutional settings,
ethnography can reveal the underlying processes that shape decision-
making and (inter)action [55]. It does so through participant observa-
tion, complemented by other methods, especially semi-structured in-
terviews and shadowing [56]. Ethnography examines individual
experiences as well as textual data, such as policy documents, reports,
guidelines and strategies that shape the meaning-making and actions of
institutional actors [57].

4.3. Connecting to the context
The third move connects emic accounts and interactional practices to

the broader context in which recognition dynamics unfold. Connecting
to context attentive to recognizability entails situating individual
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experiences and interaction dynamics within institutional and policy
logics that shape who and what can become intelligible for institutional
actors. While actors may invoke contextual elements themselves, re-
searchers can also relate these accounts to contextual knowledge that is
not always explicitly articulated by participants, including institutional
histories, policy frameworks, material conditions and governance ar-
rangements. This move introduces a productive tension between emic
perspectives and etic interpretation, requiring researchers to remain
faithful to actors' meanings while situating them within a broader
analytically grounded understanding of the setting. This contextual
move also requires reflexivity. Researchers must consider how to
interpret experiences of misrecognition without reducing participants to
victims, imposing external diagnoses, or reproducing the very forms of
marginalization the analysis seeks to make visible. Reflexivity can be
supported through collaborative reflection with research teams and
continued critical engagement with the context in which respondents
are situated [44,58-60]. By explicitly distinguishing between context as
invoked by actors, as mentioned earlier in sections 4.1 and 4.2, and
context analytically mobilized by researchers and practitioners, this
third move allows for connecting experiences and interactions to their
wider institutional, socio-political, cultural, spatial, religious, gendered
and historical environment.

4.4. Intersectionality

Throughout the three analytical moves outlined above, mapping
individual experiences, reconstructing interaction dynamics and con-
necting these to context, IRA stays attentive to how intersecting axes of
identity and status shape what becomes recognizable, by whom and
under what conditions [61,62]. Rather than a separate step, this atten-
tiveness runs through each move, shaping how researchers listen to in-
dividual narratives, how they read the practices in which recognition
claims are tested and how they connect these to conditions that pattern
misrecognition. This use of intersectionality aligns with recognition
theory's own attention to status-order devaluation, where identity-based
hierarchies are not separate from misrecognition [2,4] and its value is to
prevent the three moves from being applied in an ‘identity-blind” way.
For instance, a researcher could map experiences, reconstruct in-
teractions and connect to the context while overlooking how recogniz-
ability is unevenly distributed across social positions.

Following Sovacool et al. [2], we treat intersectionality less as an
additional framework than as an analytical orientation that sensitizes
researchers to how privilege and devaluation operate across intersecting
identities and social positions. Recent work by Rainard et al. [43]
similarly argues for moving beyond the normative invocation of inter-
sectionality toward practical methodological integration in energy jus-
tice research. For IRA, this means asking how recognizability is unevenly
shaped by factors such as housing tenure, socio-economic status,
migration background, age, gender, religion, language or ability, while
avoiding the reduction of lived experience to pre-given identity cate-
gories [63].

5. Illustrating IRA: Two energy housing renovation vignettes

The vignettes presented below are drawn from ethnographic field-
work in an underprivileged neighborhood of a Dutch city undergoing a
multi-year housing renovation program. Fieldwork has included
participant observation in resident meetings, project team meetings and
informal community settings, alongside semi-structured and narrative
interviews with residents, frontline workers from the housing associa-
tion and municipality and representatives of community organizations
[54-56]. The two vignettes are narrative reconstructions of specific
observed encounters by the first author, based on fieldnotes. Quotations
are based on notes taken during the meeting; descriptive and contextual
elements were reconstructed shortly afterwards from fieldnotes on
observed interactions during a stakeholder meeting in an
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underprivileged neighborhood in a Dutch city, where a housing energy
renovation project involving insulation and a transition from natural gas
to district heating was discussed.

The vignettes were selected because each foregrounds a distinct
dimension of recognition dynamics: the first illustrates how recognition
is enacted through informal practices that complement formal institu-
tional processes, while the second illustrates how institutional proced-
ures and assessment criteria shape what becomes legible as a legitimate
housing concern within an energy transition context.

Both vignettes are not to be read as case-study findings that sub-
stantiate generalizable claims about recognition justice in energy
housing renovation. Rather, they serve to illustrate how IRA works in
practice. They also do not methodically follow the first two moves.
Instead, they provide the type of account that these moves would deliver
and then illustrate the next two moves, showing especially how a
researcher can move from situated observation to contextualizing these
observations and what kind of insights these would yield.

Vignette I: humanizing the energy transition by going beyond the
front door.°

It is the year 2023.

In a renovated house in one of the poorest neighborhoods in the
Netherlands, a woman whose enthusiasm infuses the air begins talking
about her encounters with residents: “We try to understand what is
happening beyond the front door. By visiting every household, we try to
reach every resident to identify and learn what issues or themes are in
their life. We collected these so-called ‘signals’ with social workers,
apartment block teams, individual residents, or the ‘community build-
ing’ team. These ‘signals’ were then allocated to a social team member, a
buddy, a household member and a neighborhood partner. At the same
time, once we reached the residents, we tried to connect them to
strengthen the informal network. To support this, we used apartment
block teams. In practice, two people were assigned to each block,
organizing a weekly coffee chat in the entrance hall. Because the same
duo hosted these events on a fixed day and time and kept them quite
informal, we managed to create a sense of familiarity among the resi-
dents, strengthening trust.” She pauses a moment. “And now, we have
more than thirty active residents in this neighborhood!” she says
proudly. “You see, these active residents are the eyes and ears in the
apartment blocks. They are the ones who know what is happening
during the day and night. They are the ones that signal what goes well
and what goes wrong.

On top of that, most residents are likely to trust their neighbors
sooner than a professional.” The woman re-positions her body, so she is
now sitting on the front part of her chair. “You know what the most
beautiful thing is about this project?” Her voice contains traces of pas-
sion: “Well, you see, the impact of our project became noticeable when a
resident told us these words: ‘We were first invisible, but now we have a
voice.””

First, this vignette should not be read as evidence that recognition
emerges through informal practices alone. Institutional and policy
frameworks are themselves relational configurations that continuously
enact recognition through formal procedures, eligibility criteria, pro-
fessional classifications, statutory rights and the institutional categories
through which residents become legible as tenants, applicants, or
“cases” [10,64,65]. Rather, what the vignette illustrates is how, in this
particular setting, frontline actors developed informal practices that
complemented and at times redirected formal institutional dynamics in
ways that altered which residents could become visible to housing in-
stitutions and on what terms [19,24], as articulated through indirect
speech by a resident who described a movement from “being invisible”
to “having a voice.” From an IRA perspective, such expressions — that
could be an outcome of move 1 — would not be treated as self-evident
indicators of success, but as emic sense-making accounts which invite

6 The vignettes are anonymized for privacy and confidentiality reasons.
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careful interpretive questioning, such as: What does invisibility mean in
this context? How is the experience of being heard narrated, felt and
situated within residents' life histories? By mapping these individual
experiences and their situated meanings, IRA foregrounds recognition as
something that is experienced and interpreted, rather than simply pre-
sent or absent.

Second, the vignette foregrounds a set of interactional practices (i.e.
weekly coffee chats, door-to-door visits, buddy systems and the collec-
tion of so-called ‘signals’) through which recognition claims are artic-
ulated, circulated and responded to — illustrating what might be the
upshot of IRA move 2. An interpretive analysis would attend to how
these practices create spaces in which residents' experiences can be
voiced, how trust and familiarity are gradually built and how certain
concerns become intelligible and actionable through repeated in-
teractions. Rather than assuming that recognition resides in institutional
intentions, IRA reconstructs how recognition is enacted through insti-
tutional routines and repertoires. During home visits (i.e. an interac-
tional practice), for instance, the researcher attends to how professionals
respond to residents and their experiences through the language used,
the artifacts drawn upon and the practices through which a situation is
assessed.

Third, the vignette implicitly addresses the institutional and policy
context within which such practices become necessary in the first place,
as would be done in IRA step 3. The very emphasis on informal networks
and relational work suggests that existing governance arrangements and
formal procedures are insufficient for capturing residents' lived realities.
IRA would therefore situate these practices within the broader context of
energy transition governance, asking how institutional mandates, policy
logics and organizational constraints shape what actors perceive as
possible, necessary, or legitimate.

Fourth, illustrating what IRA's intersectional sensibility would mean,
the vignette raises questions about recognizability that remain implicit
but analytically necessary. IRA's intersectional sensibility would point to
investigating which residents become “active residents,” whose experi-
ences are most readily translated into “signals,” and whose needs may
remain unseen despite these relational practices. It would also examine
how frontline workers interpret some residents' experiences as action-
able concerns while others remain outside their perceived remit. These
questions show how IRA orients further empirical inquiry rather than
diagnosing success or failure from the vignette alone.

Vignette II: tensions between regulatory frameworks and residents'
perspectives.

In that same renovated house, the conversation now turns to a man
sitting in a chair in the left corner of the living room. “We want to
change. However, we do not know how,” he says. He pauses for a
moment and seems puzzled. He continues, “As a housing association, we
know that we tend to neglect residents' perspectives and that we do not
include them enough in decision-making processes. It is not the case that
we do not want to include them, but we do not know how to give resi-
dents a voice, when we should give them a voice and why” He explains
further: “On top of that, we must also adhere to specific rules. For
example, sometimes residents tell us that their houses need renovation,
which might be the case, but on paper, they are relatively better graded
than other houses in the city. So, based on this data, we decide first to
renovate our other properties, the ones that are worse off than theirs.”

The second vignette illustrates a markedly different configuration of
recognition dynamics, centered on a housing association professional
who openly reflects on the organization's difficulty in meaningfully
including residents in decision-making processes. His statement, “It is
not the case that we do not want to include them, but we do not know how to
give residents a voice, when we should give them a voice and why.”, does not
simply signal indifference or resistance. Reading this through IRA helps
us see interpretive uncertainty about what recognition requires in
practice and an institutional uncertainty about how residents' experi-
ential claims can be translated into technical and organizational
decision-making routines.
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First, at the level of individual experience (that would be mapped in
IRA move 1), the vignette sheds light on how residents narrate housing
deterioration and discomfort and how the professional interprets re-
sponsibilities, constraints and evaluative criteria. These parallel sense-
making processes reveal that residents and professionals operate with
different, though not necessarily incompatible, understandings of what
constitutes a legitimate need.

Second, the vignette shows how residents' experiential accounts are
translated into organizational decisions, particularly in the use of stan-
dardized performance indicators and comparative grading systems.
With IRA move 2, we would be able to trace how such practices filter,
reshape, or postpone recognition claims. Concerning this vignette, the
analysis would show this was not a matter of bad intent, but rather of
routinized forms of judgment that treat technical knowledge as the
decisive evidence in decision-making, leaving residents' lived experi-
ences with little evidential weight.

Third, situating these practices within their institutional and policy
context, IRA move 3 would examine how such dominant interpretations
of the energy transition, framed in terms of efficiency, effectiveness and
measurable CO: reduction, shape the horizons of recognizability. Within
this context, the analysis would show how certain housing needs become
intelligible as priorities, while others are rendered less urgent or
actionable.

Fourth, and finally, IRA's intersectional sensibility opens the analysis
to questions about how recognizability may vary across residents. The
vignette example raises the question whether similar claims would be
treated differently depending on who articulates them, for instance, an
elderly tenant, a tenant association representative, a resident with a
migration background, or a homeowner with high bureaucratic literacy.
By foregrounding such questions, IRA's intersectional sensibility would
make visible how recognition is structured through intersecting social
positions that shape credibility, urgency and visibility.

6. Discussion

In both vignettes, the analysis moves from emic accounts to inter-
actional practices, to contextual interpretation, while maintaining
attention to uneven recognizability across social positions. Each move
generates questions for further empirical inquiry rather than definitive
diagnoses. This is what we mean by “applying” IRA: a structured way of
moving from situated observation to recognition-attentive analysis.

The illustrative application of IRA clarifies that recognition dynamics
are often ambivalent. Recognition and misrecognition do not necessarily
replace one another in a linear sequence; they may coexist within the
same institutional setting, intervention, or encounter. In the first
vignette, this insight becomes most visible through the relational prac-
tices aimed at “humanizing” the energy transition, appearing to foster
experiences of visibility among residents (i.e. “we were first invisible ). At
the same time, IRA's intersectional component also brings forth new
questions about whose voices circulate most easily, and whose remain
less heard, and why.

First, IRA allows us to identify a salient ambivalence: the coexistence
of explicit institutional awareness of shortcomings in resident inclusion
with routinized decision-making practices that defer experiential claims.
Due to IRA's analytical focus on interactions and practices, it becomes
possible to empirically trace such ambivalence without prematurely
resolving this tension through normative categorization or evaluative
closure.

Second, we have explored what we consider IRA's key analytical
contribution: its attention to the institutional practices through which
recognition and misrecognition take shape. Because these practices are
interwoven with institutional routines and repertoires, and because
recognition practices carry their own ambivalence [66], the diagnosis of
misrecognition from its visible expressions alone (exclusion, invisibility,
marginalization, devaluation) [7,10,21,23,24] remains analytically
incomplete. We do not dispute that these outcomes are central to
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misrecognition; IRA treats them as entry points of analysis. Following
Fraser [4,6], we understand misrecognition precisely as status-order
injustice materialized through such devaluations and we see distribu-
tional and procedural injustices as deeply entangled with recognition
dynamics [2]. Our point here is methodological. When researchers move
directly from observed outcomes to the diagnosis of misrecognition,
they risk under-analyzing the situated practices, interpretive frames and
institutional routines through which these outcomes come to be pro-
duced and reproduced in energy transitions. IRA therefore attends not
only to what misrecognition looks like in its materialization but also to
how it is enacted, sustained and occasionally challenged in everyday
institutional encounters. This processual orientation does not detach
recognition from distribution or procedure; rather it asks how distri-
bution and procedure are themselves shaped by interpretive and insti-
tutional conditions that IRA aims to make analytically visible.

Third, alongside this methodological contribution, the article also
makes a conceptual one by foregrounding recognizability [26], the prior
conditions under which people, needs, and claims become intelligible
and actionable, as analytically distinct from recognition of those people,
needs, and claims.

Fourth, by integrating intersectionality as an analytical sensibility,
IRA helps researchers examine how recognizability is unevenly distrib-
uted across social positions. It directs attention not only to whether
recognition occurs, but to whose claims become credible, urgent, or
actionable within energy transitions.

Taken together, these contributions position IRA as a methodological
framework for studying recognition justice without reducing it to
normative prescription or outcome-based assessment. Its value lies in
making analytically visible the interpretive, interactional and institu-
tional conditions through which recognition dynamics unfold in energy
transition governance.

7. Conclusion

This paper sought to address a persistent gap regarding the meth-
odological operationalization of recognition in empirical energy justice
scholarship. While misrecognition is widely acknowledged as harmful
and normatively problematic, far less is known about how recognition
and misrecognition emerge in practice, how they are created in transi-
tion processes, and, most importantly, how they might be observed
empirically without reducing them to outcomes or moral judgments. In
response to this gap, we introduced Interpretive Recognition Analysis
(IRA) as a methodological framework designed to empirically investi-
gate recognition dynamics and recognizability as they unfold within
energy transitions.

IRA does so through three analytical moves: mapping individual
experiences, reconstructing interaction dynamics and connecting these
to the context, while maintaining an intersectional sensibility to how
recognizability is unevenly shaped across social positions. Together,
these moves allow researchers to trace how recognition claims are
narrated, tested, translated, deferred or made actionable within specific
institutional and socio-political settings.

Importantly, IRA does not seek to replace existing justice frame-
works, nor does it claim new indicators or benchmarks for evaluating
justice in energy transitions. Its contribution lies in enabling a more
open, interpretive and reflexive mode of inquiry that resists the temp-
tation to equate justice with distributional or procedural outcomes
alone. Through this inductive approach, IRA allows researchers and
practitioners to attend to the often subtle, covert, pre-outcome processes
through which misrecognition is produced. This has important impli-
cations for justice-oriented interventions. IRA suggests that recognition
justice can be approached as a problem-defining inquiry: Who is seen,
heard and valued? Who is not? Which needs or claims become intelli-
gible as legitimate, and under which interpretive and institutional
conditions?

While IRA represents a step forward, its application is not without
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challenges. Conducting empirical analyses in often sensitive or con-
tested settings requires considerable time, resources and methodological
rigor to avoid oversimplification or fragmentation. Capturing the dy-
namic and evolving nature of recognition over time requires longitudi-
nal research, which may not always be feasible. Finally, the nature of
qualitative research demands continuous reflection on the researcher's
own framing and positionality to avoid interpretation biases. Despite
these limitations, this paper contributes to ongoing debates about justice
in energy transitions by demonstrating the value of interpretive,
process-oriented methodologies for studying phenomena such as
recognition that cannot be easily captured through outcome-oriented
approaches. By foregrounding recognizability, IRA offers energy jus-
tice scholars a methodological vocabulary for studying how justice
claims become intelligible and actionable in practice. Thus, the article
contributes to a more empirically grounded and interpretively attuned
study of recognition justice in energy transitions.
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