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ABSTRACT  

To contribute to the organizational development of renewable energy cooperatives in the Netherlands 

and the achievement of organizational viability, this Master’s thesis study explores (1) the engagement 

of four Dutch RE cooperatives in exploitation and exploration and (2) the organizational factors 

influencing this engagement. The theory of organizational ambidexterity is at the heart of this study. 

According this theory, balancing exploitation and exploration enables organizations to become viable 

(March, 1991; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; Popadiuk, 2012). To be able to 

reach the objectives of this qualitative study, a multiple case-study design was used. Moreover, the 

Template Analysis technique was used to analyze the data gathered from semi-structured interviews and 

organizational documents.  

The results show that four organizational factors primarily influence the engagement of the RE 

cooperatives under study in exploitation and exploration, namely: limited financial resources, limited 

human resources, limited expertise and limited time. Above all, these organizational factors lead towards 

the use of dynamic structures to employ exploitative and explorative activities. Moreover, because of 

limited financial resources, limited human resources and limited expertise, cooperatives encounter 

difficulties regards the independent performance of explorative activities. However, alternatives for 

independent exploration are utilized by all cooperatives under study, namely: open-source exploration 

and inter-organizational exploration. As a result, the researcher introduces the concept of inter-source 

exploration, which can be defined as the utilization of the exploration function of external parties. 

Finally, this research stresses the importance of reconceptualization of the concept organizational 

viability in the context of RE cooperative organizing. Organizational viability in the context of the RE 

cooperative should not be comprehended as the capability of independent existence Beer (1984) refers 

to. Independent existence is expected to jeopardize the organizational development of the RE 

cooperatives under study. Conversely, this study thus implies that RE cooperatives should utilize and 

further develop their open-source character, in order to remain viable.  
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1. Topic introduction 

Within 30 years from now the European union aims to be climate neutral (“2050 long-term strategy”, 

n.d.). Yet, the Netherlands, together with the majority of European countries, still largely relies on the 

use of fossil fuels (Oteman, Wiering & Helderman, 2014; Rijksoverheid, n.d.). Together with the 

increasing demand for renewable energy sources in the Netherlands, the number of renewable energy 

(RE) cooperatives is growing rapidly (Oteman, Kooij & Wiering, 2017). Citizens unite themselves in 

such Grassroots Initiatives (GI’s) in a bottom-up attempt to accelerate the energy transition process and 

subsequently gain individual financial advantages. At the end of 2019, the Netherlands counts 582 

energy cooperatives where in 2017 and 2018 we find a number of 401, 514 respectively (Lokale Energie 

Monitor, 2019). Not only the number of RE cooperatives increases, but the network in which these 

organizations operate also strengthens, which is considered a cooperative movement (De Lokale Energie 

Monitor, 2019; Oteman et al., 2017). Even though the cooperative movement keeps growing, the 

question remains whether or not RE cooperatives manage to develop themselves towards viable 

organizations. Particularly, Elzenga & Schwencke (2015) cast doubts on the RE cooperatives’ individual 

abilities to achieve organizational viability. Yet, it is remarkable that no scholars conducted any 

additional research on the individual capabilities of RE cooperatives and their potential regards viability. 

Therefore, this study tries to solve this research deficit.  

Organizational viability was described by Beer (1984) as the ‘capability of independent 

existence’ (p.7). Awuzie & McDermott (2017) elaborate on this capability of independent existence as 

the capability of an organization to “deliver its purposes, whilst maintaining its identity within a dynamic 

environment” (p. 24). Many scholars emphasize that organizational viability can be reached through 

organizational ambidexterity; through balancing exploitation and exploration (March, 1991; Tushman 

& O’Reilly, 1996; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; Popadiuk, 2012). The concept of organizational 

ambidexterity can be explained by using the metaphor of dual wielding or using both hands. It 

symbolizes someone, in this case an organization, that masters two swords at the same time. The blue 

sword representing exploitation: the ability of an organization to master (the refinement of) existing 

competences. The red sword representing exploration: the ability of an organization to adapt to a 

changing environment through the exploration of new possibilities (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2018). 

Ambidexterity enables organizations to maintain and incrementally grow traditional business activities, 

and simultaneously realize innovation (Rodriguez, Hechanova & Regina, 2014). Especially in dynamic, 

rapidly evolving industries, it is emphasized that finding this balance between exploration and 

exploitation is prerequisite for long-term viability (Hansen, Wicki & Schaltegger, 2019; O’Reilly & 

Tushman, 2008; Levinthal & March, 1993). The energy sector is such rapidly evolving sector (Laimon, 
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Mai, Goh & Yusaf, 2020). Therefore, the organizational ambidexterity theory is chosen as theory to 

explore organizational viability in cooperative context.  

When directly applying the logic of organizational ambidexterity to cooperative context, it 

seems likely that RE cooperatives can pursue viability by simultaneously focusing on the refinement of 

their existing competences, and by the investment of time and money on activities that focus on 

adaptation to the dynamic energy field. Yet, RE cooperatives are characterized by a limited number of 

resources (Elzenga & Schwencke, 2015; Huybrechts & Mertens, 2014). There is a bigger scarcity of 

resources in cooperative context compared to the conventional, profit-driven organization. So where 

March (1991) argued that exploitative and explorative activities fight for scarce resources in profit-

driven organizations, it is expected that a war ignites in cooperative context. Therefore, this study 

addresses whether this scarcity of resources actually influences the engagement in exploitation and 

exploration. Moreover, the influence of this hypothetical war on cooperative organizing will be 

disclosed.  

Besides, Gupta, Smith & Shalley (2006) suggest that the logic of directly applying the 

organizational ambidexterity theory on all types of radically different organizations would not be self-

evident. Therefore, this research is careful in emphasizing organizational ambidexterity as stairway to 

organizational viability. Nonetheless, conducting a research on the cooperatives’ exploitative and 

explorative activities, will provide a clearer picture of the dynamics within those divergent 

organizations. In brief, this study provides a better comprehension of the RE cooperative and its 

divergent organizational character, while it explores its potential. Hence, it can be used as springboard 

for further research on organizational viability in cooperative context.  

 

1.2. Research objectives and research question  

The aim of this exploratory study is two-fold. Primarily, it explores the capabilities of the RE cooperative 

as regards the achievement of organizational viability within the rapidly evolving energy field. In other 

words, this study foresees in knowledge expansion on the RE cooperative as divergent organizational 

form. To reach this objective, organizational ambidexterity theory is utilized. Accordingly, it addresses 

how RE cooperatives engage in exploitation and exploration, and how the organizational features 

inherent to the RE cooperatives’ organizational form influence this engagement. Secondary, the study 

explores the logic of applying the organizational ambidexterity theory on cooperative organizing. In 

order to achieve these research objectives, the main research question is stated as follows:  

 

“How do the organizational factors of Dutch RE cooperatives influence their engagement in 

exploitation and exploration?” 

 

To be able to formulate an answer to the main question, the following sub-questions are formulated:  
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1. What do exploitation and exploration mean in the context of renewable energy cooperatives? 

2. Which organizational factors primarily influence the engagement in exploitation and 

exploration? 

3. How do RE cooperatives engage in exploitation and exploration? 

 

1.3. Theoretical relevance 

Grassroots initiatives are actively studied amongst researchers. For example, studies were conducted on 

their position within the renewable energy field (Oteman et al., 2014), their innovative potential 

(Arentsen & Bellekom, 2014), and their main challenges and success factors (Dana, Gurau, Hoy, 

Ramadani & Alexander, 2019). However, systematic studies on organizational design and the dynamics 

of the RE cooperative - a specific form of grassroots innovation - were not conducted. Only Huybrechts 

& Mertens (2014) conducted a study on the relevance of the cooperative model in the RE field. Even 

though the cooperative movement increases drastically (Oteman et al., 2017; De Lokale Energie 

Monitor, 2019) limited clarity exists on the independent potential of this flourishing organizational type. 

Therefore, this study tries to fill this research deficit. It addresses the internal organizational processes 

and structures of this underacknowledged organizational form, instead of merely focusing on their 

position within the energy field. Currently, indeed, the focus of scholars lies on how the external 

environment influences the organizational development of the RE cooperative movement (Oteman et 

al., 2014). However, these scholars ignore the fact that organizational viability does not solely depend 

on external pressures. It is also determined by internal business processes (Dana et al., 2019). This is the 

first knowledge gap to fill.  

Moreover, the literature on organizational ambidexterity describes how organizations can enable 

themselves to simultaneously explore and exploit. For example, with the use of structures, contexts and 

leadership styles this can be realized (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; O’Reilly 

& Tushman, 2013). However, those studies do not focus on organizations that are not profit-driven in 

nature. This is the second knowledge gap to address. Before addressing whether or not those methods 

(i.e. creating structures, organizational contexts and leadership styles) are also effective within divergent 

organizational forms - such as the RE cooperative - it is important to conduct an inquiry on how 

exploitation and exploration currently occurs within those different types of organizations. Only then it 

will be possible to further investigate the application of ambidexterity strategies on different forms of 

organizing, such as cooperative organizing. 

 

1.4. Practical relevance  

The topic of this research is, next to a great theoretical opportunity, a topic of practical importance. The 

application of organizational ambidexterity theory on cooperative organizing contributes to the creation 

of awareness for those involved in RE cooperatives, and the provision of direction for RE cooperatives 
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towards professional organizations. By adding knowledge on how they engage in exploitation and 

exploration - and what influences this engagement - risks can be addressed. It is discussed how 

organizational features affect their business operations, and insights are given on the RE cooperatives’ 

capabilities and weaknesses. In other words, this study provides a clearer picture of the choices that are 

made guided by specific organizational features. Through the exploration of cause-and-effect relations, 

RE cooperatives can be enabled to eventually interfere with them and enhance their performance. 

Especially RE cooperatives that want to expand their legacy and be influential in the energy market will 

be informed by this study on organizational viability in cooperative context. Mainly board members and 

managers of these bottom-up organizations are informed on the tensions between exploitation and 

exploration.  

 

1.5. Thesis outline  

This thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 discusses the theoretical framework of the study; it 

elaborates the underlying theoretical foundation. Next, chapter 3 gives an outline of the methodological 

choices that were made during the research process. It shows which methods are used for data collection 

and the data analysis phase. The reader with a keen eye will notice that chapter 3 does not include the 

quality criteria of the study. Correct, those quality criteria will be reflected upon when addressing the 

limitations of the study. Finally, chapter 3 elaborates some important research ethics. Hereafter, the 

results of the study are elaborated in chapter 4. The thesis concludes with chapter 5. This final chapter 

presents a conclusion and a discussion that addresses the theoretical and practical implications of the 

study. Additionally, limitations and avenues for future research are presented. Finally, it reflects the role 

of the researcher during the entire research process.  
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CHAPTER 2 - Theoretical framework  

This chapter provides an overview of relevant literature that forms the basis for this research. First, the 

organizational identity of the RE cooperative is elaborated in section 2.1. To be precise, it works towards 

a definition for the studies’ unit of analysis. Thereafter, section 2.2. discusses the specific organizational 

features of this divergent organization. Furthermore, section 2.3. addresses the concept of organizational 

ambidexterity, after which section 2.4. elaborates two dimensions of ambidexterity. Afterwards, the 

concepts exploitation and exploration are elaborated in section 2.5. by means of a literature review. 

Throughout this chapter, presumptions for the expected relationship between organizational factors and 

exploitation/exploration come to light, which will be elaborated in section 2.6.  

 

2.1. The RE Cooperative – a definition 

First of all, the cooperative is a completely different entity compared to entities as the private and public 

limited liability company. In comparison, while conventional organizations strive for profit-

maximization on behalf of their shareholders, the RE cooperative is a bottom-up collaboration between 

citizens. The RE cooperative finds it theoretical base in the Grassroots Initiatives literature, and is also 

referred to as a local energy initiative or grassroots innovation (Oteman et al, 2017; Seyfang & Smith, 

2007; Dana et al., 2019). In particular, it regards a collaboration between citizens with “the desire to 

supply or produce renewable energy on a local scale” (Oteman et al., 2017, p. 2). Scholars argue that 

these collaborations between citizens are primarily constituted for environmental, economic, social and 

governmental reasons (Dana et al., 2019; Arentsen & Bellekom, 2014). According Arentsen & 

Bellekom, firstly, the environmental motive incorporates the desire to decrease the environmental 

burden of the current generation on the planet. With the production and supply of renewable energy, 

those organizations aim to accelerate the energy transition process. Secondly, the economic motive 

includes the ambition to reinforce the local economy and community by returning locally generated 

profit to its place of origin (Elzenga & Schwencke, 2015). In doing so, they want to be independent from 

larger energy companies that dominate the energy field. Thirdly, the social motive comprises the wish 

to act upon environmental issues collectively, which is also known as the concept of social cohesion. 

Lastly, the governmental motive stems from dissatisfaction with governmental policies and activities 

that do not seem to decrease the environmental burden in time (Arentsen & Bellekom, 2014). Combining 

all these insights, gives rise to the following extended definition: 

 

The RE cooperative is a bottom-up collaboration between citizens that is legally constituted by 

reason of environmental, economic, social and governmental motives, in order to enable the supply 

and production of renewable energy on local scale and subsequently contribute to the energy 

transition. 
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2.2. Organizational features 

The definition as stated above captures the essence of the RE cooperative. Yet, the cooperative business 

model has additional organizational features that deviate from conventional organizations (Heeger, 

2012; Huybrechts & Mertens, 2014). These organizational features are discussed in the following 

paragraphs as they are expected to form the foundation for the engagement in exploitation and 

exploration. First, cooperative membership is discussed. Secondly, democratic decision-making is 

addressed, after which the sustainability maximization purpose is elaborated. Finally, this section 

highlights the presence of limited resources. 

Cooperative membership  

As mentioned before, the RE cooperative consists of citizens that collaborate to fulfil the organizations’ 

goals. These citizens are members, that financially participate in the organization. A cooperative and its 

members usually agree upon a construction with the following goal: members commit themselves to 

transfer an agreed sum of money to the cooperative. This sum total is based on the amount of certificates 

granted by the cooperative (Heeger, 2012). Simultaneously, the cooperative is obliged to a) realize and 

maintain renewable energy projects, b) stimulate the use of sustainable sources, c) produce (and supply) 

energy, d) stimulate energy reduction on behalf of its members and e) pay dividend to the participants. 

In specific, the cooperative accommodates members in their material (financial) needs, as prescribed by 

law (Heeger, 2012). This commitment is usually signed for a period of 10 up to 15 years.  

 

Democratic decision-making 

The decision-making process of RE cooperatives is democratically designed (De Lokale Energie 

Monitor, 2019). Every member obtains influence in the decision-making process of the organization. 

Cooperatives generally adhere to one out of two types of voting rights. The first is the ‘one member 

equals one vote’ basis, while the other assigns voting rights to members pro ratio their financial input 

(Huybrechts & Mertens, 2014). On the one hand, this democratic decision-making process results in 

members having a say in the strategic direction of the organization. However, it also results in slow 

decision-making (Huybrechts & Mertens, 2014). Conventionally, the General Assembly of members 

(GA) only gathers one or two times a year. The board suggests direction, after which members accept 

or reject their propositions. Strategic direction therefore is dependent on just a few crucial moments a 

year. To increase the efficiency of this democratic decision-making process, the Dutch civil law foresees 

in flexibility (Galle, 2010). It is possible to appoint a members council by adding articles to the articles 

of the organization (statutes). By adding those article, some voting rights of the GA can transferred to 

the members council (Heeger, 2012).  
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Sustainability maximization purpose  

According to Soeiro & Dias (2019), European RE cooperatives do not have a profit-maximization 

purpose. Based on some Dutch non-scientific sources, realizing profit is expected to only be a means 

for economical continuity, instead of a purpose in itself (HIER Opgewekt, 2018; Ondernemersplein 

KVK, 2019). Next to the activities cooperatives employ to realize the primary economical goal of the 

organization - the production and supply of renewable energy - RE cooperatives engage in all types of 

related activities that aim for sustainability maximization (Elzenga & Schwencke, 2015; Heeger, 2012). 

In specific, they engage in activities regards all aspects of the energy transition (De Lokale Energie 

Monitor, 2019). They for example engage in consulting practices at the so called ‘Energieloket’, which 

is a regional office that gives advice on energy reduction and how to create and maintain energy-efficient 

buildings or households. Moreover, sustainability campaigns are often initiated by cooperatives 

(Elzenga & Schwencke, 2015). All in all,  this study assumes the RE cooperative to have a sustainability 

maximization purpose, instead of a profit maximization purpose.  

    

Limited resources  

The cooperative organizational form is especially suitable for citizens to collectively start with the 

production and supply of renewable energy. Indeed, at the moment of incorporation, the RE cooperative 

is not obliged to have a minimum amount of capital at its disposal. Yet, while this supports the 

establishment of a cooperative, at the same time, this forms the inherent weakness of the RE cooperative. 

Namely: their ‘limited access to capital’ (Huybrechts & Mertens, 2014, p. 199). This is confirmed by 

Elzenga & Schwencke (2015). Additionally, they argue that the RE cooperative, from the start, deals 

with a lack of human resources (Elzenga & Schwencke, 2015).  

2.3. Organizational ambidexterity 

The term organizational ambidexterity was introduced by Duncan in 1976 (Gschwantner & Hiebl, 

2016). Thereafter, a multitude of scholars confirmed that finding a balance between exploration and 

exploitation is of great importance for organizations to remain viable (March, 1991; Birkinshaw & 

Gibson, 2004; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). Only then organizational development and adaptation can 

be achieved (March, 1991). According to March (1991), organizations that merely employ exploitative 

activities “are likely to find themselves trapped in suboptimal stable equilibria” (p.71). This means that 

they may know how to compete in a mature market by being efficient, reducing costs and managing 

incremental innovation (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). However, organizations that put little effort in 

explorative activities are expected to fail to recognize what happens in their environment. They do not 

possess the ability to drive up speed, manage radical innovation, neither be flexible and creative 

(Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). As a result, they will flounder in timely responding to the organizational 

environment and hazard their organizational viability (Birkinshaw & Raisch, 2008; Levinthal & March, 

1993). Thus, organizational ambidexterity reflects the capability of an organization to balance its 
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explorative and exploitative activities (Birkinshaw & Gibson, 2004; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). On 

the one hand, adaptability - the ability of a company to adjust to its changing environment – is needed 

to quickly move towards new opportunities such as new technologies, new products and new 

competitors (De Sitter, Den Hertog & Dankbaar, 1997). On the other hand, alignment – the ability to 

appropriately coordinate and streamline current business activities – is needed to deliver value on the 

short term (Birkinshaw & Gibson, 2004).  

 

2.4. Two dimensions to understand ambidexterity 

Cao, Gedaljovic & Zhang (2009) tried to explain how organizations can achieve organizational 

ambidexterity by addressing two dimensions: the balance dimension of ambidexterity and the combined 

dimension of ambidexterity.  

The balance dimension takes as starting point that exploitation and exploration are two sides on 

one single continuum. This means that organizations select activities they want to invest their resources 

on. Resources that are once used on exploitation cannot be utilized for exploration and vice versa. Also 

referred to by March (1991) and Thompson (1967) as the trade-off between exploitation and exploration. 

The trade-off must be deliberately managed. Metaphorically, from this dimension an organization is 

ambidextrous when it masters dual wielding in the following way: the utilization of one sword 

(exploitation), is alternated with the utilization of the second sword (exploration). In other words, a 

balance can be found between the two types of activities by engaging in exploitation and exploration in 

a punctuated sequence. 

Conversely, the combined dimension views exploitation and exploration as orthogonal to each 

other. This means that the activities can be performed independently and simultaneously (Gupta et al., 

2006). Gupta et al. (2006) argue that these activities can be performed independent from each other, 

without the need for managing a trade-off. Again, metaphorically speaking, from this approach dual 

wielding regards the utilization of two swords at the exact same time.  

 Finally, Cao et al. (2009) conclude that the “BD [balance dimension] is more beneficial to 

resource-constrained firms (p. 781). As mentioned in section 2.2. the RE cooperative is such resource-

constrained firm. Therefore, mastering both swords at the exact same time is expected to be difficult. A 

trade-off (to which March (1991) refers) is expected to take place; it is expected that both activities fight 

for scarce resources. Because of this, it is presumed that RE cooperatives engage in exploitation and 

exploration in punctuated sequence, as they encounter difficulties caused by resource-constraints.   

 

2.5. Exploitation and exploration  

Now that the concept of ambidexterity is addressed, exploitation and exploration will be elaborated in 

greater detail. Firstly, exploitation is associated with the exploitation of old certainties and streamlining 

current business activities (Birkinshaw & Gibson, 2004; Schumpeter, 1934). Scholars relate this concept 
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to terms as refinement; efficiency; efficacy; selection; implementation and execution (March, 1991; 

Popadiuk, 2012; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). Organizations that are exploitative in nature will merely 

focus “on what is known to the organization” (Smith, 2017, p. 1) and are expected to build on existing 

knowledge (Popadiuk, 2012). In conventual profit-driven organizations exploitative activities are 

employed to reduce costs and increase profits. However, as established in section 2.2., the RE 

cooperative does not have such a profit maximization purpose. Therefore, it is expected that the ultimate 

goal of exploitation is not to increase profits and reduce costs to such extent as profit-driven 

organizations.  

The second concept, exploration, is identified with terms like search; variation; risk taking; 

experimentation; play; flexibility; discovery and innovation (March, 1991; Smith, 2017). Moreover, it 

is emphasized with terms as autonomy, gaining new knowledge, and divergent thinking (O’Reilly & 

Tushman, 2013; Smith, 2017). Additionally, Ghemawat & Ricart Costa (1993) refer to exploration as 

the development of new products, processes, and capabilities. Finally, Popiaduk (2012) argues that 

organizations that are explorative in nature, will develop many ideas or products at one moment in time.  

 

Definitions 

Even though there is many literature on exploitation and exploration, a comprehensive definition for 

both concepts is missing (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013; Gupta et al., 2006; Cao et al., 2009). Actually, in 

1954 Blumer argued that ‘a clean-cut identification of their content’ was missing (p. 7). Up to now, his 

testimony is still valid. Therefore, the remaining part of this section reviews exploitation and exploration 

in light of the leading literature. First, Table 1.1. is established to give an overview of this review. For 

this table, the review article of Raisch & Birkinshaw (2008) is used as first point of reference. Thereafter, 

the major literature streams are elaborated in greater detail. This approach enables the researcher to 

establish sensitizing concepts for exploitation and exploration in chapter 3. These sensitizing concepts 

support the identification of exploitation and exploration in cooperative context during the data analysis 

phase. It empowers the researcher to link theory to practice. 

In addition, when addressing exploitation and exploration, first, the key unit of analysis should 

be taken into account as it determines the meaning of both concepts (Popadiuk, 2012). Moreover, it 

enables the researcher to narrow focus, as the literature on organizational ambidexterity is extensive. 

Organizational ambidexterity literature distinguishes three types of key units, namely: 1) the individual, 

2) the team, or 3) the organization as a whole. This study appoints the organization as a whole as the 

key unit of analysis. For that reason, only the literature regards organizational ambidexterity is reviewed.  
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Table 1.1. – Literature review  

Approach Sources Organizational 

ambidexterity 

Exploitation Exploration 

General  

 
 

Raisch, 

Birkinshaw, 
Probst & 

Tushman, 2009; 

Adler, Goldoftas 
& Levine, 1999; 

Gibson & 

Birkinshaw, 2004. 

 • Exploiting current 

capabilities 

• Performing routine tasks 

• Performing activities that 

are alignment oriented  

• Capability to run 

traditional business 

 

 

• Exploring fundamentally new 

competences  

• Performing non-routine tasks 

of identifying improvement 
opportunities 

• Performing activities that are 

adaptability oriented  

• The capability to change to 

the need of the moment  
 

 

Organizational 

adaptation  

 

 

Brown & 

Eisenhardt, 1997; 
Probst & Raisch, 

2005; Tushman & 

Romanelli, 1985; 
Meyer & 

Stensaker, 2006; 

Levinthal & 
March, 1993; 

Huy, 2002; 

Gersick, 1991 
 

The ability to 

balance between 
continuity and 

change 

Aim: Continuity 

Associated with: 
incremental/evolutionary change  

Activities: Maintenance of daily 

operations (Meyer & Stensaker, 2006) 
 

Aim: Change 

Associated with: 
discontinuous/revolutionary change 

Activities: Implement changes  (Meyer 

& Stensaker, 2006) 
 

Organization 

design  

 
 

Thompson, 1967;  

Burns & Stalker, 

1961; Duncan, 
1976; Tushman & 

O’Reilly, 2008; 

Tushman & 
O’Reilly, 2013; 

O’Reilly & 

Tushman, 1997 

The ability to 

balance efficiency 

and long-term 
innovation through 

the operation of 

complex 
organizational 

designs (Raisch & 

Birkinshaw, 2008).  
 

Associated with: the 

paradox of 
administration 

(Thompson, 1967) 

 

Aim: Efficiency 

Associated with: Mechanistic 

structures that support efficiency 
through standardization, 

centralization, and hierarchy 

Activities: Implement and deploy 
innovations (Duncan, 1976) 

 

Aim: Flexibility 

Associated with: Organic structures that 

support flexibility through 
decentralization and autonomy 

Activities: Create innovations (Duncan, 

1976) 
 

Technological 

innovation  
 

 

Tushman & 

Smith, 2002;  

The firms “ability to 

simultaneously 
pursue both 

incremental and 

discontinuous 
innovation” 

(Tushman & 

O’Reilly, 1996, p. 
24) 

Aim: Incremental innovation to meet 

the existing customers’ needs 
Activities: the performance of minor 

adaptations of existing products and 

business concepts (Raisch & 
Birkinshaw, 2008) 

Aim: Radical innovation to meet the 

emergent customers’ needs 
Activities: the performance of 

fundamental changes to introduce 

completely new products or concepts 
(Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008) 

 

 

2.5.1. Organizational adaptation  

Firstly, the organizational adaptation stream is discussed. This literature stream untangles how 

organizations change over time (Tushman & Romanelli, 1985; Gersick, 1991). Accordingly, an 

organization should find a balance between continuity and change in order to achieve organizational 

viability (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Probst & Raisch, 2005; Tushman & 

Romanelli, 1985). Continuity reflects the maintenance of daily operations, whilst change relates to the 

ability to implement changes at the right moment in time (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; Meyer & 

Stensaker, 2006). Levinthal & March (1993) refer to this dichotomy as: exploitation for current viability, 

and exploration for future viability. In other words, organizations need to balance between stable periods 

and actions of change, which precludes organizations from chaos or inertia (Huy, 2002).   
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These theories’ common underlying idea is that organizations can change in two ways: 

incrementally and discontinuously (also referred to as evolutionary and revolutionary). Viable 

organizations are the ones that know how to master both processes (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). On 

the one hand, they invest time in increasing the alignment of strategy with the organizational systems, 

people, skills, culture and structure1. Tushman & O’Reilly (1996) for example state: “Congruence 

among the elements of the organization is a key to high performance across industries” (p. 13). On the 

other hand, those organizations know when and how to change all the above mentioned aspects to a new 

configuration (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996).  

This alternation between a stable period of incremental change and revolutionary change, is 

called a punctuated equilibrium, originating from evolutionary biology (Gersick, 1991; Gould & 

Eldredge, 1972). The equilibrium refers to the stable period, that is punctuated by revolutionary change 

(Tushman & Romanelli, 1985). Especially in dynamic environments - such as the energy field - it is 

important to understand change processes, and know how to manage such a punctuated equilibrium 

(Gersick, 1991; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). This process of exploitation (alignment and incremental 

change) and exploration (adaptation and radical change) can be seen as sequential ambidexterity, also 

known as the balance dimension of organizational ambidexterity (Cao et al., 2009). Periods of alignment 

are alternated with periods of adaptation (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013).  

2.5.2. Organization design  

Secondly, the organization design literature is discussed. Compared to the organizational adaptation 

approach, the first organization design scholars also adhered to the balance dimension of organizational 

ambidexterity or sequential ambidexterity (Duncan, 1976; Burns & Stalker, 1961; Thompson, 1967). 

They argued that organic structures to implement innovation need to be alternated with mechanic 

structures to implement these innovations. Then, ambidexterity would emerge. Yet, later organization 

design scholars adhere to the combined dimension of organizational ambidexterity. This means that the 

balance between exploitation and exploration can be found through the simultaneous pursuit of both 

activities, characterized as structural ambidexterity (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013; O’Reilly & Tushman, 

2008; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1997). Thus, from this perspective ambidexterity can be achieved, 

metaphorically, through  the utilization of both swords at the exact same time. Separate structural units, 

with “different competencies, systems, incentives, processes, and cultures” are established (O’Reilly & 

Tushman, 2008, p. 1993) to reach divergent goals. Exploitative structures focus on efficiency, 

explorative structures focus on innovation. 

 

 
1 In this sequence, the organizational structure is defined as a “network of related tasks” and reflects how work is 

divided amongst people (Achterbergh & Vriens, 2009, p. 213). 
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2.5.3. Technological innovation 

Thirdly, the technological innovation literature stream is discussed. This literature stream focuses on 

incremental and radical technological innovation as the two branches for organizational ambidexterity 

(Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). From this perspective, exploitation and exploration are distinguished 

based upon the degree of innovativeness (Popadiuk, 2012). It deserves attention that technological 

innovation should be distinguished from organizational innovation. Organizational innovation does 

merely focus on the development of organizational structures and processes, while technological 

innovation is directed at two questions as regards exploitation and exploration, namely:  

• Incremental innovation: How do organizations use new technological knowledge to improve 

their products and services? 

• Radical innovation: How do they come up with radically new technological ideas to add new 

business to their organization? 

It can be derived that incremental innovation relates to technological innovation that merely focuses on 

continuous improvement of existing products or services, which relates to exploitation (He & Wong, 

2004). On the other hand, according He & Wong (2014) radical or exploratory innovative activities 

equal activities such as the introduction of a new generation of products; extension of the product range; 

opening up new markets; and entering new technology fields. These activities are linked to exploration.  

 

2.6. The expected relationship between organizational factors and the engagement in 

exploitation and exploration  

In paragraph 2.2 the organizational factors that distinguish the RE cooperative from the conventional 

organization are elaborated. Because of the lack of available literature on the effect of organizational 

factors on the engagement in exploitation and exploration (in cooperative context), this section briefly 

elaborates the expected relationship.   

Firstly, according to Tushman & Romanelli (1985) “core values and beliefs set constraints as 

to where, how and why a firm competes” (p. 175). This means that the core values and beliefs of the RE 

cooperative will guide them in some way how RE cooperatives engage in exploitation as well as 

exploration activities. The core values and beliefs of the organization are kind of clear: RE cooperatives 

have a sustainability maximization purpose. This will guide the organization in some way: this bottom 

up organization wants to accelerate the energy transition process. Therefore, this sustainability 

maximization purpose is expected to tend to the employment of explorative activities (search for new 

possibilities; experimentation and play with new routines, etc.).  

However, members that get involved in the RE cooperative can also be members that get 

involved to gain financial advantages. They also have a vote in the strategic direction of the firm, because 

of the democratic decision making process. This may have a exploration-reducing-effect. But how 



20 
 

does it exactly influence the RE cooperative in where, how and why the RE cooperatives behave? This 

study tries to address the overlapping patterns between various RE cooperatives.  

Moreover, as of the slow decision-making process (Huybrechts & Mertens, 2014), it is 

expected that organizations cannot adapt to their environments in time. Especially as for the quickly 

developing energy field in which they operate. When the GA decides which strategic directions to 

engage in only twice a year, it is expected that they cannot respond to their environment in time.  

Finally, Huybrechts & Mertens (2014) argued that a limited amount of resources prevents firms 

from entering a market that requires a large capital base. As it is expected that the development of solar 

and wind projects requires such large capital base, and RE cooperatives have limited financial 

resources at their disposal, it is expected that RE cooperatives minimally engage in exploration.  
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CHAPTER 3 – Methodology  

This chapter gives insight in the choices that were made regarding the methodology of the study. First, 

the research method and research design are explained and justified. Finally, this chapter concludes with 

a paragraph on research ethics.  

3.1. Research strategy 

The goal of this research was to gain a better understanding of how organizational factors of the RE 

cooperative influence their engagement in exploitation and exploration. A qualitative approach was used 

to establish this understanding, since qualitative research is able “to capture temporally evolving 

phenomena in rich detail” (Langley & Abdallah, 2011, p. 106). This study attempted to make sense of, 

and interpret the exploitative and explorative activities that are employed by the RE cooperatives under 

study. Moreover, only a qualitative research design was able to answer this inquiries’ main question, 

which is formulated as a ‘how-question’. By talking to people and by the interpretation of language, 

meanings and intentions, the context of the RE cooperative was comprehended (Myers, 2013). This is 

in line with the subjectivist ontology and relativistic epistemology this study adheres to. The relativistic 

epistemology is a subjective approach that argues that reality is socially constructed, and that there is no 

such thing as an objective truth (Myers, 2013; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009; Hugly & Sayward, 

1987). Following this approach reality can be best understood as “multiple, mental constructions, 

socially and experientially based, local and specific in nature” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 110). What 

reality is therefore depends on the person that holds those mental constructions; it differs from person 

to person (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). By interviewing respondents and analyzing textual data, the 

researcher could make sense of the divergent cooperative context. In other words, by deriving how those 

respondents interpret their world, the researcher could make sense of it (Saunders et al., 2009). However, 

the researcher is aware that adhering to this subjective approach incorporates the risk of 

misinterpretation of data, based on biased views from respondents or the researcher herself.  

 Moreover, a deductive research method was used. A deductive research method made it possible 

to start from literature on exploitation and exploration and from there create a better understanding of 

the concept of organizational ambidexterity in the context of RE cooperatives. However, this research 

diverges from a conventional deductive approach, as no conceptual framework was developed and 

tested. Moreover, the undetermined cooperative context left little room for the development of clean-

cut hypothesis. Therefore, the nature of the study slowly altered towards a more inductive approach, by 

using an inductive analysis technique.  

 

3.2. Research design and case definition 

For this study a case-study design was used. A case study is an intensive in-depth inquiry on a 

phenomenon (a person, a group of people, or a unit) within its real-life context, over a period of time 
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(Yin, 2015; Yin, 2009; Gustafsson, 2017). The phenomenon (case) under this study is the RE 

cooperative as organization (a social system). The study explores the organizational activities of RE 

cooperatives, in order to better understand what happens within this particular organizational setting. 

Besides, the main question of this research is posed as a ‘how-question’. Particularly case studies are 

capable of answering ‘how-questions’ (Yin, 2009).  

 According to Yin (1984), case-studies can be exploratory, descriptive, explanatory in nature. 

This case-study is exploratory in nature. It explored how typical organizational factors of the RE 

cooperative influence their engagement in exploitation and exploration. This was decisive for selecting 

a case-study design, as a case-study design is particularly useful when it comes to addressing contextual 

factors (Yin, 2015). This increased the probability to meet the research objectives of this study.  

 More in specific, a multiple case-study design was applied. Studying a small number of cases 

in their real-life context allowed for case-comparison. By comparing cases, differences and similarities 

could be identified, which allowed for gaining an in-depth understanding of multiple organizations with 

a similar organizational nature. This was expected to give a better fundament for the evolution of theory, 

than a single case could provide. (Mills, Durepos & Wiebe, 2010; Gustafsson, 2017; Eisenhardt & 

Graebner, 2007). For this multiple case-study a parallel design approach was chosen. The cases studies 

thus were not sequentially studied; they were simultaneously studied. This choice was made because of 

the restricted available time for this master thesis project.  

 Finally, triangulation of data was utilized to reinforce the study’s credibility. Data emerging 

from interviews was triangulated with data from documents (e.g. organizational statutes, websites, and 

reports of the general meetings of members). Combining data sources facilitated an in-depth inquiry 

(Myers, 2013; Mills et al., 2010). It made it possible to provide a clearer picture of what is happening 

within the RE cooperative. However, it was not possible to conduct physical overt observations during 

this study, since ‘Covid-19’ restricted the researchers’ physical mobility. Therefore, only two 

contrasting data sources were used. 

 

3.3. Case selection and description 

The cases under study are all Dutch RE cooperatives. They were selected based upon the following 

characteristics:  

1. They were established in or earlier than 2015 (existing ≥ 5 years). The cooperatives established 

later than 2015 were expected to be still in their start-up-phase in which the focus was expected to 

be mainly in the direction of exploitation. This study aims at exploring the influence of 

organizational factors on two sides of the organizational ambidexterity continuum. Therefore, the 

relatively older, somewhat further developed cooperatives were selected.  

2. They already established or are close to establishing at least two projects of two different kinds 

(solar/wind/hydropower/gas).  
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3. All the energy cooperatives under study have the ambition to expand.  

Moreover, Table 3.1. provides the case descriptions: 

Table 3.1. – Case description  

Cooperative Description 

Cooperative A  Cooperative A was established in 2013. The cooperative is currently managed by 

four board members. They established a big wind project (> 2 windmills) and are 

currently developing a big solar project (> 10.000 solar panels).  

Cooperative B  Cooperative B was established in 2013. This cooperative formally has five board 

members and two operational managers. It established one small wind project (1 

windmill) around 15 solar projects (in total > 5.000 solar panels).  

Cooperative C  Cooperative C was established in 2012. This cooperative formally has four board 

members. The cooperative is currently developing a big wind project (>2 

windmills) and several solar projects. 

Cooperative D  Cooperative D was established in 2015. This cooperative formally has six board 

members. This cooperative established a hydropower project and one solar 

project.  

 

3.4. Data collection methods 

3.4.1. Semi-structured interviews 

In total, 10 semi-structured interviews were conducted. By conducting those open-ended interviews, the 

context of the RE cooperative was untangled. Five interviews were conducted to study the four cases 

(cooperative A, B, C & D). Three interviewees were currently active as board members of cooperative 

A, B and C respectively. Furthermore, one interview was conducted with an operational manager of 

cooperative B. A fifth interview was conducted with a former board member of cooperative A, who is 

currently active as project group member of cooperative C.  

Additionally, to explore the application of the organizational ambidexterity theory, five 

interviews were conducted with persons from other organizations that, during their daily work, were in 

direct contact with RE cooperatives. This was one benefit of the applied case-study design: conducting 

those interviews created the opportunity to increase the understanding of the contextual conditions 

(economic, social and political conditions, and trends) surrounding the cases (Yin, 2015). Table 3.2. 

specifies the conducted interviews. This table shows 1) the codes that are used in chapter 4 as a reference 

for each respondent, 2) the job position of the interviewees, 3) the interview types, and 4) the duration 

of the interviews.  

During the data collection phase, Interview guide 1 was used to facilitate the researcher in cross-

case comparison (Appendix A.1). During all the interviews with the board members of the cooperatives, 
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the same topics were addressed. Nevertheless, this interview guide left room for the researcher to tune 

the research questions to the different interview situations (Yin, 2015). Moreover, Interview guide 2 

(Appendix A.2.) was used to facilitate the interviews with the external experts. Accordingly, the 

interview with RP10 deserves some additional attention. This interview was not conducted guided by 

the interview guide and has a modest duration of 13 minutes, as the interview was an unexpected 

telephone call. Yet, as RP10 disclosed useful information, the researcher decided to include the 

transcript (which was directly established after the interview took place) for data analysis. 

 

3.4.2. Use of VoIP technologies and interviews by telephone 

The majority of the interviews (8/10) was conducted by using Zoom. Zoom is a video-based software 

application, also referred to as a Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) technology (Lo Iacono, Symonds, 

Brown, 2016; Seitz, 2016). VoIP’s allowed for the collection of qualitative data, as ‘Covid-19’ bounded 

our physical mobility. Although these technologies are not fully capable of replacing face-to-face 

communication, they are emphasized as an adequate alternative (Lo Iacono et al., 2016).  

Furthermore, two interviews were conducted by telephone. The amount of interviews conducted 

by telephone were limited, since these type of interviews do not – in contrast with VoIP - provide the 

possibility of interpreting the contextual data and facial expressions of interviewees (Drabble, Trocki, 

Table 3.2. – specification of interviews 

Respondent/

code 

Job position Interview 

type 

Duration (in 

min) 

RP1 Former board member cooperative A; current project 

group member cooperative C 

 

VoIP 48.22 

RP2 Operational manager cooperative B 

 

VoIP 59.36 

RP3 

 

Board member cooperative C VoIP 1:02.13 

RP4 Board member cooperative A 

 

VoIP 1:04.22 

RP5 

 

Board member cooperative D VoIP 59.29 

RP6  Advisor Regional Energy Strategy 

 

VoIP 1:05.51 

RP7 

 

Employee at the Federation for Nature & Milieu 

 

VoIP 44.41 

RP8 Board member network organization for 

cooperatives;  Former board member of a 

cooperative that is not included as case under study 

 

Telephone 

call 

48.04 

RP9 

 

Advisor cooperatives  VoIP 1:06.21 

RP10 

 

Operational manager cooperative X 

 

Telephone 

call 

 

13.05 



25 
 

Salcedo, Walker & Koracha, 2016). Yet, it was possible to record one of those interviews on audio. 

Therefore, a detailed rapport of the conversation could be established. The second telephone interview 

(that had a duration of 13.05 min, and was way shorter than the first telephone interview (48.04 min)), 

was captured in a resume, which was directly established after the interview took place. 

In general, to increase the degree of intimacy between researcher and interviewee, and to create 

a higher probability that the facial expressions of the interviewee were interpreted in a proper way, the 

researcher did her utmost best to create a personal connection with the respondent by focusing on her or 

his personal background and interests. Establishing such intimate research partnerships was expected to 

increase the transcripts to be a detailed representation of the interviewees personal experiences and 

thoughts (Seitz, 2016).  

 

3.4.3. Documents  

In addition to the interviews, additional documents were collected on all four cases. The researcher has 

been granted access to the textual documents via the respondents and through online collection via the 

websites of the cooperatives. According to Gross (2018) there are two types of documents to derive: 

documents containing primary data, and documents containing secondary data. The researcher merely 

included primary documents. The majority of those documents are GA minutes that were adopted 

between 2018 and 2020. A more elaborate description of the documents is provided in Table 3.3.  

 

Table 3.3. – Document specification   

Name of document Description 

Cooperative A – Document 1 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2019 (#1)  

Cooperative A – Document 2 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2019 #(2) 

Cooperative A – Document 3 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2020 

Cooperative A – Document 4 Statutes of Cooperative A 

Cooperative B – Document 1 Statutes of Cooperative B 

Cooperative B – Document 2 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2020 (#2) 

Cooperative B – Document 3 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2019 (#1) 

Cooperative B – Document 4 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2020 (#1) 

Cooperative B – Document 5 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2018 

Cooperative B – Document 6 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2019 (#2) 

Cooperative C – Document 1 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2019 (#1) 

Cooperative C – Document 2 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2019 (#2) 

Cooperative C – Document 3 Statutes of Cooperative C 

Cooperative D – Document 1 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2020 

Cooperative D – Document 2 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2018 

Cooperative D – Document 3 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2017 (#3) 
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Cooperative D – Document 4 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2017 (#2) 

Cooperative D – Document 5 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2017 (#1) 

Cooperative D – Document 6 General Assembly of Members Meeting minutes – 2019 

Cooperative D – Document 7 Website and Facebook page content – retrieved at 14-08-2020  

Cooperative D – Document 8 Statutes of Cooperative D 

 

3.5. Sensitizing concepts  

As addressed in chapter 2, an unambiguous conceptualization of exploitation and exploration in the 

leading literature is missing. Moreover, because it is not clean-cut how exploitation and exploration 

manifest itself RE cooperative context, fully relying on ambiguous definitions would decrease the 

quality of this study. Therefore, sensitizing concepts were used to guide the data collection phase. 

Sensitizing concepts made it possible to explore exploitative and explorative activities within this 

divergent context. At the same time, it provided the researcher of legitimate focus during the data 

collection phase (Bowen, 2006). Table 3.4. shows how the sensitizing concepts were tentatively defined.  

Table 3.4. – Sensitizing concepts  

Concepts 

 

Signal words 

Democratic 

organization 

 

• Many voices 

• General Assembly of members 

• Voting 

• Accountability of the board 

 

Organizational 

ideology 

 

• Sustainability maximization purpose 

• Involving citizens in RE 

• Acceleration of the energy transition  

 

Limited 

organizational 

resources 

• Limited time 

• Limited money 

 

Exploitation 

 
• Refinement  

• Alignment  

• Efficiency  

• Efficacy 

• Selection of successful routines 

• Experiential refinement of routines 

• Convergence 

 

Exploration 

 
• Search                

• Adaptation  

• Play 

• Experimentation 

• Variation 

• Flexibility 

• Radical change  
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3.6. Method for data analysis 

Within the data analysis phase the Template Analysis technique was utilized. This technique allowed 

for the use of a-priori themes that were derived from literature (Appendix A.3). These a-priori themes 

provided structure at the start of the data analysis phase (King & Brooks, 2017). Simultaneously, by 

means of Template Analysis the researcher was able to be flexible and let themes emerge inductively, 

as it allows for a flexible coding structure (King, 2012, in Symon & Cassell, 2012). This means that it 

does not prescribe the use of a prefixed sequence of codes (Symon & Cassell, 2012). This flexibility 

encouraged the researcher to be creative, without being distracted from specific parts of the dataset that 

gave the richest insights related to the main research question. Themes could be derived from the data 

without restrictions, by which the cooperative context could be explored. Moreover, a decisive factor 

for choosing Template Analysis was that it fits the research approach. It uses theory as a starting point 

whilst leaving room to reconsider (adapt/discard) a-priori themes and define new ones inductively. At 

the same time, it fits the interpretative nature of this study. Besides, the themes that emerged inductively 

are expected to be a product of this particular research and the researchers idea of reality; other 

researchers may have created different themes.  

Throughout the data analysis phase, the seven stages of Template Analysis of King & Brooks 

(2017) were used (p. 3). In stage one the researcher focused on getting familiar with the data. The 

interviews and documents were read several times. Thereafter, steps two (preliminary coding) and three 

(clustering) were carried out. This led to stage four: the creation of an initial template based on the first 

three interviews. This initial template is presented in (Appendix A.4).  

Thereafter, the initial template was further developed towards a final template (Appendix A.5). 

This template covers all relevant data to answer the main question of the study. It provided direction for 

the presentation of the results in chapter 4.  

Lastly, a case-comparison analysis method (Yin, 1981) was used, which enabled the researcher 

to spot differences and similarities between cases. At the points were the explanations were similar, “the 

basis for a more general explanation” could be established (Yin, 1981, p. 108).   

 

3.7. Research ethics 

During this research, measures were established to ensure the ethical quality of the study. With these 

measures, the researcher anticipated on ethical principles such as being honest and transparent, secure 

anonymity, and not doing any harm to participants (Bell & Bryman, 2007). The following paragraphs 

disclose the ethical virtues that were taken into account throughout the research process.  

During the data collection phase information on the research was communicated openly and 

with honesty. More specifically, in advance of each interview, an information sheet and form of 

informed consent was sent to the participants. Both measures are appended (Appendix A.6). Primarily, 
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these documents informed the participants on the purpose of the study, the meaning of the exploration 

concept, and the interview method (VoIP, recording, etc.). Moreover, it emphasizes how the researcher 

safeguards ethical virtues such as confidentiality, anonymity, dignity, and transparency. Finally, contact 

information of the researcher was provided.  

At the start of all interviews, the documents were clarified the researcher, and the verbal 

informed consent was recorded. It was mentioned that the formulated main purpose (in the information 

sheet) could change marginally. Verbally, it was clarified that the main purpose of the study was to 

investigate exploitation and exploration in cooperative context. Again, the possibility to withdraw from 

the research at any times was emphasized. During the interviews, one of the virtues of Holt (2012) in 

Symon & Cassell (2012) was particularly taken into account, namely: deliberative conversation. This 

means that the researcher allowed silences to emerge during the interview to give the respondents the 

room to speak openly and deliberately. Moreover, the researcher took her time to deliberately formulate 

follow-up questions.  

Afterwards, interview transcripts were developed and sent to the participants to avoid 

misrepresentation and misinterpretation of data. Again, feedback was evaluated, and questions were 

answered to ensure honesty and transparency. Moreover, as the research topic is of great importance to 

society and the development of RE cooperatives, the researcher will do her utmost best to inform 

participants on the research findings. They will be asked to give feedback on this studies final results.  

By doing so, reciprocity is guaranteed; society and science can simultaneously benefit from this research  

(Bell & Bryman, 2007). Lastly, the researcher will reflect on her role during the research process in 

chapter 5.   
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CHAPTER 4 - Results  

This chapter elaborates the results of the study. At first, it provides an answer on sub-question 1 (What 

do exploitation and exploration mean in the context of renewable energy cooperatives?). To formulate 

an answer on this question, sections 4.1. and 4.2. discuss the concepts exploitation and exploration in 

the context of renewable energy cooperatives. Thereafter, section 4.3. and 4.4. elaborate sub-question 2 

(Which organizational factors primarily influence the engagement in exploitation and exploration?). 

The answers on these first two questions form the foundation for the remaining study. Finally, sub-

question 3 (How do RE cooperatives engage in exploitation and exploration?) is answered in sections 

4.5. – 4.7. Throughout this chapter, the researcher is guided by the sub-questions of the study. However, 

along the way, the researcher continuously tries to address how the organizational factors inherent to 

the RE cooperative influence the engagement in exploitation and exploration. By doing so, the three 

sub-questions elaborated in this chapter, will support the researcher in the provision of an answer on the 

main question of the study, namely: ‘How do the organizational factors of the Dutch RE cooperatives 

influence their engagement in exploitation and exploration?’. Because it is a multiple case-study, the 

four cases will be compared to determine differences and similarities. 

 

 

Sub-question 1: What do exploitation and exploration mean in the context of 

renewable energy cooperatives? 
 

4.1. Exploitation and exploration in cooperative context 

To formulate an answer on the question how RE cooperatives engage in exploitation and exploration, 

first, it is necessary to derive which activities can be characterized as exploitative and explorative. To 

be able to do so, novel definitions for exploitation and exploration are established. Those novel 

definitions are established because a definition for exploitation and exploration is missing in the leading 

literature. Moreover, in cooperative context, the concepts need to be comprehended slightly differently 

compared to the leading literature. The most important reason for this is that the RE cooperatives under 

study aim for sustainability maximization, instead of profit maximization. They fight for the transition 

to renewable energy and for the local citizen. The value that is delivered by RE cooperatives is different 

from profit-driven companies. While profit-driven companies are focused at the delivery of value in 

terms of profit for its shareholders, RE cooperatives deliver - next to the delivery of profit to their 

participants – value in terms of societal wellbeing. Their added value is not purely based on numbers. 

However, the generation of profit is needed to enable the organization to add value. Table 4.1. contains 

two definitions for exploitation and exploration in the context of the renewable energy cooperatives. 

They were established by assessment and interpretation of the sensitizing concepts (section 3.5.). 
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Table 4.1. – Definitions for exploitation and exploration in cooperative context  

Exploitation The maintenance and incremental improvement of the current organizational situation to 

continuously be able to contribute to the organizations’ current environmental, economic and 

social goals. 

Exploration The detection and examination of opportunities in the organizational environment, in order to 

respond to this environment and eventually be able to expand the organizations’ 

environmental, economic and societal contribution.  

 

4.1.1. Exploitation 

First of all, exploitation is deployed to achieve continuity of ‘the current organizational situation’. The 

current organizational situation incorporates the internal business processes, systems, and structures that 

are currently utilized by the cooperatives to achieve their organizational goals. Noteworthy is the fact 

that for continuity not only preservation of those processes, systems, and structures is necessary. For 

continuity, occasionally, the performance of incremental improvements to the current organizational 

situation is needed. Take the following example. RP4, board member of cooperative A, argues: “On the 

one hand, we can decide to add additional installations, such as windmills, solar panels, etc. On the 

other hand, we can decide to improve our current energy system (stroomprofiel). The latter may be of 

even bigger importance than expansion.” (p. 48). Additionally, RP3, board member of cooperative C, 

argues: “The grid has its limitations. Well, whenever they are not able to purchase or transport the 

power we generated, all our efforts will be wasted.” (p. 33). Both quotes highlight the current 

importance of the occasional improvement of structures, systems, and processes. Specifically, it relates 

to a currently evolving problem within the energy market. That is, the energy grid has its limitations; 

there is a maximum of power the grid can bear. In conclusion, exploitation not only entails the 

maintenance of the current organizational situation, but also includes the performance of incremental 

improvements to this situation. Only then, a continuous contribution to the current environmental, 

economic, and social goals of the organization can be guaranteed.  

 

4.1.2. Exploration 

Secondly, exploration is cooperative context is discussed. First of all, the purpose of exploration in 

cooperative context should be taken into account. While the purpose of exploitation is in line with the 

current literature, the purpose of exploration should be comprehended differently. That is not to achieve 

competitive advantage, to introduce radically new products, or to engage in radically new technologies 

-  which is the leading idea of exploration in the conventional organizations according to the literature 

(see chapter 2). Conversely, in cooperative context, the purpose of exploration is to expand the 

cooperatives’ environmental, economic and/or societal contribution. This is observed at all cooperatives 

under study. For example, a statement on the website of cooperative D (Document 7) adresses that 
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cooperative D wants to “reinforce the societal perception that we need to do anything within our 

power”. Moreover, document 2 on Cooperative B states that Cooperative B “has the goal to generate 

as much sustainable energy as possible, in collaboration with, and for as many people as possible”. 

Finally, RP 1 argues that Cooperative A and C are “primarily established to involve citizens in wind and 

solar energy, or whatever project” (p. 5). All in all, across all cases it was confirmed that the RE 

cooperative has a sustainability maximization purpose, instead of a profit-maximization purpose. This 

difference in organizational purpose leads to a different explorative concept. Exploration is not directed 

at being able to compete in a (mature) market, it is directed at being able to reinforce societal value. 

 

4.2. Exploitation and exploration - an empirical approach   

Now the meaning of exploitation and exploration (in cooperative context) is established and explained, 

the concepts can be empirically addressed. First, this section addresses which core organizational 

activities of the RE cooperative can be qualified as exploitative and explorative. Table 4.2. (Appendix 

B.1.) is used as starting point. This table is extracted from the statutes of Cooperatives A – D, and shows 

the organizational activities that are utilized by the cooperatives to achieve their organizational goals. 

Comparing those activities leads to the conclusion that the core activities of the RE cooperative can be 

subdivided in three categories, namely: 

1. The maintenance of the current energy installations; 

2. The sales and delivery of sustainable energy; 

3. The development, establishment and realization of additional local sustainable energy 

installations. 

 

4.2.1. Exploitative activities  

From the list above, categories 1 and 2 (‘the maintenance of the current energy installations’ and ‘the 

sales and delivery of sustainable energy’) can be qualified as exploitative in nature. Indeed, the 

maintenance of the current energy installations, and the sales and delivery of sustainable energy enable 

continuity of the organizational situation. On the one hand, maintenance of the current energy 

installations equals the perseverance of organizational systems, by which the generation of RE is 

guaranteed. On the other hand, the continuous sales and delivery of sustainable energy allows for profit 

generation. In turn, this profit enables the continuous maintenance of the organizational installations. 

Moreover, as a result returns on investment can be provided to the organizational members. All in all, 

these activities contribute to the exploitative purpose.  

Additionally, Table 4.3. (Appendix B.2) provides an overview of the exploitative activities that 

are performed by the cooperatives under study. The included activities were coded as exploitative, as 

they are performed to maintain or incrementally improve the current organizational situation. The table 

includes activities such as ‘informing citizens on RE’ and ‘the organization of an event for children’. 
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These kinds of activities were clustered and named ‘Involving citizens in RE’. The other themes that 

were created to specify exploitative activities are: Maintenance of the technical installations; 

Improvement of the technical installations; Maintenance of internal business processes; 

Professionalization/improvement of internal business processes; Balancing cooperative activities; 

Improvement of the internal support base; Payment of dividend; Informing participants on the 

organizations’ results. For example, the cluster ‘Professionalization/improvement of internal business 

processes’ includes activities such as the implementation of an improved administration system and the 

election of a committee of auditors.   

 

4.2.2. Explorative activities  

Conversely, category 3 – ‘the development, establishment and realization of local sustainable energy 

installations’ can be qualified as explorative in nature. In fact, the activities that are performed to 

develop, establish and realize local sustainable energy installations include the continuous exploration 

of the organizations’ environment. First, potential locations, potential projects and potential 

collaborations are explored. In other words, a search for opportunities takes place. Thereafter, research 

is conducted on the feasibility of those potential projects. Finally, the realization of the projects is 

performed. In other words, R&D-activities are performed. Yet, this performance of R&D-activities in 

cooperative context should be comprehended differently compared to the leading literature. For 

example, R&D in cooperative context should not be associated with radical technological innovation. 

As a matter of fact, no cooperatives under study engage in radical technological innovation. For 

example, RP1 argued (cooperative A): “no R&D is performed” (p. 5) and RP2 (cooperative B) mentions: 

“on social aspect we may innovate, however, in technological sense it’s close to zero.”. Conversely, in 

cooperative context, R&D should be comprehended as the actvities that foresee in the development of 

new capabilities to involve more citizens in RE projects, as “cooperatives are primarily established to 

involve citizens in wind and solar energy, or whatever project.” (RP1, p. 5). In this context, R&D refers 

to activities such as the search for potential locations for new projects (location scouting), the 

development of a business case, and the corresponding feasibility assement of potential projects. 

Additionally, Table 4.4. (Appendix B.3) provides an overview of the explorative activities that are 

performed by the cooperatives under study. The following clusters of codes were derived from the data: 

‘Search for potential projects’, ‘Research on potential projects’, and ‘Project development’. All in all, it 

can be concluded that the RE cooperatives under study primarily focus on exploration as regards 

‘development of new projects’, which will be referred to as exploration type 1 in the following section. 
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4.2.3. Two levels of exploration  

From an organizational adaptation perspective, exploration is associated with radical change. In 

cooperative context, ‘the development, establishment and realization of local sustainable energy 

installations’ seems to induce radical change. This is illustrated with Table 4.5:  

 

Table 4.5. – Radical change 

Cooperative  Data source Quote 

B RP2, p. 13 “Researcher: How many members does [name cooperative B] have nowadays? 

“Respondent 2: 800. However, at this moment, this number is growing rapidly. 

A campaign induces major change.”  

- RP8, p. 89 “The minute you grow as organization, the minute your representation of 

members changes. Consequently, while the phases evolve, the management of 

the organization changes”.  

A RP4, p. 51 “Cause with every new project new dynamics emerge, and afterwards, those 

dynamics slowly fade.” 

 

According these statements, the realization of additional projects causes the organization’s configuration 

to change towards a new configuration. Thus, it can be derived that new projects cause major internal 

change. However, when viewed from a macro-perspective, and examining the cooperative in its 

organizational environment, a distinction between two levels of exploration can be made. The 

opportunities that are detected, and the consequential expansion of the organizations’ environmental, 

economic, and societal contribution can be highly radical in nature, or less radical.  

For example, across all interviews and documents, the development of solar and wind projects 

by the RE cooperative is such less radical explorative activity. From now on this will be referred to as 

exploration type 1. Information on these types of projects can be easily obtained through all kinds of 

advisory services, and RE cooperatives learn from earlier experiences (exploitative and vicarious 

learning). It can be concluded that cooperative organizing is institutionalized in these segments of the 

energy market. The individual, cooperative expansion in the direction of these projects can be 

comprehended as less radical in nature. At all cooperatives under study the focus lies on exploration 

type 1. When making the parallel with R&D, the focus lies on the Development of projects; as it is more 

or less common sense how to develop RE projects as cooperative organization in these segments.  

On the other hand, expansion towards segments in the energy market such as getting involved 

in heat projects, is more radical in nature. From now on this will be referred to as exploration type 2. 

Less knowledge is available on these types of projects, as the heat transition strongly develops every 

minute. Moreover, while cooperative organizing directed at solar and wind power projects can be 

achieved as institutionalized, the search for, and development of heat projects through cooperative 

organizing is radically new. It is radically new, as the cooperative legacy enters a completely new 
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segment within the energy market. Moreover, the energy market is developing in this direction. By 

entering this segment, the cooperative adapts to the changing energy market. Research on how to 

develop RE projects as cooperative organization in these segments is still needed. While these research 

activities are sporadically conducted by the cooperatives under study, the focus lies at exploration type 

1.  

 

Sub-question 2: Which organizational factors primarily influence the 

engagement in exploitation and exploration?  

With sections 4.1. and 4.2. an answer was provided on the question ‘What do exploitation and 

exploration mean in the context of renewable energy cooperatives?’. Additionally, this part elaborates 

which organizational factors primarily affect the engagement in exploitation and exploration.   

4.3. Limited financial resources  

First of all, it should be addressed that cooperatives’ organizational ideology is divergent from the 

governance of the (conventional) profit-driven organization. It is divergent as they only want to “be at 

service of the society and its citizens.” (RP8, p. 89). The utilization of money is solely a means to this 

societal goal. Therefore, cooperatives only receive financial resources from participants at the moment 

a RE project is established in the near future. At that point in time, project participations are issued. 

With those project participations, investors invest money for one particular goal, namely: the 

establishment of one particular project. In essence, it is agreed upon that the return on investment of this 

project is exclusively returned to its investors. This obligation results in the tendency to primarily focus 

on exploitation, which is perfectly illustrated with the following quote: “being a citizen initiative equals 

one simple task, which is to make sure that the projects will be managed, maintained and that the 

investments of your members will be returned.” (RP8, p. 89). The available time is primarily invested 

on exploitative activities. Moreover, the restricted collection of money leads to the following 

organizational circumstance: in essence, cooperatives do not possess an extensive amount of financial 

resources. The following quotes address this lack of financial resources: “We always had little money.” 

(RP1, p. 10); “Let’s say that it requires entrepreneurship, and praying for revenue sources to fall from 

the sky [laughs]” (RP3, p. 36). In conclusion, the organizational factor limited financial resources (1) 

directly originates from the organizational nature of the RE cooperative.  

 

4.4. Voluntary character  

Consequently, the limited number of financial resources results in the voluntary character of the RE 

cooperative. This negative relationship is illustrated with Figure 4.1. It was observed that whenever the 

number of financial resources increases, the voluntary character of the organization decreases, as money 
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can be utilized to hire employees. The limited the number of financial resources, the higher the voluntary 

character.  

 

Having a strongly voluntary character means that a cooperatives does not employ any employees; then 

“it all concerns voluntary work.” (RP5, p. 56). From the start, cooperatives are fully dependent on 

volunteers for the performance of their organizational activities (Table 4.6. – Appendix B4). Their 

voluntary character is high, as the number of financial resources is limited. Indeed, there is no money to 

continuously employ employees for exploitation (the maintenance of the current organizational 

situation) and exploration (the search for, research on, and development of projects). Thus, at the start, 

volunteers form the foundation for successful cooperative organizing.  

Therefore, all cooperatives continuously try to motivate and persuade their members to become 

and remain actively involved. Or as mentioned in Document 1 on cooperative C: “The call for volunteers 

shall continue.”. Participation options are widely spread across the GA minutes of the cooperatives 

under study. This continuous call for volunteers is essential, as it is hard to find committed volunteers 

that want to employ activities (without remuneration). For example, RP1 argues: “We have many 

members, but this doesn’t mean that they all want to.. hm.. Invest a lot of time in the organization.” (p. 

8). Across all cases this tendency is observed. For instance, the Generall Assemblies of members is 

visited by a small number of members. Only the members that want to be actively involved are present 

at this GA.  

All in all, it can be concluded that the voluntary character not only incorporates the dependency 

on volunteers. It goes beyond: it equals a limited number of human resources (2). Moreover, the 

voluntary character incorporates two additional organizational factors. Cooperatives deal with a limited 

amount of internal expertise (3), and a limited amount of available time (4). The chance that a limited 

pool of human resources contains of volunteers that have many extensive capabilities and much 

available time to invest in the organization, is small. The dependency on volunteers of the RE 

cooperatives under study is substantiated in Table 4.7. (Appendix B5). Furthermore, Table 4.8. 

(Appendix B6) substantiates the presence of a limited amount of internal expertise and a limited amount 

of available time. The first five quotes were expressed by the respondents at the moment I questioned 

them regards exploration. Thus, from these quotes the relationship between ‘voluntary character’ and 

‘exploration’ can be derived. This relationship is negative, and is illustrated with Figure 4.2. A limited 

number of resources, expertise, and available time confines the engagement in exploration. In the 

following sections, this relationship will be further substantiated.  

 

 

Financial resources Voluntary character 

Figure 4.1. – relationship financial resources on voluntary character 

- 
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Sub-question 3: How do RE cooperatives engage in exploitation and 

exploration?  
 

This part addresses how RE cooperatives engage in exploitation and exploration. To be able to answer 

this question, the ultimate purposes of exploitation (organizational continuity), and exploration 

(expansion of the cooperatives’ contribution) are continuously taken into account. Throughout this part, 

the influence of the RE cooperatives’ elemental organizational factors, is continuously discussed. These 

organizational factors are: 

1. Limited financial resources (OF1) 

2. Limited human resources (OF2) 

3. Limited internal expertise (OF3) 

4. Limited time (OF4) 

 

4.5. Cooperative governance 

Most importantly, RE cooperatives aim for organizational continuity and expansion of the cooperatives’ 

contribution by the establishment of internal structures. Two primary organizational structures are 

elaborated, namely: the board and internal project groups.  

 

4.5.2. The board 

Primarily, the cooperatives’ board is the backbone of the organization. They are responsible for the 

management of the organization. However, the RE cooperative is a democratic organization. This means 

that “it has been agreed that the General Assembly has the final decision power. The board can suggest 

to go left or right, after which the GA gives a go or no-go.” (RP4, p. 40). Across all cases, the role of 

the GA is similar. Nevertheless, differences are observed as regards the role of the board in the 

organization. In fact, at cooperative B the board “primarily fulfills the advisory and monitoring 

position” (RP2, p. 13). This can be explained by the fact that cooperative B appointed two managers. 

One of them (exploitative manager A) focuses on communication, the recruitment of members and the 

maintenance of a strong volunteers base. The other (explorative manager B) focuses on the development 

of projects. Together, they form a strong exploitative and explorative base. They guaranteed the 

employment of daily operations and reduced pressure on board members. Board members have the time 

to focus on their managerial tasks and on organizational professionalization. Conversely, at cases A, C, 

Voluntary character 

Figure 4.2. – voluntary character on the engagement in exploration 

 

Engagement in exploration - 
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and D board members frequently engage in executive tasks. For instance, RP3 (board member 

cooperative C) argues: “So the board should engage in operational tasks as little as possible. In practice, 

however, we’re not at that point yet.” (p. 25). All in all, it can be concluded that the exploitation and 

exploration function of cooperative B is in further stage of development compared to the other cases.  

Predominantly, at Cooperative B the development of both functions was possible as OF1 was 

improved. Collaborative partners decided to provide a small allowance for the two managers. At first a 

commercial party started this fund, thereafter the municipality proceeded. As a result, punctuated 

commitment was decreased and new projects were established in faster pace. In turn, these projects 

ensured a steady income stream, by which they eventually – after the funding will cease to exist – can 

continue this allowance independently. Cooperative B states in document 2: “It took us seven years. It 

was a beautiful journey. The river and its unpredictable currents became wilder, however, it doesn’t 

affect us anymore. We’re finally in balance.”. Conclusively, the improvement of OF1 led to the decrease 

of the voluntary character of the organization. Especially OF4 (limited time) could be improved. All in 

all, this example of cooperative B confirms the relationship between the elemental organizational factors 

and the engagement in exploitation and exploration. The improvement of organizational factors 

reinforces the RE cooperatives’ exploitative and explorative function.  

 

4.5.3. Internal project groups  

The second type of internal structures that are established across all cases are project groups. With regard 

to exploitation, these working groups provide support to the current board members or employ additional 

activities that reinforce business operations. For example, working groups are established across cases 

for the preservation and improvement of (for example) financial, communicative, and technical 

activities. As regards those working groups, the following finding is specifically important. Whenever 

there is a call of urgency within the organization for the employment of additional activities, or activities 

that reinforce business operations, temporary structures are established. For example, cooperative D 

established a working group for the formation of a new strategy. Furthermore, cooperative A established 

a working group to conduct research on potential organizational names, and cooperative B established 

one for the implementation of a new administrative system. Cooperative B for example states in multiple 

GA minutes utterances equivalent to: “Who wants to help us with the administrative transfer towards 

Econobis2?” and states after a list of active participation options (like participation in the financial or 

communication working group): “Are you interested? Let us know.” (Cooperative B – Document 6). All 

in all, this leads to the conclusion that the exploitation function of the RE cooperative consists of various 

temporary structures. In other words, RE cooperatives have a dynamic exploitation function.  

Next to the dynamic exploitation function, dynamic organizing for exploration is also observed 

at all cooperatives under study. This finding is substantiated with Table 4.8. (Appendix B.6). 

 
2 Econobis is an administration system focused on energy cooperatives and local energy offices.  
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Noteworthy is that cooperative D is the only cooperative that formally established a notable number of 

working groups that focus on both explorative levels. Next to the establishment of working groups for 

the exploration of the less radical projects such as solar power and wind power, they established working 

groups for the more radical projects on, for instance, aquathermics and geothermics. The establishment 

of both types of explorative project groups is the result of a divergent strategy compared to the other 

cooperatives. Conversely, cooperative D specifically aims for the establishment of projects that are ‘real 

unique, innovative and exceptional” (RP5, p. 56).  

 

4.6. Organizational factors influencing the internal structures for exploitation and 

exploration  
 

To structure this section, the characteristics of cooperative organizing according to section 4.3. is 

utilized. First, the influence of the organizational factors (OF2 – 4) inherent to the voluntary character 

is addressed, after which the influence of the limited number of financial resources (OF1) will be 

addressed.  

 

4.6.1. Freedom of commitment 

All in all, it can be concluded that across all cooperatives, working groups are dynamically established 

at the point the GA of members decides that a specific matter is urgent enough to invest valuable 

resources (human effort and time) on this matter. This dynamic form of organizing can be assigned to 

OF2 and OF4. The combination of the limited number of available human resources, and available time 

namely leads to a phenomenon referred to as freedom of commitment. Freedom of commitment means 

that there is much latitude for anyone who wants to invest its valuable time and energy in the 

organization. In cooperative organizing, there is room for flexibility, and punctuated commitment. This 

means that members are free to commit themselves to any activity of choice, to the extent and duration 

of their own choice. As a result dynamic structures emerge. Freedom of commitment is perfectly 

illustrated with the following quote:“[Cooperative B] is just like Joy, we strive for an enjoyable life. 

You can do whatever you like: you can help us by taking on some physical work, you can take the lead 

within a project group or even take the lead within the entire organization by acquirement of a board 

position. You can do anything you like.”(Cooperative B – Document 4). 

Freedom of commitment affects the engagement in exploitation and exploration. On the one 

hand, the voluntary character can be a potential threat for the performance of exploitative and explorative 

activities. However, voluntary character, embodying freedom of commitment, also provides a solution 

when a matter is urgent enough. As an illustration, two examples will be used. First, example 1 

(cooperative A) shows the influence on exploitation (the continuity of the current organizational 

situation). Secondly, example 2 (cooperative D) elaborates the influence of freedom of commitment on 

exploration.  
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Example 1 

At cooperative A a board member responsible for the communicative activities passed away. Because 

of that, and the limited time of the board members (OF4) the organizational communicative activities 

were not performed for a while. This created a risk for organizational continuity. However, “with the 

effort of active project groups and many volunteers who think and work along, everything was 

nonetheless carried forward in 2019, and will be continued in 2020 with many optimism.” (Cooperative 

A, document 2). Anyone who wanted to contribute to some extent, was welcome to contribute. Thus, 

through the existent freedom of commitment a solution for organizational continuity emerged.  

 

Example 2 

Additionally, a similar risk was observed at cooperative D as regards exploration. At cooperative D the 

first project was initiated and realized by two current board members. However, right now they not want 

to commit themselves to any additional explorative activities. This example relates to a phenomenon 

which is referred to as voluntary tiredness. Voluntary tiredness is a stadium in which the volunteers base 

is depleted. This phenomenon is illustrated by the following quote:  “Unquestionably, it is nothing but 

hard work. We all do it for free, and we all do it in our spare time. It won’t be long. It won’t be long 

until the volunteers decide to leave the organization.” (RP2, p. 19). It causes volunteers to quit their 

activities. After all, no volunteers have a contractual obligation. At the moment volunteers quit their 

activities, the pressure on the remaining volunteers increases. A vicious circle can emerge. When this 

happens it is imaginable that a cooperative will eventually not be able to employ its explorative 

activities, and organizational viability will be at stake. This example on cooperative D indicates that the 

continuous (internal) performance of explorative activities is more vulnerable than exploitation. 

 

4.6.2. The influence of limited human resources and expertise 

Moreover, OF2 (limited human resources) and OF3 (limited internal expertise) restricts the effective 

engagement in internal exploration. The following table illustrates how these two factors confine the 

effectiveness of those internal explorative structures: 

Table 4.9. – The influence of OF2 and OF3 on exploration 

Cooperative  Data source Quote 

A RP4, p. 41 “Moreover, we would like to establish a solar power project, a battery for 

storage, and some additional projects. However, as you can see. We definitely 

want to realize this as cooperative, however, we don’t have a sufficient 

knowledge base.” 

A RP1, p.7 “We save some money to finance exploration. However, we will not employ 

exploration ourselves, as we don’t have the right people for it. We don’t have 

enough expertise.” 
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C RP3, p. 25 “It’s unrealistic to expect that the cooperatives’ workforce contains qualified 

people to perform these specific tasks.”  

C RP3, p. 31 “People with sufficient knowledge on renewable energy generation, they 

are scarce. Generally speaking, they are all signed to engineering firms and 

won’t search for a job at a RE cooperative. They need intrisical motivation 

to join a cooperative.”  

D Document 2 “The aquathermics working group has tons of ideas, however, for the 

further elaboration of those ideas, more manpower is needed.” 

D RP 5, p. 57 “it is a difficult task to make these ideas executable.”  

D Document 7 “The high investment, the big risks, and the specific expertise that is needed 

for such drilling is beyond the possibilities of our cooperative.” 

 

All in all, it can be concluded that the development of RE projects is a complex activity that requires 

many expertise to be successfully completed. Especially with regards projects that are more radical in 

nature (exploration level 2). For those projects external knowledge is essential.  

 

4.6.3. The influence of limited financial resources 

The influence of OF1 (limited financial resources) on the engagement in exploration  and exploitation 

is extensive. Firstly, this factor restricts the cooperatives explorative capabilities; it restricts their 

independent engagement in project development. RP4 (cooperative A) illustrates this with the following 

statement: “when you initiate projects, you need money.” (p. 40). Financial resources are essential since 

big investments need to be made to pre-finance the development and construction of projects. Moreover, 

additional money is required to hire expertise, as the voluntary workforce lacks expertise (as stated in 

the previous sub-section – OF3). In conclusion, to be able to independently realize additional RE 

projects, there is – next to the need for expertise and human resources – also a need for extensive 

financial resources. 

To cover this lack of financial resources for project development, all cooperatives make use of 

external funds (i.e. governmental funds, bank loans, etc.), and external parties. Thus, besides the 

dependency on volunteers, RE cooperatives are dependent on external funds and external parties for 

project development. This incorporates an additional risk. Nowadays, there is a variety of funds to 

request. However, it also means that whenever those funds will be terminated, the development of 

projects is at stake.  

 

Improvement of OF 1  

Therefore (and because of the wish to professionalize and expand), some cooperatives under study 

started to reinforce their financial base. For instance, cooperative A has established a monetary fund to 

“slowly save money, called the sustainability fund.. to stimulate other projects.” (RP4, p. 40). 

Nevertheless, this fund does not have a big magnitude, so that projects can directly be kick-started. It 
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provides the cooperative just of a little support in the establishment of future projects. Furthermore, RP2 

(cooperative B) draws attention to the fact that “with every solar panel we realize, a little money is 

transferred to the organization.” (p. 20). She confirms this with the following statement: “The more 

projects we do, the more solid we become.” (p. 21). The latter example shows that exploration in 

cooperative context can contribute to exploitation (organizational continuity). Indeed, by developing 

additional projects, a steady income stream can be attained. As a result, money is available to improve 

internal structures, processes (exploitation). Moreover, it reinforces project development. 

 

Engagement in exploration  

In section 4.2. two levels of exploration were derived. The decision to engage in one of the two types of 

exploration is influenced in two ways. The influence of OF3 (limited expertise) was addressed in section 

4.6.2. The presence of limited expertise leads to a higher probability of engaging in exploration type 1, 

than engaging in exploration type 2.  

Secondly, Table 4.10. shows that the engagement in exploration is also influenced by OF1 (limited 

financial resources). This table shows that risk-aversion is inherent to the RE cooperative. Commonly, 

experimentation and risk-taking will not be deployed, since cooperatives ‘use the money of their 

neighbors’. At least, “members decide which risks to accept.” (RP 3, p. 28). Table .. indicates that there 

is little space for experimentation and play. Moreover, this may be the explanation for the fact that the 

RE cooperatives under study primarily invest in less radical projects (exploration type 1). These projects 

require less experimentation and risk taking. In conclusion, it can be concluded that the independent 

engagement in exploration with the purpose of expanding the cooperative legacy towards new market 

segments is quite exceptional.  

 

Table 4.10. – The absence of experimentation and risk taking, the importance of exploitation  

Cooperative  Data source Quote Interpretation 

B RP2, p. 22 “This may be disappointing, but we don’t 

engage in innovation. Preferably, we 

make use of proven technologies.  We use 

the money of our neighbors, so we need to 

make sure that the techniques we use are 

adequate. On social aspect we may 

innovate, however, in technological sense 

it’s close to zero.” 

The sentence  “We use the money 

of our neighbors, so we need to 

make sure that the techniques we 

use are adequate.” shows that 

cooperative B is reticent towards 

risk taking and experimentation. 

- 

 

RP7, p. 83 + 

p. 80 

“In the end, they will always make use of 

proven techniques. I think that’s the right 

thing to do. You can’t take any risks when 

there is no money.”  

+ 

“No. adherance to proven techniques. It’s 

simple, they don’t have enough capital to 

start with expertimentation.”  

Respondent 7 illustrates the 

bigger picture. From this quote it 

can be derived that the RE 

cooperative, in general, does not 

engage in risk taking and 

experimentation.  
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A & C RP1, p. 5 “Cooperatives are primarily established 

to involve citizens in wind and solar 

energy, or whatever project. Therefore, 

within those organizations little 

engagement in exploration takes place. 

For example, no R&D is performed.”  

In this quote, R&D can be related 

to experimentation and risk 

taking. Therefore, this quote 

implies little engagement in 

experimentation and risk taking. 

 

4.7. Inter-source exploration  

The previous section addressed that internal structures are established at all cooperatives to engage in 

exploitation and exploration. Except for some short periods of attaining external help for the 

maintenance and incremental improvement of structures, systems and processes, structural alternative 

methods to engage in exploitation are not observed. Yet, structural alternative methods for internal 

exploration are observed across cases. These alternative methods can be addressed with the concept of 

inter-source exploration. Inter-source exploration can be defined as the engagement in explorative 

activities through external parties. It consists of two components: a) open-source exploration, and b) 

inter-organizational exploration. First, open-source exploration is discussed, after which inter-

organizational exploration is addressed.  

  

4.7.1. Open-source exploration 

Firstly, across all cases the engagement in exploration through a phenomenon which will be referred to 

as open-source exploration is observed. Open-source exploration can be defined as the non-

predeterminate engagement in explorative activities through external parties. The activity central to 

open-source exploration is the detection of opportunities. More specifically, it means that opportunities 

in the environment are in most cases not detected by utilization of an internal exploration function, but 

through external parties. In other words, the cooperatives under study utilize the explorative capabilities 

of external parties. The following quotes illustrate the presence of open-source exploration. For instance, 

RP1 (cooperative A) argues: “And whenever we explore opportunities, these ideas are externally 

initiated. They do not emerge internally.” (p. 6). Additionally, he says: “We don’t actively search for 

opportunities.” (p. 8). Moreover, RP3 (cooperative C) argues: “So there is no standard route for 

projects. It can happen everywhere.” (p. 27). Across all cases, it has happened that opportunities were 

detected by external parties such as 1) alert and sustainability-driven citizens, 2) a municipality that 

wants to obtain its sustainability goals, or 3) external and profit-driven project developers. Thus, external 

parties initiate projects and cooperatives decide to respond or not respond to those opportunities, based 

on their current capabilities and resources. Table 4.11. (Appendix B.7.) gives a further substantiation  

of the phenomenon of open-source exploration.  
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4.7.2. Inter-organizational exploration  

Secondly, across all cases the engagement in inter-organizational exploration is observed. Inter-

organizational exploration can be defined as the collaboration with external parties to realize project 

development. Those collaborating parties are parties such as other RE cooperatives that encounter the 

same difficulties, or external project developers that see the RE cooperative as opportunity to develop 

new RE projects. Whereas open-source exploration relates to the search for opportunities, inter-

organizational exploration relates to organizations’ R&D-activities regarding the realization of 

additional RE projects (see section 4.2.2). Cooperatives engage in inter-organizational exploration as 

“by merely relying on your members, you’ll not make it.” (RP1, p. 10). Finally, Table 4.12. (Appendix 

B.8.)  substantiates the presence of inter-organizational exploration. 

 

4.7.3. Inter-source exploration – a solution? 

Inter-source exploration seems a suitable alternative for a less effective internal exploration function. It 

offers a solution to the problems that are encountered due to organizational factors 1, 2, 3 and 4. Indeed, 

citizens detect opportunities for projects such as wind and solar energy (exploration level 1), and the 

municipality or profit-driven organizations may suggest the involvement of a RE cooperative in 

geothermic projects (exploration level 2). Moreover, collaborations with external project developers that 

are able to take financial risks, positively affects the development of projects. Consequently, the 

development of the RE cooperative as organization is reinforced. Nevertheless, the engagement in 

exploration type 2 by the RE cooperatives under study, is very poorly. Respondents argue that they wish 

to be able to adapt to the changing environment. However, there is no indication that they are able to 

actually do so. This is, for example, illustrated with the following quotes: “We’re scared that we aren’t 

able to respond to the fast developing world around us. Especially because the idea of RE project development is 

picked up everywhere.” (Cooperative A, RP4, p. 49); “We aren’t as up to date as we desire” (Cooperative D, RP5, 

p. 61).  
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CHAPTER 5 – Conclusion and discussion 

This final chapter draws a conclusion from the results of this study. Thereafter, section 5.2. discusses 

the results in light of the existing literature; theoretical implications are provided. Furthermore, practical 

implications are elaborated upon and the limitations of the study will be discussed. Finally, suggestions 

for future research are given and a reflection is provided on the role of the researcher.  

 

5.1. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to explore the capabilities of the RE cooperative as regards the achievement 

of organizational viability within the rapidly evolving energy market. To achieve this research objective, 

the engagement of the RE cooperatives in exploitation and exploration - and the organizational factors 

influencing this engagement – was studied. Firstly, this section draws a conclusion for the first sub-

question under study: What do exploitation and exploration mean in the context of RE cooperatives?. 

Thereafter, an answer on the main question - How do the organizational factors of Dutch RE 

cooperatives influence their engagement in exploitation and exploration? - will be provided. 

Throughout this last paragraph sub-questions 2 and 3 are answered simultaneously. In other words, it is 

addressed which organizational factors primarily influence the engagement in exploitation/exploration, 

and how RE cooperatives engage in exploitation and exploration. Lastly, this section evaluates the 

assumptions that were made in chapter 2.   

 

SQ 1: What do exploitation and exploration mean in the context of RE cooperatives? 

In the context of RE cooperatives, exploitation can be comprehended as the maintenance and 

incremental improvement of the current organizational situation to continuously be able to contribute to 

the organizations’ current environmental, economic, and social goals. Moreover, exploration can be 

defined as the detection and examination of opportunities in the organizational environment, in order to 

respond to this environment and eventually be able to expand the organizations environmental, 

economic, and social contribution. Thus, the first definition is associated with efficacy. The latter is 

related to expansion of the organizations’ contribution by means of interaction with the environment.  

Furthermore, another important finding as regards exploration in cooperative context is derived. 

That is, a distinction was made between two levels of exploration. Level 1 incorporates the expansion 

of the cooperative legacy towards the more common projects (such as solar and wind energy). Level 2 

incorporates the expansion of the cooperative legacy towards novel segments in the energy market, such 

as the establishment of heat projects. As regards cooperative organizing, on the first level, the RE 

cooperative interacts with its environment in an already established and institutionalized way. The 

second level, however, represents a more radical interaction with the environment. At this level, 

experimentation, research, risk taking, and the investment of human effort is needed to larger extent. 
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Whereas engagement in exploration type 1 was observed across cases, the engagement in exploration 

type 2 by the cooperatives under study is rare. 

 

Main question: How do the organizational factors of the Dutch RE cooperatives influence their 

engagement in exploitation and exploration?’ 

Primarily, it can be concluded that the organizational nature of the RE cooperative influences the 

engagement in either exploitation and exploration. Primarily, four organizational factors that influence 

this engagement significantly were derived, namely: limited financial resources (OF1), limited human 

resources (OF2), limited expertise (OF3), and limited time (OF4). Factors 2, 3 and 4 can be assigned 

to a typical RE cooperative aspect, namely: the voluntary character. Combinations of these four 

organizational factors influence the engagement in exploration and exploration in the following ways.  

First of all, the voluntary character allows the organizational members to freely commit 

themselves to activities at all organizational aspects and in all imaginable forms. Freedom of 

commitment is provided, which provides room for flexibility. This leads to the engagement in 

exploitation and exploration with the utilization of dynamic structures. In other words, project groups 

for additional activities are instituted whenever a matter is urgent or interesting enough. Parallelly, those 

project groups are also easily terminated at any moment in time. In cooperative context, the deployment 

of fixed and sustainable structures for exploitation and exploration is uncommon.  

 Secondly, as regards exploration, the combination of the organizational factors has a negative 

effect on the internal explorative capabilities of the RE cooperatives under study. Because of the limited 

financial resources (OF1), limited human resources (OF2), and limited expertise (OF3), cooperatives 

encounter difficulties regards the independent performance of explorative activities. In particular, as 

regards exploration type 2. Figure 5.1. illustrates this relationship. All in all, it can be concluded that 

RE cooperatives engage in exploration independently to little extend.  

 

 

 

However, an alternative for independent exploration is utilized at all cooperatives under study, 

namely: inter-source exploration. Inter-source exploration was defined as the utilization of the 

exploration function of external parties. It consists of open-source exploration (the detection of 

opportunities by all types of external sources), and inter-organizational exploration (the development of 

projects in collaboration with external parties). Yet, inter-source exploration merely covers exploration 

Voluntary character 

Internal explorative 

capabilities  

Figure 5.1. – influence of organizational factors on explorative capabilities 

- 

Financial resources 
- 
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type 1: the engagement in exploration type 2 was only detected at one case under study (Cooperative 

B). This can be explained by the finding that risk-aversity is inherent to the RE cooperatives’ 

organizational nature. The limited access to available resources, and the non-existent profit purpose 

prevent the RE cooperative from engaging in explorative activities with high levels of uncertainty and 

risk-taking. The results showed that the board and GA prefer explorative activities with low levels of 

uncertainty and risk-taking.   

All in all, from these findings it can be concluded that the combination of some elemental 

organizational factors of the RE cooperative influences the performance of exploitative and explorative 

activities. Moreover, it influences the capabilities of RE cooperatives as regards both activities. The 

achievement of organizational viability (as understood in the literature) is highly insecure. The results 

show that the capabilities of the RE cooperative to adapt to the rapidly evolving energy field are limited, 

as, in particular, their engagement in exploration is restricted.  

 Lastly, the results indicate that the base of volunteers and financial base are important 

determinants for organizational viability in cooperative context. When both bases are depleted; 

organizational viability is at risk. Moreover, it was shown that the improvement of the financial base 

can accelerate organizational development. The improvement of this financial base can be achieved with 

the development of additional RE projects, which will provide a steady revenue stream. However, to 

develop such projects, again, a strong volunteers base is essential. Therefore, the final conclusion is: the 

volunteers base and financial base form the foundation for successful cooperative organizing.  

 

5.2. Theoretical implications  

Based upon the results and conclusion, this section elaborates the principal theoretical implications of 

the study.  

 First of all, this study is in line with the literature that adheres to the balance dimension of 

ambidexterity. The balance dimension incorporates the idea of exploitation and exploration as two sides 

on one single continuum (Gupta et al., 2006; March, 1991; Thompson, 1967). According these scholars 

organizational ambidexterity imposes a deliberate trade-off between exploitative and explorative 

activities (March, 1991). In the context of RE cooperatives, it was observed that organizational resources 

are scarce. Particularly the risk of voluntary tiredness poses a threat to organizational continuity. 

Therefore, the available human resources need to be deliberately employed; a deliberate trade-off is 

required for the achievement of organizational viability. Especially cooperatives that do not have a 

sufficient financial base, are expected to be strongly dependent on their volunteers. Subsequently, 

without a strong base of volunteers they are expected to cease to exist. In short, this research provides 

further substantiation for the argument of Cao et al. (2009) that, in particular, resource-constrained firms 

benefit from the balance dimension of ambidexterity. 
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 Yet, nuance must be applied to this first theoretical implication. Even though RE cooperatives 

have the important task to manage the trade-off between exploitation and exploration, it is imaginable 

that exploitative and explorative activities can be performed simultaneously, and independent from each 

other (as the combined dimension of ambidexterity emphasizes). Indeed, successful independent 

engagement of a RE cooperative in exploration next to exploitation is very unlikely due to resource 

constraints. Nonetheless, engaging in inter-source exploration makes it possible to engage in 

exploitation and exploration simultaneously. Through collaborations with external organizations, 

successful engagement in exploration can be enhanced. By doing so, the trade-off is managed. Then, the 

majority of the cooperatives’ resources can be employed for exploitation, while external parties account 

for exploration. In other words, despites the war for resources, organizational ambidexterity can be 

within reach, by means of combining internal and external capabilities.  

 With the concept of inter-source exploration, this research elaborates on the idea that 

interorganizational relationships or networks can enhance an organizations’ exploitative or explorative 

capabilities (Kaupilla, 2010, Kang, Morris & Snell, 2007, Baum, Li & Usher, 2000). This is also referred 

to as inter-organizational ambidexterity (Kaupilla, 2010). In the context of RE cooperatives this means 

that a single RE cooperative may not be fully capable of successfully engaging in exploitation and 

exploration independently, due to resource-constraints. However, by focusing on the organizations’ 

relational network, a citizen initiative can improve the chances of achievement of viability. This study 

thus confirms that “ambidexterity may […] arise from complex social networks that balance various 

tensions.” (Raisch et al., 2009, p. 690). In fact, from these complex social networks, valuable 

collaborations and new ideas for RE project development emerge. In other words, relational networks 

are vital for organizational viability in the context of renewable energy cooperatives. Therefore, RE 

cooperatives should not merely focus on the independent employment of explorative activities. They 

should focus on the reinforcement of the social networks they are part of. For example, the recruitment 

of members (attracting and involving as many citizens in the organization) induces exponential growth 

of the relational network. The more this cooperative network expands, the more possibilities will 

emerge.  

This is in contrast to the idea of Beer (1984) that organizational viability is “the capability of 

independent existence” (p.7). Therefore, I would like to argue that nuance must be applied to this 

concept of ‘organizational viability’ in case of grassroots organizing. Or even more drastically: 

reconceptualization of this idea of organizational viability is needed. This study shows that that the RE 

cooperatives’ chances for viable existence are rather reinforced by inter-source exploration instead of 

being jeopardized by it. Indeed, this incorporates a marginal dependency relation with the organizational 

environment. However, this marginal dependency relation is, at the same time, the strength of 

cooperative organizing. In cooperative context, continuous existence is not only dependent on the 

successful engagement in exploitation and exploration, but strongly relies on the concept of social 
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cohesion. Accordingly, as long as citizens feel the urgency to collaborate for sustainable purposes, the 

RE cooperative will survive.  

Moreover, another important theoretical implication as regards intra-organizational engagement 

in exploitation and exploration follows from this research. That is that this study shows the RE 

cooperatives under study employ remarkable dynamic mechanisms that may be of great advantage to 

overcome the central paradox of administration that Thompson (1967) refers to. RE cooperatives 

dynamically establish and terminate structures for exploitation and exploration when necessary. Due to 

resource constraints, it is not likely that, in contrast with the conventional organization, the establishment 

of fixed structures serve organizational viability well in cooperative context. With the utilization of 

dynamic structures, the war for resources can be managed: resources can be efficiently and flexibly 

attained when needed. Thus, in cooperative context, structures are not established in advance to search 

for urgent demands, they are established at the moment when coping with demands is a matter of 

urgency. In other words, structure follows urgency, rather than urgency follows structure.  

 Finally, this study shows that the organizational character of the RE cooperative strongly 

influences the organizations’ engagement in exploitation and exploration. This finding exposes an 

important pitfall regards the leading literature on organizational ambidexterity. Leading scholars (i.a. 

O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013) overlook the fact 

that being able to simultaneously or sequentially explore and exploit is strongly determined by 

organizational factors that are inherent to every single organization. The utilization of structures, 

context, and leadership styles can be beneficial, however, these practices need to be tailor-made for 

different types of organizing. Therefore, it should be emphasized that methods to achieve organizational 

ambidexterity, should not be unquestionably applied to different types of organizing, such as cooperative 

organizing. Different forms of organizing require different organizational ambidexterity practices. The 

structures, contexts and leadership styles that are referred to in the leading literature (O’Reilly & 

Tushman, 2008; Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013) as beneficial for 

organizational viability, may be harmful to other organizations. Hence, the leading idea of current 

scholars of the concept of ‘organization’ should be extended with organizations that are not profit-driven 

in nature. This study aimed at making the first step towards filling this research deficit. To some extent, 

it contributed to conceptual clarity of the concept of organizational ambidexterity which was still 

missing (Blumer, 1954; Gupta et al., 2006; Cao et al., 2009; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013). More 

specifically, it addressed what exploitation and exploration entail in cooperative context. By doing so, 

it made the construct more useful and meaningful for future research on organizational viability in 

context of the RE cooperatives and other divergent forms of organizing.  
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5.3. Practical implications  

By assessing the RE cooperative using an organizational ambidexterity approach, the following practical 

implications came to light: 

 In the first place, this study emphasizes the vulnerability of cooperative organizing in the rapidly 

evolving energy market. It showed that the organizational nature of the RE cooperative incorporates 

financial and human resource-constraints. Both confine the individual independent capabilities of RE 

cooperatives to successfully explore novel opportunities and develop additional RE projects in the field 

of (RE) energy field. Yet, the engagement in exploration type 1 and 2 is essential for cooperatives if 

they want to remain viable. In other words, engagement in both types of exploration is essential if they 

want to be able to continuously involve additional citizens in RE, accelerate the energy transition process 

and succeed in decentralization of the energy production for the benefit of the local environment. Hence, 

this study highlights two important managerial focus points.  

Firstly, board members and other actively involved volunteers should focus on reinforcement 

of national cooperative networks. Individually, RE cooperatives may not be able to attract and maintain 

the essential amount of resources to stay viable, however, by combining resources, consequently, the 

exploitative and explorative capabilities of individual cooperatives can be reinforced. The creation of 

one central relational network for knowledge, financial and human resources, is expected to have 

synergistic effects that can reinforce cooperative organizing. For example, knowledge on how to 

maintain current activities, keep volunteers committed, and develop additional activities can be 

exchanged.  

Secondly, to be continuously able to detect possibilities in the organizations’ local environment, 

board members should actively anticipate on the advantages that result from the RE cooperatives’ 

divergent organizational form. In other words, the RE cooperative has an open-source character. Being 

a citizen initiative equals fluid organizational boundaries, that allows for ideas and opportunities to 

emerge anywhere. Yet, board members need to actively respond to these opportunities, otherwise these 

ideas and opportunities go to waste. Therefore, board members should invest time and energy to keep 

an eye on the local environment. Especially at this moment, an important development within the RE 

sector is taking place. All board members of RE cooperatives should be aware of this emerging 

opportunity. That is, in the Netherlands, RES-regions (Renewable Energy Strategy-regions) have 

emerged, in which all kinds of parties collaborate to formulate strategies to live up to the European 

Climate Agreement. In other words, strategies are formulated on how to accelerate the transition towards 

renewable energy in these specific regions.  

To be able to grow as organization, or as cooperative movement, it is essential to participate in 

these RES-collaborations as soon as possible. This enables RE cooperatives to create possibilities, 

instead of solely passively responding to possibilities that emerge. By doing so, the organization will be 

able to further institutionalize in the local environment, and be able to utilize the open-source character 

even more fruitfully. By responding to the organizational environment in the above mentioned way, RE 
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cooperatives enhance their position in the environment, which will give them the time to improve their 

exploitative and explorative capabilities without being overruled by faster developing organizations. 

Stated differently, RE cooperatives should focus on the participations in RES-collaborations and 

reinforce the relationship with the municipality. By doing so they will be able to take advantage of the 

organizations’ ‘favorable/likable character’ and enforce cooperative involvement in local RE projects.  

 

5.4. Limitations and research quality 
 

During the research process the four concepts of Guba & Lincoln (1989, as cited by Symon & Cassell, 

2007, p. 207) were continuously taken into account for the research to be rigorous. The study thus 

emphasized credibility, dependability, confirmability and transferability. Yet, as all studies, this study 

is not without limitations. Consequently, this section discusses the limitations of the research using the 

above-mentioned criteria.   

 Firstly, credibility is assessed. Credibility can be referred to as thorough and truthful meaning-

making, by means of developing proper reconstructions of reality that fit the constructed realities of 

respondents (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Yet, whether the research forms a proper reconstruction of reality 

is somewhat questionable. After all, the relativistic research approach leaves room for misinterpretation 

of data, as the construction of reality is guided by the researchers conception of reality. To enhance 

credibility, data-triangulation was applied. However, the research includes four cases on which, in total, 

5 interviews were conducted. On cases B and D, no more than one interview was conducted. To be able 

to properly reconstruct an organizations’ reality incorporating complex organizational dynamics, based 

on this small number of data sources, is problematical. Moreover, using VoIP’s increased the risk that 

body language remained unnoticed or was misinterpreted by the researcher (Seitz, 2016). Nonetheless, 

to increase credibility, the interview transcripts are captured in rich detail. The transcripts are literal 

reflections of the interviews. Those transcripts were sent to the participants within one week from the 

interview to provide feedback and avoid misinterpretation of data. Moreover, 5 additional expert 

interviews were conducted to check whether the interpretation of the first 5 interviews as regards 

cooperative organizing was correct. This enhanced the understanding of the contextual conditions 

surrounding the cases (Yin, 2015). Nonetheless, the researcher saw no opportunity for conducting 

follow-up interviews to further substantiate the findings on all cases respectively. This would have 

improved the quality of the study.  

Another limitation as regards credibility is that a comprehensive explanation of the constructs 

exploitation and exploration wasn’t provided to the respondents in advance of the interviews, due to 

conceptual ambiguity in the literature on organizational ambidexterity. However, when assessing this 

research as a more or less inductive research, conversely, it created the opportunity to better comprehend 

exploitation and exploration in the context of RE cooperatives. Moreover, the scope of the study was 

altered a few times throughout the course of the research. This may have harmed the quality of the cross-



51 
 

case comparison that was conducted. All in all, a more thorough reflection of the organizational 

dynamics regards exploitation and exploration in cooperative context could have been captured. 

 The second criterion to assess is transferability. This research aimed at providing detailed 

information on the RE cooperative as unit of analysis. As it regards a qualitative research, this study 

stays away from generalizing the results to all Dutch RE cooperatives (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). 

However, it creates a first possibility to further investigate additional RE cooperatives and their 

exploitative and explorative dynamics. At least, the researcher aimed at providing detailed information 

on the cases to enable the reader to transfer the primary findings to similar settings. Transferring the 

results could not only be helpful for other RE cooperatives, but also for non-RE cooperatives active in, 

for example, the banking or retail sector. More specifically, this research shows the potential of 

knowledge networks and inter-source exploration for cooperative organizing. This idea can be possibly 

transferred to other cooperative organizations operating in all kinds of sectors. However, this study 

primarily focuses on the influence of four organizational factors (limited financial resources, limited 

human resources, limited expertise and limited time) on the engagement in exploitation and exploration; 

organizational factors that are expected to be observed less frequently in long-lasting/older cooperatives. 

Therefore, including these longer-lasting cooperatives (RE cooperative or non-RE cooperatives) in the 

study, may have led to different results. Possibly, there are additional organizational factors that strongly 

affect the engagement in exploitation and exploration, such as the democratic character of the 

cooperative organization.  

Reflecting upon the third criterion, dependability, the researcher tried to include rich 

representations of evidence by appending an extensive amount of tables and figures to validate the 

results of the study. According to Gustafsson (2017) this enhances the dependability of a case study. 

Moreover, to increase the methodological dependability of the research, a brief research journal 

addressing some methodological choices, was kept. A few fragments are appended (Appendix A.7).  

Finally, the last concept to be reflected upon is confirmability. To meet this last criterion, the 

researcher aimed at unambiguously formulating what interpretations informed the findings and 

conclusions of this study. Especially throughout the data analysis phase, the researchers stayed as close 

to the data as possible, to assure that the findings of the inquiry “are rooted in contexts and persons 

apart from the [researcher] and are not simply figments of the [researcher’s] imagination” (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1989, p. 243, as cited in Symon & Cassell, 2012, p. 208). Moreover, Appendix B contains a 

large number of tables with quotation content, to enable the reader to agree or disagree with the findings 

of the study.  
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5.5. Avenues for future research 

Firstly, this study was aimed at creating a springboard for further research on organizational viability in 

cooperative context. The study showed that applying the theory of organizational ambidexterity on a 

divergent organizational context provides valuable insights on the strenghts and weaknessess of 

cooperative organizing. Because of the explorative nature of this study and the boundaries of this master 

thesis project, I was not able to fully comprehend and reconstruct the complex business dynamics of all 

four cases. Yet, I would like to accentuate the importance of, and need for inquiries that provide such 

comprehensive reconstructions. In my opinion, one of the pitfalls of the average management study is 

that, profit-driven organizations are at the center of attention. I think it is important to alter the meaning 

of the concept ‘organization’ in management sciences, as society is changing rapidly and all types of 

divergent organizational configurations emerge (i.a. Dana et al., 2019; Arentsen & Bellekom, 2014). In 

other words, the emergence of novel organizational configurations requires the constitution of novel 

research disciplines. Subsequently, this will reinforce the reciprocity of management science, as 

underexposed organizations will be given the opportunity to benefit from management research.  

Accordingly, the first suggestion for further research is to conduct longitudinal inquiries on the 

exploitative and explorative processes of RE cooperatives. Conversely, for Master’s Thesis students I 

would like to suggest conducting in-depth, single case studies to be able to comprehend and reconstruct 

the dynamics to full extend. Especially the exploitative dynamics in RE cooperatives remained 

underexposed in this study. I wanted to address both exploitation and exploration, however, in hindsight, 

my interview guide merely focused on exploration, at the expense of exploitation. Therefore, the process 

of professionalizing internal business processes was not studied in-depth. Especially the expansion of 

knowledge on these exploitative business processes can be of great importance for the cooperative 

movement, as a reliable exploitation function may reinforce the trust of external parties in the 

cooperative as organization. It contributes to legitimization. Such studies can contribute to the further 

reinforcement of cooperative organizing in the renewable energy context.  

A second suggestion is to transfer the results to cooperatives in other sectors than the renewable 

energy sector. This research shows – as stated in the previous paragraph – the potential of knowledge 

networks and inter-source exploration. This idea could be very helpful to other types of cooperative 

organizing that want to increase their impact. Additionally, this study showed that that the board and 

GA of the RE cooperatives under study are risk-averse; they prefer explorative activities with low levels 

of uncertainty and risk-taking. Conducting research on the presence of risk-aversity in cooperative 

organizations could disclose important insights on how to manage risk-taking and innovation.  

 A third suggestion is to combine research that focuses on how the external environment 

influences the organizational development of the RE cooperative movement with research that focuses 

on the internal business processes determining this development (i.e. Oteman et al., 2014; Dana et al., 

2019). This will gives insights in how combinations of internal and external pressures influence the 
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development of the RE cooperative. Again, it can reinforce cooperative organizing in the renewable 

energy context.  

Finally, and most importantly, additional research should focus on the cooperative movement 

as unit of analysis. The leading literature emphasizes the existence of three levels on which 

ambidexterity can be observed: on individual level, on team level, and on organizational level 

(Popadiuk, 2012). However, this inquiry indicates that there is a fourth level on which ambidexterity 

can occur: on multi-organizational, or network level.  

 

5.6. Role as a researcher  

First of all, as this research adheres to a relativistic research approach, the researcher tried to actively 

create meaningful interaction, cooperation and participation throughout the research process. It enabled 

the researcher to make sense of the information that was hidden in the textual data under study (Creswell, 

2007). Despites the importance of creating strong relationships with the respondents to increase the 

quality of the study, it is part of my character to make sure that people feel comfortable. Several times, 

respondents gave me positive feedback on my interview techniques. For example, RP5 stated in his e-

mail: “With feelings of gratitude I look back on today’s meeting. During the interview I was under the 

impression that we were strongly connected to one another. Due to your pleasant way of interviewing I 

was inspired to make the best of it. Thank you!”. Therefore, even though VoIP interviews are not 

completely capable of replacing face-to-face communication, it was an extremely valuable alternative. 

At least, I am sure that the respondents felt comfortable enough the speak openly about the interview 

topics.  

Conversely, I am aware of the fact that my assertive and amicable attitude did influence the data 

collection process. For example, sometimes during the interviews I had the feeling that I perfectly 

comprehended all the information the respondents disclosed. However, sometimes in hindsight, I found 

out that I missed out on some essential information as I focused on having a smooth conversation over 

the formulation of critical follow-up question. Therefore, I should have kept more distance in my role 

as researcher. This may have improved the richness of the findings.   

Furthermore, during the research process I encountered difficulties due to my limited knowledge 

on cooperative organizing and the RE sector. As for my limited knowledge, I started to read a lot about 

cooperative organizing in the RE sector. This may have led to the misinterpretation of data and biased 

views. It may have decreased the objectivity of my findings. For example, my interview guide includes 

the question: “Are you under the impression that the position of the RE cooperative in its organizational 

environment has changed over the last few years? If yes, how did it change?” (Appendix A.1., p. 58). 

With this question I may have disclosed my personal view on the topic, which created the risk that 

respondents answered the question in line with my opinion (‘yes, it did change, as …’). It may have 

influenced the outcomes of the study.  



54 
 

Furthermore, I am a big supporter of sustainability maximization, cooperative organizing, and 

reinforcement of the local economy and community by returning locally generated profit to its place of 

origin. In my opinion, the environmental burden of the large energy companies that are in charge, is way 

too high. As a consequence, the objectivity of my findings may have been influenced by my personal 

opinion on sustainability topics. For example, I may have over-emphasized the importance of inter-

source exploration as I created the image of the RE cooperative as an dependent organization that 

encounters difficulties because of resource-constraints. However, inter-source exploration could also be 

comprehended as a negative event, as it incorporates an additional dependency relation.  

Finally, throughout the research process I felt stuck in between the deductive and inductive 

research approach. In hindsight, I acted indecisive on which type of research to adhere to. This may 

have been the result of not being familiar with conducting research. For example, during my Bachelor 

of Laws I did not conduct any research to achieve my Bachelor’s degree. All in all, my indecisive attitude 

influenced this study’s data analysis phase. Even though the utilization of Template Analysis gave me 

all room for being creative, the idea of being obliged to adhere to a more deductive approach restricted 

my creativity. This may have confined the quality/richness of my findings - and caused some delays 

during this research process. However, by reflecting upon this Master’s thesis trajectory I can conclude 

that I developed additional research skills, and most importantly, I was able to grow as a person 

throughout the process. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

A.1. INTERVIEW GUIDE 1 
 

Opstarten interview  

• Welkom heten en bedanken 

• Check geluid & beeld  

• Kort kennis maken 

 

➢ Starten opname  

o Doel: transcriberen + mimiek 

 

Praktische zaken – doorlopen informatieblad 

• Uitleg doel onderzoek 

• Methode: interview (45-60 minuten) 

• Deelname = anoniem en vrijwillig 

➢ Verzoek om toestemming voor het delen van antwoorden met scriptiebegeleider en 2e lezer 

• Termijn bewaren opname (3 maanden) 

• Opsturen transcript – binnen 1 week 

 

➢ Toestemming voor hetgeen besproken 

➢ Bereidheid ondertekenen verklaring 

 

1. Persoonlijke achtergrond 

• Baan (huidige functie/voorgaande functies) 

• Leeftijd  

• Woonplaats  

• Betrokkenheid bij energiecoöperaties (voorheen en huidig) 

 

MICRO  

2. Achtergrond organisatie 

• Oprichting 

• Waar actief? 

• Aantal leden  

• Activiteiten  

• Doel/strategie  

• Drijfveren 

 

3. Organisatiestructuur energiecoöperatie 

• Bestuursleden  

❖ Rol 

❖ Taken en bevoegdheden  

❖ Activiteiten 

❖ Strategie?  

 

• Werkgroepen/projectgroepen 

❖ Rol  

❖ Activiteiten  

 

• Leden/Vrijwilligers 

❖ Rol 

❖ Activiteiten  
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• Overige organen  

 

MESO 

4. Exploitatie en exploratie 

• Welke projecten beheren jullie momenteel? 

• Welke projecten zijn in ontwikkeling? 

• Hoe wordt tijd verdeeld over huidige projecten en nieuwe projecten? (Continue 

tijdsinvestering in nieuwe projecten. Of gebeurt dit stap voor stap?) 

• Hoe zoeken jullie naar nieuwe projecten? 

• Wie neemt het initiatief voor nieuwe projecten? 

• Hoe bepalen jullie welke projecten jullie wel en niet doen/wat maakt een project wel of niet 

interessant? 

• Hoe vergaren jullie nieuwe kennis?  

• Hoe investeren jullie in nieuwe technologieën?  

• Hoe experimenteren jullie? 

• Hoe nemen jullie risico’s? 

• Hoe ontdekken jullie nieuwe mogelijkheden voor nieuwe projecten? 

• Werken jullie samen met andere bedrijven/instellingen? 

 

5. Beïnvloedende factoren  

• Hoe hebben jullie ervaren dat projecten vastlopen? 

• Kunt u factoren aanwijzen waarmee dat mee te maken had? 

 

6. Partners  

• Wie zijn jullie (vaste) samenwerkingspartners? 

• Hoe komt zo’n samenwerking tot stand? 

• Wie spelen verder een belangrijke rol in deze samenwerkingen? 

• Werken jullie samen met Energie Samen Nederland? 

 

MACRO 

Positie energiecoöperaties in het energielandschap 

• Heeft u het idee dat de positie van jullie energiecoöperatie in de afgelopen jaren veranderd is? 

Zo ja, hoe dan? 

• Meer ondersteuning vanuit de gemeenten? 

• Meer ondersteuning vanuit energiebedrijven?  

 

A.2. INTERVIEW GUIDE 2 
Opstarten interview  

• Welkom heten en bedanken 

• Check geluid & beeld  

• Kort kennis maken 

 

➢ Starten opname  

o Doel: transcriberen + mimiek 

 

Praktische zaken – doorlopen informatieblad 

• Uitleg doel onderzoek 

• Methode: interview (45-60 minuten) 

• Deelname = anoniem en vrijwillig 

➢ Verzoek om toestemming voor het delen van antwoorden met scriptiebegeleider en 2e lezer 

• Termijn bewaren opname (3 maanden) 
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• Opsturen transcript – binnen 1 week 

 

➢ Toestemming voor hetgeen besproken 

➢ Bereidheid ondertekenen verklaring 

 

Verdere opbouw interview 

• Energiecoöperaties op individueel niveau 

• De coöperatieve beweging 

• Deze coöperatieve beweging geplaatst in het energieveld.  

 

 

 

1. Persoonlijke achtergrond 

• Baan (huidige functie/voorgaande functies) 

• Leeftijd  

• Woonplaats  

• Betrokkenheid bij energiecoöperaties (voorheen en huidig) 

 

2. Betrokkenheid energiecoöperaties 

• Op wat voor manier bent u in aanraking gekomen met energiecoöperaties? Kunt u me daar 

meer over vertellen? 

• Hebt u enige ervaring binnen lokale energiecoöperaties? 

 

MESO 

3. Exploitatie en exploratie 

• Heeft u op enige wijze ervaren dat energiecoöperaties actief zoeken naar nieuwe 

mogelijkheden voor projectontwikkeling? Zo ja, hoe dan?  

• Hoe zetten energiecoöperaties projecten op? 

• Ziet u hierin bepaalde factoren optreden die zorgen voor procesvertraging? 

• Ziet u hierin bepaalde factoren optreden die zorgen voor procesversnelling? 

• Hoe zorgen energiecoöperaties ervoor dat ze professionaliseren? 

• Hoe komen energiecoöperaties aan hun kennis? Ziet u daarin een trend? 

 

4. Partners  

• Wie zijn jullie (vaste) samenwerkingspartners? 

• Hoe komt zo’n samenwerking tot stand? 

• Wie spelen verder een belangrijke rol in deze samenwerkingen? 

• Werken jullie samen met Energie Samen Nederland? 

 

MACRO 

5. Positie energiecoöperaties in het energielandschap 

• Heeft u het idee dat de positie van de energiecoöperatie in de afgelopen jaren veranderd is? 

Zo ja, hoe dan? 

• Meer ondersteuning vanuit de gemeenten? 

• Meer ondersteuning vanuit energiebedrijven?  

• Heeft u het idee dat energiecoöperaties de duurzame energiesector voornamelijk volgen of dat 

ze hem mede vormen? 
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A.3. A PRIORI THEMES  
 

A priori theme Description 

Democratic decision-making Includes: all codes that refer to the voting (decision-making) process within the General 

Assembly of Members.  

Limited financial resources Includes: issues of having not enough money. 

Limited human resources Includes: issues of having not enough people to get things done; related to time issues, voluntary 

work.  

Organizational ideology  Includes: all codes that refer to the organizational goal of the organization: involving citizens in 

RE; accelerating the energy transition; sustainability maximization.  

Non-profit maximization 

purpose 

Includes: all codes that refer to the organization as being non-profit driven in nature. 

Exploitation 

 

 

Includes: all codes that refer to activities or intentions that are directed at the refinement 

of and aligning current business activities/competences – in order to realize today’s 

business demands. 

- Exploitative 

learning 

Includes: the internal search for and the selection of successful routines; experiential refinement.  

- Continuity 

(exploitative 

adaption) 

Includes: activities that foresee in the maintenance of daily operations; alignment of strategy, 

systems, people, skills, culture and structure; alignment of current activities; convergence, 

incremental change, streamlining business processes; increasing effectiveness of business 

activities; congruence 

- Incremental 

innovation  

Includes: Refinement of existing products/services, efficiency, reducing costs 

Exploration Includes: all codes that refer to activities or intentions that are directed at the exploration 

of new business activities/competences and activities that are performed to adapt to a 

changing environment.  

- Explorative 

learning 

Includes: experimentation with new ways of working, without exactly knowing what benefits it 

will provide; experimentation, play, variation 

- Change  Includes: reorientation, destruction of previous alignment; changing patterns towards a new 

orientation.  

- Radical innovation  Includes: developing fundamentally new products/services 
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A.4. INITIAL TEMPLATE 
I. Organizational factors 

 1.1. Organizational ideology 

  1.1.1. Educational role 

  1.1.2. Societal role 

  1.1.3. Local motive 

 1.2. Democratic organization 

  1.2.1. Democratic decision-making 

  1.2.2.  Accountability board 

 1.3. Limited financial resources 

1.3.1. Financial issues  

1.4. Voluntary organization 

1.4.1. Human resources issues 

• Limited time  

• Limited expertise  

• ‘Volunteer tiredness’  

1.4.2. Commitment of volunteers  

II. Exploitation-Exploration 

1.5. Organizational learning 

1.5.1. Exploitative experiential learning 

1.5.2. Explorative experiential learning  

1.6. Organizational adaptation  

1.6.1. Exploitative adaptation 

1.6.2. Explorative adaptation  

1.7. Organization design 

1.7.1. Structures for exploitation  

1.7.2. Structures for exploration  

1.8. Technological innovation  

1.8.1. Incremental innovation  

1.8.2. Radical innovation 
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A.5. FINAL TEMPLATE 

Organizational factors 
1. Organizational ideology 

1.1. Educational role 

1.2. Societal role 

1.3. Local motive  

1.4. Sustainability maximization purpose 

1.5. Non-profit character 

2. Financial resources 

2.1. Dependent on governmental subsidies 

2.2. Dependent on external parties for explorative activities  

2.3. Financial issues  

3. Voluntary character 

3.1. Dependent on volunteers  

3.2. Commitment of volunteers  

3.3. Human resources issues 

3.3.1. Limited time  

3.3.2. Limited internal expertise  

3.3.3. ‘Volunteer tiredness’  

4. Democratic character 

4.1. Accountability board  

4.2. Democratic decision-making 

4.2.1. Choosing which risks to accept  

Exploitation  
5. Exploitative activities  

5.1. Maintenance of the internal business processes  

5.2. Improvement of the internal business processes  

5.3. Maintenance of technical installations 

5.4. Improvement of technical installations  

5.5. Involving citizens in RE  

5.6. Payment of dividend  

5.7. Supply of RE 

6. Organization design  

6.1. Structures for exploitation  

6.1.1. Board 

6.1.2. Project groups 

6.2. Freedom of commitment  

Exploration 
7. Explorative activities 

7.1. Search for potential projects  

7.2. Research on potential projects  

7.3. Project development  

8. Organization design  

8.1. Structures for exploration  

8.1.1. Board  

8.1.2. Project groups 

8.2. Freedom of commitment  

9. Inter-source exploration 

9.1. Open-source exploration 
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9.2. Inter-organizational exploration  

10. Exploration type 1 

11. Exploration type 2 

Position in the energy field  
12. Legitimization  

12.1. Lobbying within RES-region 

12.2. Prove yourself as organization 

12.3. The benefit of having a professional appearance 

12.4. Organizational ‘likeability’ 
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A.6. INFORMATION SHEET AND FORM OF INFORMED CONSENT 
 

Informatieblad – Exploratieve oriëntatie Energiecoöperaties 

Gegevens onderzoeker: 

Naam:     Eline Bok  

Telefoonnummer:   - 

E-mailadres:   eline.bok@student.ru.nl 

Onderwijsinstelling:  Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen 

 

Nijmegen, 16-07-2020 

 

Geachte heer, mevrouw, 

 

U bent uitgenodigd deel te nemen aan een wetenschappelijk onderzoek ten aanzien van de exploratieve 

oriëntatie van energiecoöperaties in Nederland. Het betreft een bedrijfskundig afstudeeronderzoek in de 

richting van Organisational Design & Development aan de Radboud Universiteit te Nijmegen.  

 

Het onderzoek waarvoor ik uw medewerking heb gevraagd, heeft het volgende onderzoeksdoel: “Het in 

kaart brengen van de exploratieve oriëntatie van Nederlandse energiecoöperaties en de rol die 

organisatorische factoren hierop hebben.” Onder exploratieve oriëntatie wordt onder andere verstaan:  

- De zoektocht naar mogelijkheden voor de ontwikkeling van nieuwe duurzame energieprojecten. 

- Het opdoen van nieuwe kennis ten behoeven van de ontwikkeling van duurzame 

energieprojecten. 

 

Tijdens dit onderzoek zal ik een (video)interview bij u afnemen. Het onderzoek neemt ongeveer 45 tot 

60 minuten in beslag. Dit interview wordt opgenomen en gebruikt om een interview transcript op te 

stellen, dat vervolgens enkel door de onderzoeker beluisterd en/of bekeken wordt. Bij deelname aan dit 

onderzoek heeft u de garantie dat: 

 

1. Uw anonimiteit is gewaarborgd en dat uw antwoorden of gegevens onder geen enkele 

voorwaarde aan derden worden verstrekt, tenzij u hiervoor van tevoren nadrukkelijke 

toestemming verleent.  

2. U zonder opgaaf van redenen kunt weigeren mee te doen aan het onderzoek of uw deelname 

tussentijds kunt afbreken. Ook kunt u achteraf (binnen 24 uur na deelname) uw toestemming 

intrekken voor het gebruik van uw antwoorden of gegevens voor het onderzoek. 

3. De opname van het interview binnen 3 maanden na afloop van het onderzoek wordt verwijderd.  

4. Deelname aan het onderzoek geen noemenswaardige risico’s of ongemakken voor u met zich 

meebrengt. Er vindt geen moedwillige misleiding plaats en u zult niet met expliciet 

aanstootgevend materiaal worden geconfronteerd.  

5. Het interview transcript binnen één week na afname van het interview naar u verzonden wordt. 

Dit geeft u de kans om opmerkingen te plaatsen of vragen te stellen over eventuele 

misopvattingen.  

 

Voor meer informatie over dit onderzoek kunt u te allen tijde contact met mij opnemen. Mijn gegevens 

vindt u bovenaan dit formulier.  

 

Ik hoop u hiermee voldoende te hebben geïnformeerd en dank u bij voorbaat hartelijk voor uw deelname 

aan dit onderzoek, dat voor mij van grote waarde is. 

 

Met vriendelijke groet, 

 

Eline Bok 
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Toestemmingsformulier – Exploratieve oriëntatie Energiecoöperaties [informed consent] 

 

Ik verklaar hierbij op voor mij duidelijke wijze te zijn ingelicht over de aard en methode van het 

onderzoek, zoals uiteengezet op het ‘informatieblad – exploratieve oriëntatie Energiecoöperaties’. Mijn 

vragen zijn naar tevredenheid beantwoord.  

 

• Ik stem geheel vrijwillig in met deelname aan dit onderzoek. Ik behoud daarbij het recht op deze 

instemming weer in te trekken zonder dat ik daarvoor een reden hoef op te geven.  

• Ik besef dat ik op elk moment het interview kan afbreken.  

• Als mijn onderzoeksresultaten gebruikt worden in wetenschappelijke publicaties, of op een 

andere manier openbaar worden gemaakt, dan zal dit volledig geanonimiseerd gebeuren.  

• Mijn persoonsgegevens worden niet door derden ingezien zonder mijn nadrukkelijke 

toestemming.  

• Ik ga akkoord met de opname van het interview. Deze opname wordt door niemand anders 

beluisterd en/of bekeken dan de onderzoeker in kwestie (Eline Bok).  

 

Als ik meer informatie over het onderzoek wil, nu of in de toekomst, dan kan ik me wenden tot Eline 

Bok; eline.bok@student.ru.nl.   

 

 

Naam      Handtekening 

 

 

……………..    ………………….. 

 

 
  

mailto:eline.bok@student.ru.nl
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A.7. RESEARCH JOURNAL FRAGMENTS  
 

27-05 – Memo 2 

• Today I conducted my second interview. This was an interview with [name RP2]. She is 

responsible for the recruitment of new members. Although she’s not part of the board of the 

cooperative, she has an impactful role within the organization. She takes the operational lead 

together with [name]. Therefore she was selected to be included as respondent in this study.   

• While transcribing the interview I became aware that a big part of the interview wasn’t about 

the cooperative and HOW they set up new initiatives: what types of decisions were made? Why 

are these decisions made? Who is the most important for the search for new projects? How do 

they organize the search for new projects? Do they take incremental steps: they first set up a 

project, and incrementally start a second one? Or do they manage big projects and afterwards 

radically start additional big projects? WHY? How come? 

 

02-06 – Memo 3 

• I’m not satisfied about my theoretical framework. It seems that exploration/exploitation does 

not match with practice (at the cooperative). At a cooperative it is not about remaining viable 

and outrunning competition. It is about: how to increase the impact of the cooperative and how 

to accelerate the energy transition process? It is about how and when to start new projects. Can 

this be comprehended as exploitation or exploration? Is there even any exploration in place?  

• I was thinking about reconsidering/erasing/re-writing my theoretical framework: about 

ambidexterity, exploration/exploitation, the upper echelons theory and about the resource 

dependency theory. Since I was struggling how those theories match reality in cooperative 

context. 

• However, my supervisor pointed out that I should think about changing my view on my 

theoretical framework slightly. How does this theoretical framework match the cooperative in 

practice? What does not match, and what does! 

03-06 – Memo 4 

• I think it is time to start analyzing my data at this point. I use the first 2 interviews as a starting 

point. I start analyzing them. By doing this I can ask myself analytical questions such as: what 

do I want to explore/investigate/describe in greater detail? And after this I will be able to ask 

more focused questions during the following interviews. What do I miss? Etc. 

• Moreover, I need to dive deeper into my theoretical framework. At this point, I am not quite 

certain what I am exactly looking for during my interviews. Therefore, I may be missing out 

on some topics. I think the cooperative can be framed in many ways. I could describe the types 

of activities that take place. However, I could make use of innovation (social, technological, 

etc.). 
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APPENDIX B – Chapter 4 
 

B.1. TABLE 4.2. – ORGANIZATIONAL ACTIVITIES – AN ABRACT  

Cooperative & 

source  

Organizational activities 

Cooperative A – 

Document 4 
• Developing, realize and maintain sustainable energy facilities 

• Fund sustainable energy facilities 

• Produce and deliver sustainable energy 

• Realize transport, purchase and utilization of sustainable energy 

• Balance the demand and supply of sustainable energy 

Cooperative B – 

Document 1 
• Build new renewable energy installations and bring those assets to working 

condition for their intended use 

• Purchase and continue already existent energy installations 
Cooperative C – 

Document 3 
• Develop and execute local sustainable energy projects  

• Raise awareness about local generation and utilization of sustainable energy  

• Purchase, sell and deliver sustainable energy 

• Collaborate with-, take a position in-, and give lead to and finance other 

organizational entities with a similar or related goal  

• Stimulate energy reduction 

• Reduce and limit the CO2 emissions 

• Purchase, establish and exploit local sustainable energy and generation 

installations like solar, wind- and water power systems.  

• Stimulation of social cohesion related to the earlier mentioned subjects. 

Cooperative D – 

Document 8 
• Attain, establish and exploit one or more sustainable energy installations  

• Cooperate with other organizations to realize the goal of the cooperative.  

 

B.2. TABLE 4.3. – AN OVERVIEW OF EXPLOITATIVE ACTIVITIES IN 

COOPERATIVE CONTEXT 

 

Cooperative 

& source Quotation Content 

Type of activity 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

burgers betrekken bij de bouw van een windpark of een 

zonnepark. 

Involving citizens in RE  

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

de bevolking bij betrekken. Involving citizens in RE 

Coop B - RP2 een administratieve verhuizing Professionalization/improvemen

t of the internal business 

processes 

Coop B - RP2 Het betrekken van mensen Involving citizens in RE 

Coop B - RP2 Die een standje bemannen ofzo Raising attention for the RE 

Cooperative as organization 

Coop B - RP2 En dat is en communicatie, en projecten en administratie 

en ALV’s 

Maintenance of the internal 

business processes 

Coop B - RP2 verhuisd met al onze leden van het ene administratief 

systeem. 

Professionalization/improvemen

t of the internal business 

processes 

Coop B - RP2 Maar ook projecten, dus alles projecten die nu lopen. Het 

wordt gewoon doorgenomen. Waar staan we.. 

Maintenance of the internal 

business processes 

Coop B - RP2 dus nieuw bestuurslid bijvoorbeeld waarnaar we opzoek 

zijn. 

Maintenance of the internal 

business processes – to fill in 

vacant board positions 
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Coop B - RP2 Afsluit van het financiële jaarboek Maintenance of the internal 

business processes 

Coop B - RP2 lokaal eh.. genoeg draagkracht te creëren Involving citizens in RE 

Coop B - RP2 Dus soms leveren we stroom direct aan de locatie, maar we 

leveren ook aan de omgeving 

Supply of RE  

Coop B - RP2 De stroom die dat oplevert gaan leveren aan de buurten die 

op wijkwarmte over gaan. 

Supply of RE 

Coop C - RP3 twee mensen vanuit de coöperatie zijn gaan praten in de 

wijken. Echt gewoon open gesprekken van dit is wat we 

willen, wat vinden jullie ervan. 

Involving citizens in RE 

Coop C - RP3 Zorg ervoor dat je aantoonbaar van begin af aan de 

bewoners betrekt.  

Involving citizens in RE 

Coop C - RP3 moeten we ook informeren hoor.. de omgeving Involving citizens in RE 

Coop A - RP4 Alleen de eerste keren hebben we uitgekeerd, toen was het 

bijna niks. Toen was het bijna 6000 euro, nou daar doe je 

bijna niks voor. Vorig jaar wilden we uitkeren en toen is 

het fout gegaan, toen mochten we niet uitkeren omdat de 

bank zei dat we te weinig geld in kas hadden.  

Payment of dividend   

Coop A - RP4  En in dat contract staat dat wij windenergie moeten 

opwekken en dat wij een uitkering moeten doen elk jaar. 

Dat betekent dat wij er alles aan doen om het windpark te 

laten draaien, letterlijk technisch.  

Payment of dividend – 

maintenance of the technical 

installations 

Coop A - RP4 Dus we moeten 1 keer per jaar een ALV hebben. Daar 

moet dan de begroting op staan. En eh.. Dat kost wel wat 

tijd. Gelukkig niet zo heel veel.  

Maintenance of the internal 

business processes 

Coop D - 

Document 1  

een invulling van de vacature voor secretaris. Maintenance of the internal 

business processes - to fill in 

vacant board positions 

Coop D - 

Document 1  

[naam] geeft aan de hand van een aantal grafieken een 

toelichting op de resultaten van de energiewinning van de 

waterkrachtcentrale en de zonnepanelen. 

Informing participants on the 

organizations’ results   

Coop D - 

Document 1  

Het waterschap heeft onlangs de conditie van de stuw 

geïnspecteerd. Het beton verkeert in een slechte staat. Ook 

de kleppen functioneren niet zoals het hoort. Het is nog 

onbekend welke acties daar uit voortkomen. 

Maintenance of the technical 

installations 

Coop D - 

Document 1 -  

In januari is onderhoud gepleegd door [naam]. Dit zal ook 

in augustus plaatsvinden. 

Afgezien van de schadereparatie die vorig jaar is 

uitgevoerd is er geen aanleiding om aan te nemen  dat de 

centrale niet goed functioneert. 

Maintenance of the technical 

installations 

Coop D - 

Document 2  

De vergadering is van menig dat de begroting moet 

worden aangepast met de investering voor het 

droogzetschot. Tevens wordt het advies gegeven om een 

investering voor te bereiden voor de  reiniging van het 

rooster. 

Maintenance of the technical 

installations 

Coop D - 

Document  3  

Voor wat betreft de rooster reiniging wil [naam] een 

voorstel uitwerken om met  groepjes van 2 personen 

regelmatig controles uit te voeren en indien nodig en  

mogelijk handmatig reinigingsonderhoud uit te voeren. 

Hiervoor zal gereedschap worden aangeschaft. 

Maintenance of the technical 

installations 

Coop D - 

Document 4  

dividend uit te keren. Payment of dividend   

Coop D - 

Document 4  

In de machinekamer is een logboek aanwezig waarin het 

dagelijkse onderhoud m.b.t. de vervuiling van het rooster 

wordt genoteerd. 

Maintenance of the technical 

installations 

Coop D - 

Document 5  

aanpassing statuten  Professionalization/improvemen

t of the internal business 

processes 
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Coop D - 

Document 5  

Tevens zal er een kascontrole commissie worden ingesteld. Professionalization/improvemen

t of the internal business 

processes 

Coop D - 

Document 5  

De door de coöperatie aangebrachte V-balken 

functioneren, zoals is verwacht. Er komt minder vuil door 

het rooster. Het schoonmaken blijft een arbeidsintensief  

karwei. Mogelijk zal daarvoor in de toekomst geïnvesteerd 

moeten worden om dit mechanisch te kunnen doen. 

Maintenance of the technical 

installations/improvement of the 

technical installations 

Coop D - 

Document 5  

Besloten wordt dit jaar een evenement te organiseren 

waarin kinderen centraal staan. 

Involving citizens in RE 

Coop D - 

Document  6  

Voor het onderhoud is het nieuw geleverde droogzetschot 

geplaatst waardoor eveneens de herstelwerkzaamheden 

n.a.v. de  machinebreuk in november 2017, zijn afgemaakt 

en zijn alle metaaldelen geconserveerd tegen de invloeden 

van het water. 

Maintenance of the technical 

installations 

Coop D - 

Document 7  

Onze Coöperatie zou een substantiële bijdrage kunnen 

leveren aan voorlichting en enthousiasmeren van de 

bevolking. 

Involving citizens in RE 

Coop D - 

Document 7 

het plaatsen en onderhouden van de panelen en overige 

voorzieningen 

Maintenance of the technical 

installations 

Coop B - 

Document 2  

Ze krijgen de kans om dat  aan ons aan te leveren. Na de 

zomervakantie, in september, maken we de rente over. 

Payment of dividend   

Coop B - 

Document 5  

We konden ook nog gebruik maken van een bijdrage van 

het coöperatiefonds van de [naam bank]. Van de 

Gemeente[naam] kreeg [Coop B] subsidie: om 

energiecoöperaties te versterken. Die hebben we gebruikt 

voor de ontwikkeling van 11 nieuwe daken en het 

versterken van de organisatie. 

Professionalization/improvemen

t of the internal business 

processes 

Coop C - 

Document 1  

Heeft de communicatie onder de loep genomen. We 

hebben ons tot nu toe voornamelijk beziggehouden met het 

ondersteunen en zichtbaar maken van bestaande projecten. 

We willen online en offline meer zichtbaar worden en 

meer direct contact met mensen krijgen. 

Professionalization/Improvemen

t of internal business processes  

Coop C - 

Document 1  

Om het communicatieplan en onze nieuwe identiteit vorm 

te geven en praktisch uit te voeren en  meer zichtbaar te 

worden kunnen zeker ook ondersteuning gebruiken. Je 

kunt je melden bij[naam] als je hier aan mee wilt helpen 

via [e-mail] 

Maintenance of internal 

business processes  

Coop C - 

Document 2  

Hij geeft aan zich te  gaan richten op het verbeteren van de 

bedrijfsvoering binnen [naam] en [naam]. 

Professionalization/improvemen

t of the internal business 

processes 

Coop A - 

Document 2  

De balans bewaren en waar nodig de ondersteuning 

uitbreiden of andere keuzes maken wordt een belangrijk 

aandachtpunt voor het komende jaar. Ook zal het bestuur 

zich bezinnen op de manier waarop in zo’n grote 

organisatie het draagvlak bij de leden en donateurs kan 

worden versterkt. 

Balancing cooperative activities 

– improvement of the internal 

support base 

 

B.3. TABLE 4.4. – AN OVERVIEW OF EXPLORATIVE ACTIVITIES IN 

COOPERATIVE CONTEXT 
Cooperative 

& source Quotation Content 

Type of activity  

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

de SDE subsidie toezegging binnengehaald. Zijn de financiële contracten 

getekend. Zijn de contracten met de molenbouwer getekend en is begonnen 

met de bouw van het windpark.  

Project 

development 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

Is het geld bij de leden opgehaald. Om eigenaar te worden van het 

windpark.  

Project 

development 
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Coop A/C - 

RP1 

ledenwerving Project 

development  

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

dingen uit te zoeken. Hè, dus.. Stel nou, er komt iemand met het idee. Hier 

in Nijmegen kan je uh… Met eh.. met diepteboringen uh.. heet water 

aanboren, en daarmee uh.. stadverwarming uh.. uh.. realiseren. Nou, dan 

moet. Dan kijk. Dan kun je natuurlijk, dat is een leuk voorstel, maar dat 

moet wel uitgezocht worden. 

Research on 

potential projects  

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

hoeveel dat kost. Of dat überhaupt waar is. Uh ja.. Hoeveel proefboringen 

moeten er gedaan worden. Nou en eh.. Daar kun je dan uh.. gaan kijken of 

er dan commerciële bedrijven zijn die dat willen. 

Research on 

potential projects – 

Search for 

collaboration 

parties 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

Maar ook of de locatie die je voor ogen hebt geschikt is uh.. hoeveel wind 

daar waait, wat voor soort turbines je daar nodig hebt.  

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

onderzoeken of je financieringsplan op orde is. Project 

development - 

Business case 

development  

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

geld binnen halen Project 

development 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

daar keken wij ook voornamelijk naar mogelijk nieuwe projecten en ideeën Search for 

potential projects 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

nieuwe ideeën verkennen Research on 

potential projects 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

Kijken of het mogelijk is om de stroming van de Waal te gebruiken om 

energie op te wekken of zoiets, 

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

dingen verkennen, Research on 

potential projects 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

misschien kunnen we dat eens verder laten uitzoeken Research on 

potential projects 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

Dus dan ga je kijken wat zijn daar voor plannen, wat zijn daar voor 

mogelijkheden en kunnen we daar een rol bij spelen? 

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

 En die komen dan weer met voorstellen en ideeën. Ja die gaan ook alleen 

maar kranten bekijken, duurzame tijdschriften opslaan. Kijken wat zijn er 

allemaal voor ideeën. 

Search for 

potential projects 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

een nieuw windpark bouwen. Project 

development 

Coop A/C - 

RP1 

leden te werven Project 

development 

Coop B - 

RP2 

Ja, dus als wij zonnepanelen op een school leggen. Dan zoeken wij onze 

nieuwe leden en de mede-investeerders zoeken we dan ook bij de ouders, 

via de ouders de kinderen via die school. Dat we zeggen: iedereen kan 

mede-eigenaar worden van zo’n dak en met ons mee investeren 

Project 

development 

Coop B - 

RP2 

Een campagne Project 

development 

Coop B - 

RP2 

zonnepanelen voor gekocht. Project 

development 

Coop B - 

RP2 

maar dan kijk je naar alle daken om je heen. Je gaat gewoon daken.. 

SP1: ah ja, je ziet mogelijkheden.  

SP2: Ja, waarom liggen ze daar niet. En toen zijn we daar. Dat zijn we 

gaan doen. Dus gewoon vragen.. En mogen wij dat dan doen. 

Search for 

potential projects 

Coop B - 

RP2 

Dat dagelijks aan deuren kloppen en.. En nieuwe wegen bewandelen. Search for 

potential projects 

Coop B - 

RP2 

business case Project 

development 

Coop B - 

RP2 

leden te werven Project 

development 

Coop B - 

RP2 

We zijn in [Regio] ook aan het onderzoeken.  Research on 

potential projects 
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Coop B - 

RP2 

Projectontwikkelen Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

Dan gaan wij natuurlijk gewoon kijken naar de mogelijkheden of wij daar 

een rol in kunnen pakken.  

Search for 

potential projects 

Coop C - 

RP3 

een windproject coöperatief te ontwikkelen Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

een financiering bij een bank moeten vragen of we moeten een 

samenwerking met een ontwikkelaar aangaan 

Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

Maar dingen als subsidies, en eh.. leningen bij de bank. Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

Om überhaupt te kunnen beoordelen of je in aanmerking komt voor een 

SDE-subsidie of een provinciale ontwikkelsubsidie. Dus alles wat je 

eigenlijk tot die tijd doet is eh.. is vrijwilligerswerk. 

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop C - 

RP3 

 En daarnaast hebben we natuurlijk een aantal projecten in de 

voorbereiding zitten 

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop C - 

RP3 

 En dat begint gewoon echt met wandelingetjes maken over het terrein, 

foto’s maken, wat dingen doorrekenen, uh.. Kijken wie er geïnteresseerd 

zou zijn om panelen te kopen of te financieren. 

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop C - 

RP3 

Binnen deze RES (regionale energiestrategie) [locatie] zetten we natuurlijk 

actief in. Ja en wij hebben natuurlijk gewoon onze ogen en oren open. Om 

te kijken van waar gaat het gebeuren, of waar zijn de zoeklocaties op dit 

moment. 

Search for 

potential projects 

Coop C - 

RP3 

De hele voorbereiding van de projecten die ligt dan echt nog steeds wel bij 

de coöperatie. Dus daar zijn er vrijwilligers actief die.. nu bijvoorbeeld een 

groepje mannen die bezig zijn met kijken wat kunnen wij met 

warmtenetten. Moeten we daar iets mee kunnen.  

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop C - 

RP3 

een campagne moet komen van een windpark Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

ontwikkeling en de realisatie van het windpark.  Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

Dus we hebben de business case klaar, we hebben een voorwaardelijke 

vergunning hebben we. Dus dan moet er een definitieve vergunning 

komen, er moet een communicatie campagne komen om mensen nog meer 

te verleiden om zich in te schrijven. En er moet een leverancier gevonden 

worden. Dus dat moet gebeuren. 

Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

Om gewoon eens te kijken: hoe zit dat met afval? Wat kost het om daar 

panelen op te leggen? En hoeveel zijn dat er dan? En zijn er dan bezwaren 

uit de omgeving? Gewoon om eens te kijken of het überhaupt zin heeft om 

daarin te investeren. En als we dat dan tot en met de eerste doorrekening 

op vrijwilligersbasis laten doen. Dan kunnen we op basis daarvan beslissen 

of we een subsidie willen aanvragen. 

Research on 

potential 

projects/Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

 zo’n samenwerking met zo’n waterschap Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

En dat zijn natuurlijk de onderhandelingen die je ook nu met de 

windontwikkelaar voert, van wie draagt de risico’s en wat zijn ze waard. 

Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

Dan moet je weer een nieuwe campagne starten. Moeten opnieuw mensen 

gaan werven 

Project 

development 

Coop C - 

RP3 

 En we hopen er nog meer te krijgen, te ontwikkelen. Project 

development 

Coop A - 

RP4 

 Zij gaan vergunningen aanvragen, die vergunningen worden verleend. 

Leningen worden aangegaan. 

Project 

development 

Coop A - 

RP4 

 Zij hebben letterlijk een molen gekocht. De bank geregeld, dus dat hebben 

zij gedaan in [Stichting W] 

Project 

development 

Coop A - 

RP4 

 En toen dat een feit was, toen had [Stichting W] weer de opdracht om 

letterlijk te bouwen. Zij hadden alles in het werk gezet om de kavels te 

graven, om de molens neer te zetten. 

Project 

development 

Coop A - 

RP4 

En wij als coöperatie zijn natuurlijk opzoek naar uitbreiding. Search for 

potential projects 
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Coop A - 

RP4 

altijd opzoek naar mogelijkheden, Search for 

potential projects 

Coop A - 

RP4 

Dus we moeten samen komen, een aanbesteding moet er komen, een 

aannemer moet er komen, vergunningen moeten aangevraagd worden. 

Project 

development 

Coop A - 

RP4 

Maar wij kunnen natuurlijk ook gewoon met stroom van de coöperatie, 

kunnen wij hier via een warmtebron heel veel warmte maken in het 

warmtenet. Daar denken we ook over na. Nou er zijn ook mensen bij ons 

die nadenken over hier een oplaadpunt maken voor auto’s, elektrische 

auto’s. Dat je daar kunt snelladen. Kijk, dit zijn allemaal wel ideeën die er 

allemaal wel zijn, maar dit is.. Ja.. wanneer.. en hoe.. en of het überhaupt.. 

of er iets anders voorbij komt, dat kan natuurlijk ook nog.  

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop D - 

RP5 

businessmodellen doorrekenen Business case 

development 

Coop D - 

RP5 

Dat zijn natuurlijk hartstikke leuke ideeën en Aquathermie, dat haal ik dan 

weer uit mijn glastuinbouwgebied. Daar heb je de [naam rivier], [naam 

bureau]. Dat is een Jeugdbureau. Heeft uitgeregend voor ons. Dat als je die 

warmte uit die [naam rivier] haalt, dat je dan 25 hectare kassen kunt 

verwarmen. Nou, ik weet wat het kost om die.. Het kost per jaar per 

vierkante meter iets van 5 tot 10 euro. Dus als je met gas enzo, fossiele 

brandstoffen werkt. Dus als je dat nu kunt halen uit die [naam rivier], dan 

zou dat fantastisch zijn. Dus daar hebben we een onderzoeksbureau, dat die 

eens gaat kijken of wij hier uit de [naam rivier] zoiets kunnen halen. Die 

warmte. En dan niet met kassen, want die hebben we niet [lacht]. Maar 

bijvoorbeeld voor woningen. Nou, laat die jongen zich maar even uitleven. 

Dus we.. Ik, heb zelf ook genoeg ideeën, maar nogmaals. De stap van idee 

naar eh.. werkelijkheid, dat is een lastige.  

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop D - 

RP5 

Dus wij moesten vanaf de centrale zien te komen, met een leiding naar het 

hoofdnet. Ons project ligt .. meter vanaf de straat. Dus daar moesten ook 

afspraken mee gemaakt worden. 

Project 

development 

Coop D - 

RP5 

actief zoeken naar iets nieuws. Search for 

potential projects 

Coop D - 

RP5 

 Ik weet niet of ik dat van mezelf mag zeggen, maar ik denk dat ik wel 

degene ben die blijft zoeken naar nieuwe opties, nieuwe openingen, 

nieuwe samenwerkingsvormen, nieuwe partners 

Search for 

potential projects 

Coop D - 

Document 1  

Een van de projectgroepen onderzoekt het onderwerp geothermie.  Research on 

potential projects 

Coop D - 

Document 1   

Op dit moment wordt onderzocht welke subsidie mogelijkheden er zijn 

voor dit project. 

22 Juni volgt er een gesprek met een adviseur van de provincie om de 

subsidie kansen te bespreken. 

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop D - 

Document 1   

 om de mogelijkheden met water te  onderzoeken. Research on 

potential projects 

Coop D - 

Document 5  

Het meest voor de hand liggende is te zoeken naar nieuwe mogelijkheden 

voor een waterkrachtcentrale. In de omgeving zijn er mogelijkheden die 

aan de orde zullen komen. 

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop D - 

Document 7  

In dit gesprek is gebleken dat alleen LT-geothermie zinvol is in onze 

gemeente. Bij aardwarmte wordt onderscheid gemaakt tussen LT, MT en 

HT. Hierbij staat LT voor lage temperatuur tot 40 graden, MT midden 

temperatuur tot 60 graden en HT hoge temperatuur boven 70 graden. 

Aangezien de bodemtemperatuur hoger wordt naarmate je dieper gaat past 

HT bij heel diep, LT bij ondiep en MT er tussenin. Maar welke diepte dat 

is, verschilt als gevolg van de bodemstructuur enorm per locatie. Voor LT 

wordt uitgegaan van 250 tot 750 meter diep.  

Research on 

potential projects 

Coop D - 

Document 7  

De werkgroep Zon is met 3 partijen in gesprek over mogelijke projecten Search for 

potential projects 
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B.4.  TABLE 4.6. – THE RELIANCE ON VOLUNTEERS  

 
Cooperative 

& source  

Quotation content 

A, RP1 “Being a cooperative is inherent to a limited number of resources and time. The board exists of 

volunteers and the members contribute voluntarily.” 

A, 

Document 2 

“In het licht van alle ontwikkelingen en het wegvallen van het bestuurslid communicatie heeft 

het bestuur gedaan wat haalbaar was maar achteraf gezien had het natuurlijk beter en anders 

gekund. Daar zal lering uit  worden getrokken. Het was een ongelukkige samenloop van 

omstandigheden dat met minder bestuursleden, nu nog  vier, veel extra’s gedaan moest 

worden.” 

B, 

Document 5 

“[Cooperative B] is blij met dit aanbod van [naam bedrijf] die [persoon X] een halve dag 

betaalt. En het aanbod van [persoon X], die een halve dag aan salaris inlevert om voor 

[Cooperatie B] te werken.” 

A, 

Document 2 

En gelukkig hebben we dan ook weer leden die zeggen: die nieuwe fase, die trekt mij wel. Ik 

neem dat  stokje over. 

B, 

Document 6 

Vraag: waar heeft [Cooperatie B] het meeste behoefte aan? 

Aan nieuwe projecten, en dus aan ambassadeurs. Mensen als [namen van betrokken personen], 

en vele anderen, die steeds maar weer het verhaal van [Cooperatie B] vertellen. 

B, 

Document 5 

“Tijdens deze ALV danken we alle dakzoekers van afgelopen jaar: leden die in hun buurt daken 

benaderen.” 

C, RP3 Want ja, zeker nu denk ik ja.. Mensen die thuis zijn in dat hele energie opwekken. Die kunnen 

ook bij de ingenieursbureaus aan de bak. Weet je, die zijn.. Dat is geen groep die over straat 

loopt te scharrelen opzoek naar werk. Die zijn gewoon waarschijnlijk aan het werk. Die moeten 

het ook leuk vinden om in zo’n coöperatie actief te zijn. 

C, RP3 “We lopen tegen een dilemma aan. Er komt veel nieuw werk op de coöperatie af. Wat we zien is 

dat in die mix behoefte is aan capabele mensen met een duidelijke link naar de coöperatie, 

waarmee het  bestuur en de coöperatie ook voldoende bekend is. We hebben een prima netwerk, 

maar het is niet  toereikend. Dus de oproep tot vrijwilligheid blijft bestaan.” 

C, RP3 “Nou, de vrijwilligers zijn heel belangrijk in de voorfase, Omdat je eigenlijk in de voorfase niet 

weet wat er gaat lukken en ook geen middelen hebt. Dus je hebt een aantal, dus je hebt gewoon 

een zekere tijd afhankelijk van het project nodig. Om überhaupt te kunnen beoordelen of je in 

aanmerking komt voor een SDE-subsidie of een provinciale ontwikkelsubsidie. Dus alles wat je 

eigenlijk tot die tijd doet is eh.. is vrijwilligerswerk.” 

C, RP3 Dus dat zijn allemaal opties. En die zijn echt heel pril. Dat is echte vrijwilligerstijd die daarin 

zit. Om gewoon eens te kijken: hoe zit dat met afval? Wat kost het om daar panelen op te 

leggen? En hoeveel zijn dat er dan? En zijn er dan bezwaren uit de omgeving? Gewoon om eens 

te kijken of het überhaupt zin heeft om daarin te investeren. 

D, RP5 “I make sure that people learn from it and that they enjoy the work they do, as it all concerns 

voluntary work.” 

D, RP5 Maar hij is niet bevlogen. Hij zal niet. Dingen die hij doet, doet hij hartstikke goed, en hij komt 

ook wel eens met een nieuw idee, maar hij zou niet zelf actief zoeken naar iets nieuws. Nou.. 

[vice-voorzitter].. Die heeft een jong gezin, dus die heeft zijn hoofd ook daar vooral. Die is net 

een nieuwe baan begonnen. Nou, onze communicatie, [naam PR-functionaris]. Die is ook 

hartstikke goed. En die [lacht], die gaat altijd mee in dit soort nieuwe dingen. Dus ik ga 

gemiddeld genomen, voelen we daar zeker voor. Maar ik denk dat ik. Ik weet niet of ik dat van 

mezelf mag zeggen, maar ik denk dat ik wel degene ben die blijft zoeken naar nieuwe opties, 

nieuwe openingen, nieuwe samenwerkingsvormen, nieuwe partners. Ja. Misschien is dat wel 

een typisch iets voor mij [lacht].  

D, RP5 “Mijn filosofie is om te proberen om anderen zover te krijgen dat die het kunstje nu gaan 

uitvoeren. Of is dat egoïstisch, Eline?” 

 

Table 4.6. – The reliance on volunteers  
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B.5.  TABLE 4.7. - LIMITED INTERNAL EXPERTISE AND AVAILABLE TIME  

 

 

B.6.  TABLE 4.8. – PROJECT GROUPS FOR EXPLORATION  

 
Cooperative 

& Data 

source  

Quote Interpretation 

A, Document 

2 

“Daarom is er een taak voor de werkgroep en het bestuur 

om het project zo goed mogelijk uit te denken, de risico’s in 

kaart te brengen en van alternatieven te voorzien. Op die 

manier kan er snel gestart worden zodra er groen licht is.” 

A temporary project group is 

established at cooperative A 

to perform R&D activities for 

an additional solar power 

project.  

A, Document 

2 

“Eén van de dingen die ook beter kon was het meer 

betrekken van de werkgroep Zon. Daar is het bestuur ook 

meteen mee aan de slag gegaan. Zo is er nu een duidelijke 

structuur weggezet met een vast vergaderschema. De 

werkgroep heeft zelf ook punten aangegeven die beter 

konden en er zijn verschillende subgroepen aan de slag 

gegaan om een aantal onderwerpen uit te diepen (met name 

het financiële model en de structuur voor de energiehub).” 

The increasing urgency of the 

improvement of this internal 

exploration function led to a 

more solid (still temporary) 

explorative structure.  

B, Document 6 “Dakzoekers  

Tot slot zijn we altijd op zoek naar nieuwe projecten. Wie 

helpt ons aan nieuwe projecten?  

Wie wil de eerste gesprekken voeren, met dakeigenaren en 

directies? Je kunt gebruik maken van onze 

presentatiematerialen. Zodra je een opening hebt kun je het 

project aan ons overdragen. Maar je kunt ook, samen met 

Freedom of commitment 

leads to dynamic structures 

for exploration. 

Table 4.7 – Limited internal expertise and available time  

Cooperative  & 

source 

Quotation content 

A,  RP1, p. 4 “Gewoon qua buren bij elkaar uit de straat bij elkaar gaan zitten, en dan zeggen, we 

gaan een windpark aanleggen. Uhmm.. dat werkt niet.” 

A,  RP1, p. 11 “We need to hire all types of expertise.” 

C,  RP3, p. 25 “En sommige dingen zijn zo specifiek, dat je.. de kans dat dat soort mensen in de groep 

zitten, is gewoon klein. Dan moet je echt gewoon geld ergens vandaan halen.” 

C,  RP3, p. 31 “En dat is best een puzzel. Want het is niet zo heel makkelijk om goede mensen te 

vinden.” 

D De hoge investeringen, het risico en de gespecialiseerde kennis die voor zo’n boring 

nodig zijn vallen buiten de mogelijkheden van onze Coöperatie. 

-,  RP9, p. 99 “En ik krijg ze nog steeds. Tot en met van mijn manager, want die zit ook in een 

coöperatie. [lacht]. Die heeft gewoon mijn hulp nog nodig [lacht]. Dus dat is één stuk: 

kennis.” 

-,  RP10, p. 107 Vaker zijn bestuursleden niet te zaken kundig. Vaker niet dan wel (naar zijn ervaring). 

-,  RP10, p. 107 Hij benadrukt dat bestuursleden ook vrijwilligers zijn en dat hier een spanningsveld in 

zit. Het gaat om beperkte tijd: bestuursleden zijn vaak senioren, unemployed of hebben 

in het uitzonderlijke geval een hele sterke drive. 

B,  Document 2 Yolanda heeft een drukke baan. Ze heeft altijd moeite moeten doen om bij onze  

vergaderingen te zijn. Maar ze was er wel. Als het werk overliep, was Yolanda er. 

D,  RP5, p. 56 A omdat ik daar geen tijd voor heb, en B, ik zoek ook naar draagvlak binnen de 

coöperatie. Mijn filosofie is om te proberen om anderen zover te krijgen dat die het 

kunstje nu gaan uitvoeren. Of vind je dit egoïstisch Eline? 

D,  RP5, p. 60 Maar ik ben zelf de laatste twee jaar daar niet zo actief in geweest. Misschien zou dat 

wel moeten, maar we kunnen niet alles. 
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ons, het hele traject doorlopen – en een volgend traject zelf 

doen. Heb je interesse? Laat het ons weten.” 

C, RP3, p. 28 “Dus daar zijn er vrijwilligers actief die… nu bijvoorbeeld 

een groepje mannen die bezig zijn met kijken wat kunnen 

wij met warmtenetten. Moeten we daar iets mee kunnen. Of 

vinden we dat dat voor ons te ingewikkeld is.” 

This project group will be 

maintained when the 

organization decides to 

engage in the cooperative 

development of heat 

networks. When that is not 

the case, the project group 

will be terminated. 

C, RP3, p. 30 Dat is echte vrijwilligerstijd die daarin zit. Om gewoon eens 

te kijken: hoe zit dat met afval? Wat kost het om daar 

panelen op te leggen? En hoeveel zijn dat er dan? En zijn 

er dan bezwaren uit de omgeving? Gewoon om eens te 

kijken of het überhaupt zin heeft om daarin te investeren. 

En als we dat dan tot en met de eerste doorrekening op 

vrijwilligersbasis laten doen. Dan kunnen we op basis 

daarvan beslissen of we een subsidie willen aanvragen. En 

als die dan rond komt dan wordt het een professionele 

klus.” 

The detection of 

opportunities is performed in 

punctuated sequence, and 

depends on voluntary 

commitment and 

effectiveness.  

D, RP5, p. 56 Daaruit is voortgevloeid dat we vier werkgroepjes hebben 

gevormd. Een werkgroepje Zon, een werkgroepje Wind, een 

werkgroepje Water. Ik kom nu op 5 merk ik. En een 

werkgroepje aardwarmte. En een werkgroepje.. Ja, 

aquathermie is hetzelfde als water. Een werkgroep 

Waterstof. Dus we hebben uit de coöperatie trekkers 

gevonden die nu aan het onderwerp trekken.  

 

 

B.7. TABLE 4.11. – OPEN-SOURCE EXPLORATION  

Table 4.12. – Open-source exploration 

Cooperative 

& source 

Quotation content Type of 

alternative 

 

A, RP1 SP1: En hoe gingen jullie opzoek naar die nieuwe mogelijkheden?  
SP2: [lacht] 
SP2: ja, die kwamen.. aanwaaien hè [lacht] 
 
SP1: [lacht], ja.. waar vandaan kwamen ze? 
SP2: nou eh.. die komen eh.. die worden dan eh.. die komen gedeeltelijk 

van eh.. van [Projectontwikkelaar P] bijvoorbeeld, van de professionals. 

From project 

developer 

A, RP1 En daar is dus weinig exploratie aan de gang hè.. Daar wordt geen 

R&D gedaan. Als er eh.. eh.. als we nieuwe ideeën verkennen, dan 

komen die meestal van buiten. Die komen niet vanuit de coöperatie.” 

From ‘outside’ 

the organization 

A, RP1 Exploratie, wordt soms ook door gemeentes geïnitieerd. Of door 
bedrijven. Maar eh.. kijk. De gemeente Nijmegen wil dus warmtenetten 
uitbouwen en heeft ook veel gedaan om het bestaande warmtenet 
überhaupt tot stand te laten komen. En dan ga je natuurlijk discussies 
krijgen over eh eh.. als je een idee hebt. Van. Kunnen we daar de 
bevolking bij betrekken. En dan, en dan eh. Dan komt de coöperatie in 
beeld. 

Initiated by the 

municipality or 

via other 

companies 
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B, RP2 En.. Dus het komt nu voor dat via een school een andere school ja.. zich 

min of meer aanmeldt. Dus die zegt van.. kunnen jullie dat ook bij ons 

doen of.. Bijvoorbeeld. Die zei dat we maar eens met jullie moesten 

praten. 

 

Initiated by 

citizens  

B, RP2 Dat was gewoon, zij was ouder van een kind op die school. Dus die 

hebben gewoon gezegd. Van wat eh.. Wat een gigantisch dak. Waarom 

liggen daar geen zonnepanelen. 

Initiated by 

citizens 

C, RP3 Dus het kan eigenlijk overal vandaan komen en dat maakt het eigenlijk 

ook zo leuk. 

From ‘outside’ 

the organization 

C, RP3 Dus er is ook geen standaardroute voor opwekprojecten. Het kan echt 

overal gebeuren. 

From ‘outside’ 

the organization 

C, RP3 

 

En die hebben we eigenlijk.. Die hebben eigenlijk aan ons gevraagd van 

willen jullie daar de lead in nemen. Of niet? En dan gaan we verder 

zoeken. Dus wij zijn daarin hun eerste keus als partij die daar de 

ontwikkeling in gaan vullen. 

Initiated by the 

municipality 

C, RP3 Ik merk dat we via het werken voor het energieloket eigenlijk 

gesprekspartner zijn voor gemeente, als het gaat over verduurzaming. 

En daarmee ontwikkelen wij ons mee met alle ontwikkelingen in dat 

werkveld. Dat dwingt ons om dat ook te doen. Want de gemeente, die 

weten het ook niet. En wij weten het ook niet. Maar wij hebben wel 

mensen en capaciteiten.. En dat.. dat zijn we natuurlijk ook nog steeds 

aan het ontwikkelen. Die mee ontwikkelen en meebewegen met de 

opschaling van die vraag. Want die ontwikkelt zich gewoon. 

 

Initiated by the 

municipality 

C, RP3 Maar er zijn ook locaties waar mensen zelf mee komen. Er is een locatie 

hier vlakbij bij [dorp in de buurt]. Waarvan de eigenaar zegt, ik wil wel 

wat met die grond, maar ik ga het zelf niet doen. Kunnen jullie daar iets 

in betekenen? 

Initiated by 

citizens 

C, RP3 Dus we hebben bijvoorbeeld in [buurt] een club buurtbewoners die een 

oude parkeerplaats die niet meer gebruikt wordt, wil gebruik om een 

zonnepark te bouwen. En die zeggen van ja, we willen wel. Maar we 

hebben niet de administratieve back-office, we hebben geen ervaring 

met de aanvraag van een SDE-subsidie. WE kunnen wel zorgen voor een 

voorlopige vergunning aanvraag en verlening. Willen jullie ons helpen?  

Initiated by 

citizens 

D, RP5 “Gelet op de positieve ervaringen met dit project is in hetzelfde jaar het 

overleg met de gemeente […] op gang gekomen over het realiseren van 

zonnedak projecten.” 

 

Initiated by the 

municipality 

 

B.8.  TABLE 4.12. – INTER-ORGANIZATIONAL EXPLORATION 

Table 4.12 – Inter-organizational exploration 

Cooperative 

& source  

Quotation content 

A, RP4, p. 47 Er is wel een permanent overleg tussen [Stichting W] en ons als coöperatie, bestuur, waarin 

[Foundation W] aangeeft: dit zou kunnen, dit zou kunnen.  

A, Document 

3 

Energiecoöperatie [Cooperative A] and [Foundation W] zijn in gesprek over kansen voor 

innovatie op de [project site] Door via één kabel energie uit wind én zon aan het net te leveren 

maken we ons profiel sterker. Door een slimme regelcomputer toe te voegen kunnen we ons 

stroomaanbod aan het netwerk daarnaast beter sturen. 

A, RP4, p. 41 Dus we zijn nu dus weer inderdaad met [Stichting W]  zonnepanelen aan het maken. Op de 

zelfde manier als toen met de windmolens 
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A, Document 

2 

[Foundation W] onderzoekt of met een  forse batterij energie kan worden opgeslagen. 

B, Document 2 Tot slot maakten we kosten voor onderzoek, wat we deden in samenwerking met Drift. 

B, Document 3 We noemden al het project van [person X]. In samenwerking met Bureau Bareau onderzoekt 

Anne hoe 13.000 woningen gas kunnen winnen uit rioolslib, in combinatie met gft-afval. Met 

elektriciteit, in de vorm van waterstof, kun je de productie verveelvoudigen. We onderzoeken 

of [cooperative B] daar een rol in kan spelen. 

B, Document 5 Samen met de partijen doet [Cooperative B] onderzoek naar een coöperatief alternatief voor   

aardgas. 

B, Document 4 Ook onderzoeken  we of wij als bewoners coöperatieve mede-eigenaren kunnen worden van 

de biovergister, zeg maar de  groengasfabriek, bijvoorbeeld samen met Waternet. 

C, RP3, p. 25 Dus je hebt toch een relatie met een ontwikkelaar. Tenminste, wij hebben die ook voor het 

nieuwe project. 

C, RP3, p. 27 We zoeken bijvoorbeeld samenwerking met.. met projecten. Dus hier in [stad van vestiging] 

heb je het openluchtmuseum. Daar wordt ook gewerkt aan een zonnecarport. Net als 

[stadion]. Dat is een postcoderoos project. En echt door de wijk gedragen. Ja, daar kunnen 

we natuurlijk qua publiciteit heel goed samen in optrekken. 

C, Document 2 [Cooperative C] en [Name energy supplyer] ontwikkelen op dit moment samen een project 

in [city] 

D, RP5, p. 54 Dus die organisatie daar die weet héél veel over dit soort projecten. Ze hadden tot nu toe in 

Nederland geen projecten uitgevoerd, maar in [ander Europees land] bijvoorbeeld wel een 

hele boel. Nou, en zij.. Met hen zijn wij maatjes geworden. Zijn we gaan optrekken en gaan 

afstemmen. 

D, RP5, p. 57 Dus daar hebben we een onderzoeksbureau, dat die eens gaat kijken of wij hier uit de [naam 

rivier] zoiets kunnen halen. Die warmte. En dan niet met kassen, want die hebben we niet 

[lacht]. Maar bijvoorbeeld voor woningen. Nou, laat die jongen zich maar even uitleven. 


