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UNIVERSITY OF STIRLING 

IMPACT Studentships Programme, 2016/17  

Fully Funded Studentship application 

Title of Project:  

Hydraulic fracturing for shale energy in Scotland: is there any potential for compromise 
between energy companies and environmental groups? 

 

Principal Investigator: 

Surname Forename Title School 

Cairney Paul Professor Arts and Humanities 

 

Co-Investigator(s) 

Surname Forename Title School 

Stephan Hannes Dr Arts and Humanities 

    

    

Description of project 

Programme of research.  

The Scottish Government’s core stated purpose is to deliver ‘sustainable economic growth’. 
Hydraulic fracturing (‘fracking’) for shale oil and gas is a key test: the extraction of fossil fuel 
energy may boost economic growth but cause unintended environmental consequences. 
The Government has placed a moratorium on extraction until it gathers more evidence on 
the risks and rewards, gauges public opinion, and explores the potential to negotiate a 
settlement between key actors such as business and environmental groups.  

Our project identifies the potential for compromise by establishing the beliefs of actors and 
their willingness to engage with their competitors. We draw on well-established comparative 
research – using the ‘Advocacy Coalition Framework’ (ACF) - to survey and interview actors. 
We establish their beliefs on issues such as economic and energy policies, and track the 
extent to which they share information with their allies and competitors. We compare the 
results with relevant countries to generate a wider sense of the debate in Scotland (is it 
relatively polarised or consensual?) and lessons for policy development. We focus on the 
idea of a ‘social license’: the need for private companies to engage with local communities to 
generate understanding of their plans, rather than relying on governments to mediate on 
their behalf.  

To aid systematic comparison, we extend well-established methods: 

1. A survey of actors, developed already to establish the beliefs and strategies of UK and 
Swiss groups (initial work to be published in an edited volume and two submitted articles). 
This allows us to reinforce a strong research network with Drs Karin Ingold and Manuel 
Fischer at EAWAG (The Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic Science and Technology) in the 
University of Berne.  

2. Qualitative interviews with actors to further probe their beliefs and strategies.  
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3. Discourse analysis of the fracking debate, drawing on media, social media, and 
government sources of information to show how actors engage. 

4. Academic-practitioner workshops, to bring together actors from interest groups, business, 
government, and the University, to generate new insights based on preliminary academic 
research and explore the potential for compromise.  

Ordinarily, this scale of research would be difficult for one PhD student. However, the 
survey is already established and the methods to analyse discourse have been developed 
by colleagues in our network. This allows the student to ‘hit the ground running’ and focus 
more on the impact potential of research. 

Fit to strategy. The project is relevant to the University’s Centre for Sustainable Practice and 
Living (see box below). It adds value to three key objectives: ‘a sustained, tangible and 
evidenced contribution to addressing societal issues’, 
‘Sustaining  and  enhancing  partnerships  with  policy  makers,  communities  of practice 
and the public, engaging them in the research process’, and ‘Delivering  research-
based  solutions  to  societal  challenges  and  communicating the difference our research 
makes’. 

Benefit to the discipline area within Stirling. The project is central to the research agendas of 
Cairney and Stephan in History and Politics, ties in with Cairney’s international network on 
fracking policy, and enhances Stephan’s interdisciplinary workshops with Gavin Little (Law). 

 

1. This project is not suitable for direct collaborative funding. Hydraulic fracturing/ 
fracking is a sensitive topic, and a formal arrangement with one type of organisation or 
business, such as environmental group or energy company, would preclude 
enthusiastic involvement by the other. The advantage of a Stirling-funded PhD is that 
the University provides some degree of distance from the main actors to provide some 
potential to explore their views and encourage dialogue between them. As such, it can 
be described as a public service, to use the unique position of a University to act as a 
key mediator in research-led debate. 
2. We discussed the proposal with Erik MacEachern, Director of the Centre for 
Sustainable Practice and Living, agreeing that this PhD project provides a way to forge 
important links between the School and the Centre. The project is directly relevant to a 
key part of the Centre’s research agenda: to explore its role as a provider of expert 
knowledge, and duty to engage with the community on topics like the impact of 
fracking on the environment, and ability to generate the kinds of compromise (in many 
issues, including land management) that we identify. We hope that this, and related 
projects, will help us reinforce the University of Stirling’s pivotal role in an international 
network examining the policy implications of academic research. 
 

  

Advertising project outline   

The Scottish Government’s core stated purpose is ‘To focus government and public 
services on creating a more successful country, with opportunities for all of Scotland to 
flourish, through increasing sustainable economic growth’. Hydraulic fracturing 
(‘fracking’) for shale oil and gas is an important and high profile test: the extraction of 
fossil fuel energy may boost economic growth but cause unintended environmental 
consequences. It is a controversial issue, with pro-fracking energy companies 
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competing with environmental groups to set the agenda. Indeed, the issue seems to 
currently be at an impasse. The Government has placed a moratorium on extraction 
until it gathers more evidence on the risks and rewards, gauges public opinion, and 
explores the potential to negotiate a settlement between key actors such as business 
and environmental groups. Yet, at this stage of policy development, there is little 
evidence of public engagement between these groups, far less negotiation and 
compromise. 
Our project identifies the potential for engagement and compromise by establishing the 
beliefs of actors and their willingness to talk with with their competitors. We draw on 
well-established comparative research – using the ‘Advocacy Coalition Framework’ 
(ACF) - to survey and interview actors. We establish their beliefs on issues such as 
economic and energy policies, and track the extent to which they share information with 
their allies and competitors. We compare the results with relevant countries to generate 
a wider sense of the debate in Scotland (is it relatively polarised or consensual?) and 
lessons for policy development. We focus on the idea of a ‘social license’: the need for 
private companies to engage with local communities to generate understanding of their 
plans, rather than relying on governments to mediate on their behalf.  
 
To aid systematic comparison, we extend well-established methods: 
1. A survey of actors, developed already to establish the beliefs and strategies of UK 
and Swiss groups. This allows us to reinforce a strong research network developed with 
Drs Karin Ingold and Manuel Fischer at EAWAG (The Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic 
Science and Technology) in the University of Berne, as part of a wider network of 
scholars comparing policy in the US and Europe.  
2. Qualitative interviews with actors to further probe their beliefs and strategies.  
3. Discourse analysis of the fracking debate, drawing on media, social media, and 
government sources of information to show how actors engage. 
4. Academic-practitioner workshops, to bring together actors from interest groups, 
business, government, and the University, to generate new insights based on 
preliminary academic research and explore the potential for compromise.  
 
The project will be coordinated by Cairney and Stephan in the Division of History and 
Politics, and is of considerable interest to the University’s new Centre for Sustainable 
Practice and Living. The project allows us to provide a sustained, tangible and 
evidenced contribution to societal issues, include  policymakers, practitioner and the 
public in the research process, and help deliver research-based  solutions  to  a major 
societal  challenge. 

 

Approval by Head of School 

Supporting Statement by Head of School Max 500 words: How will this support the 
schools research strategy and research funding plans? 
 
This project will help support all of our main research strategies, including: boosting 
research capacity in our areas of distinctive excellence (we have demonstrable 
interdisciplinary expertise in the study of policy and energy); supporting improved 
performance in research income (this studentship will be a platform for future bids); 
and, increasing the profile of our research excellence (it will increase the School’s and 
University’s national and international presence, and help exploit further an important 
international network of which Cairney plays a central role). In particular, it will 
enhance our ability to make a direct impact on policy debate, by enhancing our 
partnerships with policymakers and key practitioners, and public debate, by informing 
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the public about the nature and importance of these issues. The project also relates 
directly to the research agendas of three university Centres: the Centre for 
Environmental History, Heritage and Policy and the Centre for Scottish Land Futures. 
Cairney and Stephan have discussed this project with the director of the University’s 
Centre for Sustainable Practice and Living, Erik MacEachern, and it has his full 
support.  It will tie directly to a complementary project on community engagement, 
funded by SEPA, coordinated by the Centre, and fulfilled by the Division of History 
and Politics (conducted by Emily St Denny, and overseen by Cairney and 
MacEachern).  
 

 

I confirm that this proposal has my full support and that, in the event that it is selected by 
the University, the School will provide the supervision and other support required to 
undertake the project as set out above.  Any required ethical approval will be secured 
before the project commences, and any necessary resources over and above those 
provided by the University and the collaborating company will be met by the School. 

Signed:  

Name: Professor Richard Oram 

Head of the School of: Arts and Humanities 

For proposals which involve more than one School, each Head of School must sign the 
proposal. 

 


