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Abstract
Citizen participation is key to learn of actors’ lived experiences for the design of just energy policies.
Manymembers of society, however, experience barriers to participation. As a result, the injustices they
experience are likely to remain hidden frompublic decision-making processes. This paper applies the
‘hiddenmorality’ framework to a case study ofmigrants with a low socio-economic status (SES) in the
Dutch city of TheHague. Through the analysis of 15 policy documents and 26 semi-structured
interviewswithmigrants in a low-SES neighbourhood, this paper uncovers hidden injustices and the
societalmechanisms forming barriers to participation. Simultaneously, the case study is used to test
the conceptual framework. The study reveals that the interviewed low-SESmigrants were not only
considerably prevented from expressing their perceived injustices in decision-making, but were also
unaware that theywere subject to several procedural injustices.We identify threemain barriers
withholding low-SESmigrants fromparticipating in decision-making: unfamiliarity with (Dutch)
democratic institutions and of their rights as citizens; language barriers; andweak social ties in their
neighbourhoods.We conclude that the hiddenmorality framework proves useful for revealing
injustices and barriers to participation that would otherwise run the risk of remaining hidden from
scholars and policymakers.

1. Introduction

The transition to sustainable forms of energy production and consumption requires far-reaching
transformations that tend to disproportionally impact themost vulnerable andmarginalised actors in society
(Sovacool andDworkin 2015, Faber 2017,Wood andRoelich 2019). Energy justice scholars recognise the need
to study the injustices experienced by suchmarginalised groups and tofindways of taking their lived experiences
into account in decision-making, in order to createmore just energy transitions (Jenkins et al 2021). Political
participation ofmarginalised people is key to learn of their lived experiences. However, participatory processes
are often the domain of the social elite, with diverse societal groups being overlooked and excluded
(Hendriks 2010, Chilvers and Longhurst 2016, Pallett et al 2019). Especially those people with a low socio-
economic status (SES) experience difficulty in participating (Verba et al 1978,Hooghe et al 2015). As a result, the
injustices they experience are likely to remain hidden frompublic decision-making processes, while energy
projects and policiesmight be developed that are unacceptable or outright harmful to them,worsening their
marginalisation (Temper et al 2020).While feelings of exclusion and perceptions of injustice are often reasons
for actors to protest policy decisions (Pesch et al 2017, Cuppen 2018), people with a lower SES are less likely to
share their perspectives in such away (Caínzos andVoces 2010,Hooghe andMarien 2013).

To learn of the injustices of low-SES people and othermarginalised groups, scholars and policymakers aim
to develop increasinglymore inclusive forms of participatory governance processes (Hendriks 2010,
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Gjørtler Elkjær et al 2021, Suboticki et al 2023). The underlying assumption is that actors will be enabled to
express themselves in such processes. However, as options for political participation increase, the voices of low-
SES people tend to become even less visible. New options for participation are consistently captured by
privilegedmembers of society (Kern andHooghe 2018). For low-SES actors, such channels of participation
often prove to be inaccessible, or are completely unknown to them (Honneth 1995,Hooghe et al 2015, Kern and
Hooghe 2018). Paradoxically, by trying to uncover and address injustices through the increase of options for
participation, injusticesmay in fact be reinforced.

In this paper, we apply and simultaneously test the ‘hiddenmorality framework’ (vanUffelen and ten
Caat, Forthcoming) to explore injustices experienced by low-SES people and the reasonswhy these remain
hidden fromparticipatory decision-making processes. Based on thework of philosopher AxelHonneth (1995),
vanUffelen and tenCaat (Forthcoming) developed this framework to allow for uncovering hidden injustices
and for assessing the extent towhich harms are rendered invisible to both policymakers and to the actors
themselves. Simultaneously, the framework aims to improve the understanding of the societalmechanisms that
cause people to be unaware of the injustices they are subject to and of thosemechanisms that bar people from
expressing their perceived injustices in decision-making processes.

We apply the hiddenmorality framework to a case study on the experience of low-SESmigrants in the heat
transition in theDutch city of TheHague. The case specifically focuses on the neighbourhood ofMoerwijk,
which is the neighbourhoodwith the highest share of low-SESmigrants in TheHague (Municipality of The
Hague 2021a, n.d., n.d.; StatisticsNetherlands 2022a). This case is particularly relevant, as the combination of a
low SES and amigratory background is found tomake people in theNetherlands especially likely to encounter
barriers to political participation (Kranendonk andVermeulen 2019, StatisticsNetherlands 2017 2022b). At the
same time, however, theDutch national government aims for all citizens to be involved closely in the heat
transition as it will affect people’s living conditions through changing theway people heat their homes, cook and
produce hot tapwater.Municipalities responsible for implementing the transition, struggle with including the
needs of low-SESmigrants in their heat transition policies (Odekerken et al 2021), something also of concern to
themunicipality of TheHague (Municipality of TheHague 2016 2021b). In addition, themunicipality of The
Hague, togetherwith othermajor local stakeholders, has outlined in several policies howmunicipal projects and
the heat transition in particular should be organised in order for such projects to be considered just. These
policies stipulate how citizens should be involved in the heat transition, how citizens can be impacted by the
transition and how they should benefit from it.

We use this case studyfirstly to analyse themechanisms that prevent low-SESmigrants from sharing their
perceived injustices in participatory processes and that cause them to be unable to perceive other injustices they
were unknowingly subject to. To do so, we secondly use the case study to uncover some of the hidden injustices
experienced by low-SESmigrants in TheHague.We do this by analysingwhat people themselves perceive to be
unjust, and compare the lived experiences of low-SESmigrants to the (implicit) justice goals set by the
municipality in their policy documents. This comparison allows for studying situations that people do not
perceive as being unjust butwhich are unjust according to themunicipal goals. Thirdly, andmost importantly,
the case study serves as away to test the conceptual framework developed by vanUffelen and tenCaat
(Forthcoming) through an empirical study, to pinpoint and address several conceptual andmethodological
challenges in (the application of) the hiddenmorality framework.Our central research question in this studywas
therefore:Howdoes theHiddenMorality framework aid in identifying hidden injustices and the societalmechanisms
that hide these injustices among low-SESmigrants in the heat transition of TheHague?This questionwas split up in
sub-questions in linewith the research objectives: (1)What are the goals for a just heat transition according to the
policies of themunicipality and the housing corporations?; (2)Which injustices were the low-SESmigrants subject to,
both from their own perspective as well as according to the justice goals of themunicipality and housing corporations?;
(3)Which barriers did low-SESmigrants encounter in resolving their injustices?

In the next section, we discuss the energy justice concept and the hiddenmorality framework (vanUffelen
and tenCaat, Forthcoming). Section 3 describes themethodology. Section 4 presents the results of the case
study. Section 5 interprets the results and discusses their implications for the use of the concept of hidden
morality in energy justice research. The sixth and final section presents concluding remarks, policy implications
and further avenues of research.

2. Theoretical framework

This paper uses the framework of hiddenmorality (vanUffelen and tenCaat, Forthcoming) to studywhether
low-SESmigrants are subject to injustices and themechanisms throughwhich these remain hidden. The energy
justice frameworkwill be used to help categorise the types of injustices they faced and perceived.
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2.1. Energy justice
Researchers in thefield of energy justice are concernedwith revealing and reducing social injustices in energy
policy and energy production, transportation and consumption systems, inorder to grant every individual fair
access to safe, affordable and sustainable energy (McCauley et al2013,Heffron andMcCauley 2017, Jenkins et al
2016 2021). Energy justice scholars investigate towhat extent energy systems are unjust, andwhat causes these
injustices (Sovacool et al 2017).Most commonly, they use an energy justice framework basedon three core tenets:
distributive, procedural and recognition justice (McCauley et al 2013, Jenkins et al2016 2021, Levenda et al2021).

The exact definitions of the three tenets tend to differ slightly among researchers.Often, scholars define these in
normativeways, stating that burdens andbenefits shouldbedistributed equally, or that procedures shouldbe
inclusive and transparent (vanUffelen et al2024). Such an idea ofwhat justice shouldbe is not necessarily shared
with other scholars, let alonewith societal actors.Wood (2023) andHoffman et al (2021)point out that energy
justice scholars employ awide variety ofmoral principles to draw conclusions regarding justice, withmany failing
to explicate themoral basis of their conclusions. Societal actors also hold their own ideas ofwhat justice shouldbe,
basedon their ownmoral frameworks. These ideas could conflict with thedominantmoral framework in society.
This could lead the dominant structures in society to dismiss the perceived injustices of such actors, thereby hiding
these injustices. As such, applying themoral frameworks of energy justice fromeither scholarshipor society to the
analysis in this paperwould run the risk of inducing further issues of hiddenmorality.

In this study,we therefore avoid todefine the three tenets in a normativeway, instead allowing actors to
formulate their own ideas ofwhat justice should look like, andwhat injusticewouldbe. In our empirical analysis,
wedo still categorise actors’ expressions of (in)justice according to the three tenets, whichwe therefore aim to
define in as neutral away as possible.Wedefine distributive justice as theways inwhich benefits and burdens are
distributed overmembers of society, generations, locations or otherwise (without statingwhat distribution is just).
Procedural justice relates to perceived injustices indecision-making procedures. Recognition justice refers to the
inclusionof actors’perspectives andneeds basedon their (1) emotional attachments to others (love); (2) equal
treatment under the law; (3) appreciation of their contributions to society (status order) (vanUffelen 2022).

2.2.Hiddenmorality
The tenets of energy justice are a useful tool for analysing and understandingwhat the injustices in energy
systems are like, for notifying policymakers of injustices resulting from existing energy policies, and for
educating these policymakers on how to designmore just policies (Jenkins et al 2020). The framework does not,
however, allow for discussion on injustices that remain unresolved and hidden fromboth decision-making
processes and from the victims themselves, and neither does it enable the systematic study of the societal
mechanisms that are responsible for hiding these injustices. Both vanUffelen and tenCaat (Forthcoming) and
this paper therefore work on the hiddenmorality framework tofill this gap.

The framework of hiddenmorality draws onwork byAxelHonneth (Honneth 1995, vanUffelen and ten
Caat, Forthcoming). Honneth posits that actors could be suppressed in expressing their perceived injustices
through a large variety ofmechanisms, the exact workings of which differ per society (Honneth 1995). This is
often not a deliberate suppression. Rather, it is the result of the organisation of society which privileges some
people over others—which could, of course, have deliberately been designed in such away. Elites shape societal
institutions to alignwith their needs, which could lead to the (active) exclusion of the cultures and traditional
forms of expression of other actors (Pavanelli et al 2023).

Whereas the issues of hiddenmorality are not unique to the energy transition but a possible part of any
decision-making process, this paper and vanUffelen and tenCaat (Forthcoming) show the relevance of this
theory to energy justice scholarship and energy policymaking. VanUffelen and tenCaat (Forthcoming)
distinguished between six levels of suppression. These are visualised infigure 1 as a ladderwith six steps, leading
froma situation of injustice to justice. If someone is subject to an injustice, the first step to take is towards the
conscious experience of that injustice. Actors can be unaware of the injustices they are subject to. This can result
from a harmed relation-to-self: because of the dominant norms and perspectives in society, actorsmight not
think that they deserve to be treated differently and thereby not feel negatively about their current situation.

Actors who do perceive injustices can still be unable to take the second step and express those feelings. An
inability to express oneself can originate from a lack of proper words to do so (resulting from the dominant
language system), taboos or other cognitive, physical and cultural barriers. To reach the necessary change to
improve the unjust situation, actors could engage in collective action to gather support for their feelings.
Collective action does not automatically translate into the public uptake of the discussion on the expressed
injustices into public discourse. This fourth step could, for example, demand significant financial resources.
Actors’ claims could also be dismissed or even ridiculed, a formof testimonial injustice (Fricker 2007).

At some point, it is necessary for actors perceiving an injustice to reformulate their negative feelings into
positive claims for justice (positive reformulation). Feelings of injustice start as a negative emotion towards a
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situation (Honneth 1995). An idea that something is wrong and, perhaps, why it is wrong. It can be hard,
however, to claimhow a situation should change in order to become just. Itmight be unclear what the right
course of action is to solve an injustice and finding a feasible solution requires a thorough understanding of the
mechanisms behind the injustice. Actors can take this step at differentmoments. Once actors have expressed
their feelings of injustice, theymight immediately have a clear idea of what should change and how.However,
solutions to particularly complicated situationsmight only be found after collective organisation or through
discussion in public discourse.

Serious uptake of positively formulated ideas of justice in public discoursemight still not result in social
change towards a just situation. Conflicting societal interests, for example, could lead to a decision inwhich the
currently unjust situation ismaintained to retain the position of others. Despite all previous steps taken by actors
experiencing an injustice, the injustice will then remain. VanUffelen and tenCaat (Forthcoming) have
elaborated further upon the barriers thatmight exist in taking each of the steps.

3.Methodology

This paper used a case study in TheHague to apply and test the hiddenmorality framework.We answered the
first sub-question to ourmain research question—on policy goals for a just heat transition—through a policy

Figure 1.The six steps on the ladder of hiddenmorality. Adapted fromvanUffelen and tenCaat (Forthcoming).
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document analysis. In addition, we conducted interviews with low-SESmigrants to identify the injustices they
perceived in the case study (sub-question 2) and the barriers they encounteredwhen trying to resolve these
perceived issues (sub-question 3). Finally, a comparison between the policy goals and the interview data
highlighted circumstances that were unjust according to the policies, but that the interviewees did not perceive
as such (sub-question 2).

3.1. Case: the heat transition inMoerwijk
The transition away fromnatural gas directly impacts theways of living ofDutch households. People’s homes
need a variety of new systems to replace gas that instead run on electricity or are suitable for district heating. This
means new electrical stove tops, new heating systems and newwater heaters. To retain similar levels of comfort
compared to the natural gas system,most homes require significantly improved insulation (Scholte et al 2020).
In TheHague, andmany otherDutch cities, people with a low SES andmigratory backgroundmainly live in
social housing. These properties are owned by housing corporations. Housing corporations are therefore
responsible for the necessary improvements to the homes ofmost low-SESmigrants.Municipalities are required
tomake heat transition plans on the neighbourhood level. This paper studies the neighbourhoodwith the
highest share of low-SESmigrants in TheHague:Moerwijk (Municipality of TheHague 2021a, n.d., n.d.;
StatisticsNetherlands 2022a). Themajority of inhabitants in this neighbourhood has amigratory background
(79.0% in total, 62.5%non-western) or earn a low income (69.7%), with 47.2%of the population being low
educated (StatisticsNetherlands 2022a;Municipality of TheHague 2021a, 2023a, 2023b).

At the time of research (in the Spring of 2022), the heat transition in TheHaguewas in its starting phase. This
meant that generalmunicipal-level planswere being drafted andmade available to the public for citizen
feedback (Municipality of TheHague 2022a, 2022b). Themunicipality organised five consultationmeetings for
this purpose (Municipality of TheHague 2022a). Low-SESmigrants did not participate in these consultation
meetings (ownobservation) andmunicipal policymakersmentioned that low-SESmigrants were alsomissing
in other participatory processes for the heat transition.1 For each neighbourhood in theNetherlands, the
responsiblemunicipality shouldwork together with inhabitants and other stakeholders to decide on the best
transition strategy. Dutch governments wish for such active participation of asmany people as possible, not
merely because the success of the heat transition depends on public support, but also to avoid the possible
negative effects limited participationmight have for the citizens themselves (Scholte et al 2020). The heat
transition runs the risk of increasing the share of energy poorDutch households by 33%by 2030, especially
among thosewho are already in an economically precarious position (Middlemiss et al 2020, Berkel et al 2021).
In addition, the heat transition requires drasticmodifications to people’s homes, including an extensive upgrade
of the insulation, new cooking equipment and a change in the heating source for hot tapwater and central
heating. These changes could impact liveability and health, especially among people with amigratory
background and culturally specific ways of heating and cooking, as they are often improperly involved by local
governments (Asmoredjo et al 2019,Odekerken et al 2021).

Simultaneously to this drafting of plans, housing corporations started renovating and insulating homes in
several neighbourhoods in preparation for new,more sustainable heating technologies (Municipality of The
Hague 2019a 2021c). InMoerwijk, homeswere being prepared for the implementation of district heating using
geothermal heat and residual heat from the Rotterdamharbour industrial cluster. This heating solution should
be in use before 2030 (Municipality of TheHague 2022b). Researchmainly focused on one active and one
finished renovation project from two different social housing corporations. Similar to 90%of the houses in
Moerwijk (StatisticsNetherlands 2022c), these specific homeswere heated using natural gas-powered central
heating boilers and used natural gas for cooking. As an in-between step towards district heating, the finished
project introduced individual heat pumps and electric cooking to the homes, whereas the active project
concerned a complete reworking of home insulation.

3.2. Analysis of policy documents
Themunicipality and housing corporations established certain justice goals for the heat transition through their
formulation of guidelines and aims for the role of and engagement with citizens. To analyse these (often implicit)
goals, thefirst author studied a total of 15 policy documents of themunicipality and of the three housing
corporations owning the largest share of homes inMoerwijk: Vestia, HaagWonen and Staedion. These
documents concerned the heat transition policies, approaches to participatory processes and agreements
between themunicipality and housing corporations that were in effect at the time of research or that were
referred to in themost recent policy documents as being the foundation for those policy documents (table 1).
The documents were coded by hand, using the three tenets of energy justice as defined in section 2.2.We

4
Thefirst author was present at thefive consultationmeetings and separately spoke to themunicipalManagerHeat Transition,Manager

Energy Transition Strategy and theCommunications Advisor in April 2022.
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analysedwhether paragraphsmentioned howburdens and benefits should be distributed, how citizens should
be included in fair procedures or how the recognition of (groups of) citizens should be ensured.We
subsequently qualitatively compared the coded paragraphs per tenet, fromwhichwe derived the approaches to
distributive, procedural, and recognition justice.

The justice goals were used to identify where interviewees did not perceive injustices butwhere their lived
experiences deviated from themunicipal justice goals.We interpreted these as not-experienced injustices in
accordancewith the hiddenmorality framework. This process did not allow us to identify all possible not-
experienced injustices, as, for example, an assessment of heat transition effects on energy poverty would have
required insight into interviewees’ household budget in addition to the interviews. However, this papermainly
aimed to identify the barriers people encountered in addressing injustices instead of the exhaustive list of
injustices theywere subject to.

3.3. Semi-structured interviews
Touncover low-SESmigrants’ expressed andnot-experienced injustices in the heat transition, the first author
conducted 26 semi-structured interviewswith people of varyingmigratory backgrounds living inMoerwijk. For
interviewee selection, we confined the research area to social housing complexes inMoerwijk. This aided in
ensuring that interviewees were low-SESmigrants. Additionally, before the interviews, the first author asked two
verifying questions about people’s level of education and ability to pay their energy expenses. After 26 interviews,
we found that the point of saturation had been reached and no new results were obtained. Interviewees were
identified in threeways: by visiting three events organised by local neighbourhood initiatives, where people were
invited to be interviewed at a later date; by going door-to-door in social housing complexes that had been
renovatedwithin the last two years; and by visiting a party organised by a housing corporation to celebrate the
completion of a renovation project, where people were interviewed on the spot. Before door-to-door interviews,
thefirst author hand-delivered notifications to each home. The interviewer explained the contents of the
interview and purpose of the research and obtainedwritten consent from the interviewees before starting the
interviews. 17 of the interviewees lived in homes part of the two renovation projects. In addition, 9 interviews
were conductedwith people living elsewhere inMoerwijk, to ensure that the results were not unique to the
renovation projects. Interviewees were not asked their region of origin, but independently indicated roughly

Table 1.Overview of analysed policy documents.

Policy topic Document Year Description of contents

Heat transition Implementation PlanBouwlust/

Vrederust

2018 Policy plan for heat transition pilots in a different

neighbourhood, referred to in later documents for

its details on citizen participation.

Energy Transition Plan 2018 Original policy for all parts of the energy transition in

TheHague, setting the foundations for later policy.

TheHague Framework Policy on

Sustainability

2019 Policy document that set the basis formunicipal sus-

tainability policy in the period 2018–2022.

City Energy Plan 2021 Policy that elaborated on the energy transition policy

first described in the Framework Policy.

TransitionVisionHeat 2022 Described the planned implementation of the heat

transition on a neighbourhood level.

Public participation Participation RegulationTheHague 2012 Foundational policy for citizen participation in

policymaking.

Action PlanCitizen Participation 2016 First additions to Participation Regulation to improve

citizen participation.

Vitalisation Plan forDemocracy in The

Hague

2021 Most recent addition to the Participation Regulation.

Housing

corporations

FrameworkAgreementHousing 2019 Agreement between themunicipality, housing cor-

porations and tenant organisations on social hous-

ing, including goals on the heat transition and

citizen participation.

General Conditions for tenants of the

housing corporationsHaagWonen,

Staedion andVestia

2014,

2016,

2021

Explained the options for tenant participation in

decisionsmade by the corporations, and in general

the rights and duties of tenant and corporation in

respect to each other.

Business Plans of Vestia, Staedion and

HaagWonen

2018,

2020,

2021

Outlined, among other topics, the goals of the cor-

porations in the heat transition and related renova-

tions, and how tenants should be involved in and

impacted by these.
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their area of origin during the interviews, except for the 3 second-generationmigrants who only indicated that
theywere second-generationmigrants (table 2). The interviews were conducted fromApril to June 2022.

The diversity of nationalities inMoerwijk posed amethodological challenge. Interviews were conducted in
eitherDutch or English as thefirst authorwas proficient in these languages.However,most interviewees’ native
languageswere different and theywere still in the process of learningDutch. To accommodate the interviewees,
and to overcome any possible language barriers, the first author provided all necessarymaterials for the
interviews inDutch, English and—throughmachine translation—also in Turkish, Arabic, Polish andBulgarian.
Thesewere the dominant languages in the sixmain regions of origin ofmigrants inMoerwijk (Kennisplatform
Inclusief Samenleven 2021).Wemade these translations for the pre-prepared questions, door-to-door
notifications and additional explanatorymaterial that explained details about the heat transition. These
translatedmaterials were used only in case of otherwise insurmountablemisunderstandings between
interviewer and interviewee.

The interview questions (Appendix A) concerned interviewees’ opinion on, knowledge of, and ability to
participate in: their current housing and heating situation and the renovations; themunicipal heat transition
plans; and relationswith their neighbours and housing corporations. Specific questionswere based on the six
steps on the ladder of hiddenmorality (figure 1).Marques et al’s (2015) case study on perceived justice of dam
construction projects and a report of theDutch government on public support for the heat transition (Scholte
et al 2020) provided further useful input for the design of the questions. In case of the renovations to homes,
interviewees were for example asked if they had been familiar with these plans before the start of the renovations,
how andwhy they participated (or did not participate) in decision-making on these renovations, what their
opinionwas on the decision-making process, what their opinionwas on the renovations andwhether their needs
were taken into account, and—if interviewees expressed negative opinions—howdecision-making or
renovations could have been improved, andwhich steps the interviewees had already taken to address their
concerns. The interviewswere semi-structured to allow us to focus on those aspects and issuesmost relevant to
the lived experience of the interviewees, without having to discuss interviewees’ action at length if they had not
taken any action, and allowing them to discuss issues we had not thought of when designing the questions.

The additional explanatorymaterial used during the interviews consisted of an easy-to-understand
explanation of themunicipal heat transition plans, and a visual explaining the possible changes to a home. The
visual consisted of examples of devices and objects that could be installed in the home of an interviewee as part of
themunicipal heat transition plans. The aimof this visual was to overcome language barriers and for the
interviewees to understandwhichmeasures were part of the heat transition.

Table 2.Region of origin and generation ofmigrants as indicated by
interviewees.

Indicated generation and region of origin

Number of

interviewees

First generationmigrants 23

Ofwhich:

– Turkey 7

– Suriname 5

– Iran 2

– CaboVerde 1

– Eastern Europe 1

– FormerDutchCaribbean 1

– Kurdistan 1

– Libya 1

– Sierra Leone 1

– Syria 1

– Other country inAfrica 2

Second-generationmigrants (no further
specification in region)

3
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17 out of the 26 interviews were recorded. 9 could not be recorded because interviewees did not agree to a
recording or because the interview setting did not allow for a recording, whichwas the case for interviews during
the party celebrating the completion of renovations. In those cases, the first author took notes.

3.4. Interview data analysis
Thefirst author transcribed the interview recordings and coded these at the sentence level using theATLAS.ti
software. In case a recordingwas not available, the interview notes werewritten out and coded. The first author
deductively developed a codebook (table 3) based on the steps of hiddenmorality, and the three tenets of energy
justice. Thefirst two code groups (Injustices not experienced andExpression) referred to the (perceived) injustices,
and to thefirst two steps of the hiddenmorality framework. These code groupswere used to code the instances
when interviewees were unaware of an injustice orwhere they expressed a perceived injustice, respectively. To
further structure the analysis of these injustices, codes in these two code groupswere categorised per tenet of
energy justice (recognition, procedural and distributive).We used the inverse of themunicipal and housing
corporation justice goals—as found through the policy analysis and discussed in section 4.1—to define the codes
for Injustices not experienced. The other four code groups (Collective action,Positive reformulation, Public uptake
and Social change) referred to the four remaining steps of the hiddenmorality framework andwere thus used to
analyse the ability of the interviewees to address the injustices they had expressed. This codebookwas tested on
thefirst ten interviews for adding and removing codes inductively. In this testing round, the first author paid
particular attention to the barriers interviewees encountered in experiencing or addressing (perceived)
injustices. The resulting codes are presented in section 4.

4. Results

This sectionwillfirst detail the justice goals in the heat transition as defined by themunicipality and housing
corporations. These are then compared to the interview data tofind the injustices that interviewees could not
experience or not express. Thereafter follow those injustices that interviewees did express, after whichwewill
describe interviewees’ ability to positively reformulate their claims. Thefinal part will detail the collective action
interviewees took, and study their influence on public discourse and social change.

4.1. Policy goals for a just heat transition
The justice goals of themunicipality and housing corporationswere analysed per tenet of energy justice. The
findings in this section informed codes for Injustices not experienced in table 3.

4.1.1. Procedural justice

4.1.1.1. Open and accessible participation
Themunicipality and housing corporations state that participatory processes and public support are crucial for a
just heat transition and therefore providemost details on procedural justice. They see the heat transition as a
bottom-up process, inwhich plans are drawn up together with citizens (Municipality of The
Hague 2016, 2019b, 2022b). Tenants of housing corporations should receive the possibility to share their own
ideas for improving the sustainability of their homes, and to adapt the plansmade by housing corporations tofit
the needs andwishes of the tenants (Municipality of TheHague 2019a). Decision-making should therefore be
open and accessible (Vestia 2018, Staedion 2020,HaagWonen 2021).

4.1.1.2. Accessible and transparent information provision
In order for participation to succeed, themunicipality finds transparency, clear information dissemination and
accessible information sources a necessity (Municipality of TheHague 2016, 2019b). Both themunicipality and
the housing corporations should activelymake citizens aware of what the heat transition is, andwhat its use,
urgency and goals are (Municipality of TheHague 2018a, 2018b, 2021c, 2022b). People should be informed as to
why and inwhat ways they can participate in and contribute to the transition and to the design of heat transition
policy.What such transparent communication should look like in practice is not specified inmore detail than
that it should fit the circumstances of a project (Municipality of TheHague 2016, 2019b). Citizens should be
informed in a timelymanner—at least well before the start of actual construction—about the plans for their
neighbourhoods and the effects of these plans (Municipality of TheHague 2019b, 2021c).

4.1.2. Distributive justice
Themunicipality states that theheat transition shouldbe affordable andprofitable for all citizens. People should
benefit inways that address their needs, such as housing corporations focusing on reducing energy billswhile
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Table 3.Codebook used in the analysis of interview data.

Code group Code and description Translated example quotes

Injustices not

experienced

Recognition (not experienced): Interviewees unaware
that the heat transition should have included their

perspectives andneeds, and should have strength-

ened social ties in their neighbourhoods.

– Lack of social ties in neighbourhood: Only if inter-

vieweewas unaware that social ties should have

been strengthened.

‘No-one here knows each other.Why does no-one

knowwho is who?’

– No attention for individual needs: Only if inter-

vieweewas unaware of this or unaware that their

needs should have been taken into account.

‘They placed a large water heater here. [K] So, what
did I do? I simply turned it off. Andwhen I

shower, thenKWell, I do still shower, but then I

simply boil the waterfirst.’

Procedures (not experienced)
– No freedom of choice: Could not shape heat trans-

ition renovations to their home andunaware that

they should have been enabled to do so.

When asked an intervieweewho disliked the renova-

tions how they could shape them: ‘They came

with a tablet. On that tablet you should sign the

contract, but because of COVID [K] you could
not see the contract.’

– Lack of participation: Not involved in decision-

making and unaware that they should have been.

When askedwhether the interviewee had any influ-

ence inmaking plans: ‘No,we only received a

booklet explainingwhat andwhen theywould

do it.’

– Not familiar with rights and institutions: Not aware

of their rights asDutch citizens or familiar with

Dutch institutions.

‘I am anew inhabitant. I do not knowwhatmy

rights are.’

– Not informed: Not informed of heat transition

plans and unaware of this.

Response of intervieweewhose home had already

been renovated: ‘I do not know about this plan,

but wewant to know.’

– Way of being informed not right: Interviewee una-

ware that information dissemination did notmeet

their needs.

Intervieweewho had already received a letter, but

did not know: ‘No, no, I have not received infor-

mation. [K]Anyway [of informing] isfine.
E-mailing is easy, letter also.’

Distribution (not experienced): Interviewee unaware
that theymainly receive burdens instead of benefits.

(This codewas never applied.)

Expression Recognition (expressed): Interviewee expressed feeling
that theywere not being recognised in love, law or

cultural status order.

– Discrimination or racism ‘Because it is so racist here, I do not involvemyself.’

– No attention for individual needs ‘It has only been for show. [K]Whereas I have been

waiting for years until theymade these homes

somewhat healthy to live in.’

Procedures (expressed): Expressed theywere not
enabled to engage in the decision-making process.

– Inaccessible procedures: Interviewee wanted to par-

ticipate but found procedures to do so inaccessible.

‘They could nearby usK in our surroundings,make

meetings, assemblies. Thenwe could have partici-

pated, we could.’

– Insufficient level of participation ‘They [housing corporation] sent us amessage say-

ing: ‘You could vote against themeasures, but that

will notmatter.’’

– Not informed ‘No, no, I have not received information.’

– Way of being informed not right ‘But that is the problem. [K] It’s all old people here,
who are badwith digital stuff. [K] Like you said:
‘It is on thewebsite.’But howmany people look

on thewebsite?’

Distribution (expressed): Expressed benefits and bur-
dens were shared in an unjust way over society, social

groups, time or locations.

‘They only do it to save asmany costs as possible, but

the inhabitants suffer. The rent increases, but the

inhabitantsK they only getmore nuisances.’

Collective action ‘Everyonewho still lives close to here, theyKwell,

we did see each other during the renovations, got
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minimising rent increases through their heat transition renovations, or additional attention to coolingoptions for
building complexeswith large shares of elderly inhabitants (Municipality of TheHague2019a). The transition should
help resolve energy poverty, and as such, thefirst to benefit shouldbe those facing the largest energy related challenges
to their household budget (Municipality of TheHague2019a, 2022b).Nuisance from the transition shouldbekept to
aminimum,while comfort and liveability of homes shouldbe improved (Municipality of TheHague2018a, 2021c).

4.1.3. Recognition justice
Themunicipality aims for a heat transition that equally includes the identities, perspectives and needs of diverse
groups of citizens and that ultimately strengthens the social cohesion in neighbourhoods (Municipality of The
Hague 2019a). Housing corporations try to enable people of different backgrounds and income levels to be able
to live together in harmony in their building complexes (Vestia 2018,HaagWonen 2021). Themunicipality says
it pays special attention to the inclusion ofmarginalised (unspecified) groups in the transition (Municipality of
TheHague 2022b).

In summary, the justice goals of themunicipality in the heat transition are:

–Open and accessible participatory processes that allow people to shape the transition to their needs;

–Accessible, transparent and timely forms of information provision;

–Affordable and profitable heat transitionmeasures for all citizens, in linewith their specific needs;

–A transition inclusive to the needs and perspectives of all citizens regardless of their identities;

– Improved social cohesion in neighbourhoods.

4.2. Lived experiences in the heat transition
The interview datawas analysed according to the six steps of the ladder of hiddenmorality (figure 1), starting
with injustices that interviewees did not consciously experience, followed by expressed injustices, collective
action, public uptake, positive reformulation of injustices and social change.

Table 3. (Continued.)

Code group Code and description Translated example quotes

Collective discussion on situation: Interviewee shared

and discussed their perceived injustices with others

outside their household.

to know each other, becausewewere all in it

together.’

Collective expression: Intervieweementions form in

which community communicated their felt injustices

to others, or interviewee speaks on behalf of their

community.

‘[Neighbours] informedme that the housing cor-

porationwas being difficult, andwas sending

threatening letters. Then they askedme to call

[the corporation].’
Collective action taken ‘We should organise a coup, andwe are doing it, but

the coup is still way too small against the housing

corporation.’

Language barrier ‘I speak too little Dutch, I understand too fewDutch

words. I found it real hard.’

Lack of social ties: Interviewee indicated that they lacked

neighbours or others to share their experiences with.

‘No-onewill help. The real help I have to organise

myself.’

Positive reformulation Positive normative claim: Interviewee expressed how

their situation should be improved.

‘Look, they should be there to talk to the inhabitants

and to listen to their issues, and address the issues

and search for a solution together with the

inhabitants.’

Difficulty inmaking claim: Interviewee struggled to

answer question of the reasons behind their injustices

or theways inwhich their situation should change.

‘No, yesKwhat, what canwe do? I do not know.’

Public uptake Discussion in public sphere: Perceived injusticeswere

discussed in politics or newsmedia.

‘Thenwe reached the point that the issue became

[known]nationally. It appeared in newspapers
and such. But well, I have also often done radio,

TV, I have done everything.’

Social change No result from action ‘It has already been published in themedia, but there

is no change.’

Action successful ‘And at some point they [the housing corporations]
wanted to collaborate withme.’

10

Environ. Res. Commun. 6 (2024) 075006 S tenCaat et al



4.2.1. Injustices not experienced
Comparing the interview data to the justice goals of themunicipality and housing corporations indicated that 19
out of the 26 interviewees were unknowingly subject to procedural injustices. Theywere not informed of the
heat transition or of options to participate in the transition atmoments that they should already have been
informed according to the policy goals of themunicipality and housing corporations.

23 out of 26 interviewees did not know exactly what the heat transitionwas, but knew that it would affect
them in someway, with two additional interviewees not having heard of the heat transition at all.When asked,
this group of interviewees indicated that theywere unaware that they could have participated inmunicipal
decision-making. Ignorance of the heat transitionwas not necessarily unjust according to the policies of the
municipality and housing corporations. However, the homes of 19 out of these 23 interviewees were (being)
renovated. They should have been informed, yet theywere either unaware of participatory processes of housing
corporations, or of the exact renovation plans, or even of the entire heat transition. Theywere thereby unable to
exert their right to shape the heat transition to their needs.

Threemain factorsmade people unaware of their rights asDutch citizens and thereby formed barriers to
their experience of procedural justice: unfamiliarity with theDutch democratic systems, socialisation in unjust
societal systems, and barriers to being informed. Fourteen interviewees showed or expressed unfamiliarity with
Dutch democratic institutions and organisations. They did not knowwhat kinds of services, information and
treatment they should expect from themunicipality and their housing corporations. One interviewee stated that
as ‘I am a new inhabitant, I do not knowwhatmy rights are.’Because they, for example, did not know that they
had the right to be informed, they did not search for the information that themunicipality did provide. They
thought that it was ‘normal to not have heard and understand everything. That is okay.’

Three interviewees had low expectations of how themunicipality and housing corporations would treat
them, because they had been socialised to the harmful and unjust systems of other countries. They therefore
assumed the treatment they received in theNetherlands to be comparatively just: ‘I don’t think the
governmentK like not in our ownAfrican governments, who can just say things to benefit themselves, but if,
like, the government here [in theNetherlands] says: ‘This and this is whatwe are going to do,’ then that surely is
going to benefit the people.’Among other effects, socialisation to authoritarian regimes can influence people to
embrace the alternatives they are presentedwith or to disengage with political processes (Neundorf and Pop-
Eleches 2020). For these interviewees, they seemed to embrace theDutch system to such an extent that they felt
no need to engage in processes of decision-making. It feltmore likely to them that theywould be treatedworse,
and thus they did not expect to be treated any better. Another interviewee explained that ‘I have learned to be
content withwhat I get. [K]Because I have had it worse, you know?’This socialisation in unjust systems
removed their ability to experience injustices.

Interviewees encountered twomain barriers to being informed of the heat transition: language barriers and
weak social ties.When interviewees received information, they could often not understand it sufficiently well to
act on it, as their proficiency in readingDutchwas still limited: ‘And even if we had received information, we
have trouble reading. [K]OurDutch is not good.’Theweak social ties thatmany interviewees experienced in
their neighbourhoods, especially within their social housing complexes,meant that they did not seek help and
were not helped out by neighbours who did have information. Apart form their friends and family, who
experienced similar barriers as they did, they often had a very limited number of people they could approach: ‘I
have someoneK I have someone but actually only one person.’

4.2.2. Expressions of injustice
23 out of the 26 interviewees expressed feelings of unjust procedures. Nine interviewees, whose homes had been
renovated, expressed that they had had no opportunities to actually take part in any participatory processes set
up by housing corporations, either related to the heat transition—if theywere aware of the heat transition—or
concerning other topics. They felt that housing corporationswere deliberately ‘toyingwithme’, ‘thinkingwe
could onlywhine’ and ultimately ‘ignoring us again and again’. Those interviewees expected all of their citizen
inputs shared in participatory processes to be useless, because ‘I do not know if participation is influential, you
know. [K] I think they do not use it at all.’

Thismeant that themajority of the interviewees were unaware of one procedural injustice while
simultaneously expressing that theywere subject to a different procedural injustice.Most often, interviewees
whose homeswere (being) renovatedwere unaware of options to participate in themunicipal decision-making
for the heat transitionwhile theywere simultaneously aware and did express that their housing corporation had
not given themmeaningful options to participate in decision-making for the renovations.

For several interviewees, the decision-making and participatory processes of housing corporations were
untransparent and inaccessible. They claimed to have receivedmisleading or no information on renovations and
participatory processes: ‘Everything has been explained tome in thewrongway, I think.’They stated that
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inhabitants were actively being discouraged fromparticipation throughmisleading letters that claimed that:
‘You can agree or disagree, but that will notmatter as wewill go through [with the plans] anyway.’

Perceived recognition injustices came in two forms. Firstly, interviewees felt that both themunicipality and
housing corporations regarded them as a simple underclass, because they lived inMoerwijk. ‘Adeprived
neighbourhood’, as one interviewee put it, whose inhabitants were supposedly seen as being ‘less than the hairs
stuck in the shower drain.’ Interviewees felt that themunicipality and housing corporations therefore decided to
‘talk about us, not with us.’Assuming the needs of people instead of asking those people what they needed,
because according to those organisation, ‘all of us are stupid and all of us are fat’, so the inhabitants ofMoerwijk
were thought to be incapable of expressing their needs.

The second formof expressed recognition injustice was felt by nine interviewees, all tenants of the same
housing corporation. They told the researchers that their homeswere in serious need ofmaintenance—even
after renovations. However, for themajority of the tenants, the housing corporation ‘simply expects you to keep
yourmouth shut.’According to the interviewees, their low socio-economic status andmigratory background
were the reasons for their housing corporation to deliberatelymistreat them, because theywere seen as harmless
citizens who could notfight back against such injustice: ‘Only thosewho speak up, who areDutch, who talk well:
they get everything.’

This felt recognition injustice resulted in perceived distributive injustices as well. Five interviewees stated
that they received renovations that only addressed the exterior of their homes, like ‘some sort ofmakeup [on a
person]. Until youwake up next to them,with all themakeup gone and you think:OhmyGod!’This supposedly
served the purpose ofmaking the neighbourhood ‘look nice for the people whowillmove into the new
buildings, [people]with a higher income’without considerably improving the insides of the homes. The
interviewees therefore felt like they experienced all the nuisance, whereas the improvements were for others.

Whereas interviewees could express these perceived injustices to the interviewer, they experienced barriers
in expressing their opinions to others. One of those barriers was a fear of repercussions. Two interviewees, who
organised collective action on behalf of a large number of their neighbours, stated that this fear affectedmany.
They claimed that people feared to share their opinions and complaints openly outside their private circles,
because ‘that is what happens a lot here in the neighbourhood: [K] they do not dare to honestly speak up. That is
because of the fear that the housing corporationwould hold it against them.’A second important barrier was the
language barrier. As almost all interviewees found it difficult to explain their feelings inDutch, they experienced
considerable challenges in expressing their feelings to neighbours, housing corporations or themunicipality.

Ten interviewees stopped expressing their concerns, even though their feelings of injustice remained. They
had complained before, but as one interviewee stated: ‘I do not feel like I have somuch power, or a voice to say
something or to do something about it. [K] It will not beK I do not feel heardKWhywould I put in any effort
then?’Because these ten felt ignored by themunicipality and housing corporations, they saw no use in
continuing to express their perceived injustices: ‘I have said, asked, 100 times! I got fed-up, I said tomyself:
‘Alright! AlrightK let’s leave it at that.’

4.2.3. Collective action and public uptake
The interviewees took little collective action.Only the two aforementioned interviewees were involved in
collective action.Other interviewees tried tofind a collective voice, but ran into several barriers.

Afirst barrier were theweak social ties in the social housing properties inMoerwijk as expressed by the
interviewees—partially resulting from experienced discrimination and language barriers. Neighbours lived
through the same heat transition projects andwere tenants of the same housing corporations and therefore often
perceived similar injustices. However, intervieweesmentioned that they and other neighbours had little to
‘basically no contact, but I do try inmy ownway to get in contact with the people here.’A second barrier was that
interviewees felt that one of the housing corporations tried to create dissent among neighbours. They felt that
some tenants deliberately received preferential treatment over others, with the goal of creating animosity among
neighbours instead of enabling them to engage in collective action.

Interviewees who did not express their feelings to others also did not take part in collective action.
Additionally, six interviewees did not realise that taking (collective) action, or even contacting their housing
corporation, was an option for bringing about change. Theywere left towonder: ‘What can I do? [K]What can I
say? Yeah, I actually do not ask for anything. I do not report anything yet.’ Seven others had diverse reasons for
not seeking a collective voice, as they experienced racism fromneighbours, or thought that their problemswere
not significant enough, or that actionwould have no effect.

The two interviewees who helped organise collective action addressed problems related to overdue
maintenance of social housing. This became relevant in the heat transition because homes needed to be
renovated to transition away fromnatural gas. Even though the concerns of the two interviewees were related,
their actions were separate. Both experienced significant trouble in gathering support among neighbours and
collecting themeans for organising forms of protest.More or less by accident, one came into contact with
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members of a local political party and the othermet amunicipal researcher.With the support of these people
and their organisations, theywere enabled to organise action and influence the public discourse by gathering the
perspectives of their neighbours and sharing these in local news outlets. This brought the topic under the
attention ofmunicipal politics.

4.2.4. Positive reformulation
23 out of 26 interviewees could formulate some idea of how their unjust situations could be addressed.
Regarding procedures, intervieweesmainly wanted improved accessibility to participatory processes, which
should also bemore influential in the decision-making of themunicipality and housing corporations.
Interviewees were unsure as to how such accessible and influential participatory processes should be designed,
givingmainly superficial examples such as ‘through ameeting, that is easy’, or ‘email,my best way of
communicating’ or ‘an anonymous questionnaire, I think?’They alsowanted themunicipality and housing
corporations tomore actively and transparently share information. Communication shouldmainly be
improved by providing information in a larger number of different languages, besidesDutch. Next to that,
interviewees wished formore direct communications on topics inwhich theywere directly affected
stakeholders. This would ideally happen some time early in a project, and all information should be easily
accessible. However, interviewees had trouble deciding on proper forms of direct communication (e.g. letters,
emails, in-person) and how information should bemademore accessible (e.g. online, through newspapers).

Positively reformulated claims relating to recognition and distributionwere limited to demands to stop
discrimination of (low-SES)migrants and to fairly distribute the benefits of the heat transition. Interviewees had
differing opinions onwhether a fair distributionmeant an equal distribution, or that those peoplemost in need
should receivemost benefits.

Only the two interviewees involved in extensive collective actionmademore elaborate claims. Thismainly
regarded the recognition of the perspectives of low-SES tenants, and how such recognition should be achieved in
practice. Referring to countless previous projects aimed at improving conditions inMoerwijk, one of them saw
that ‘everyonewants to build connections with the neighbourhood.We all want to do things together. But in the
meantime they decidewhat you should be doing. And then they act like you had a say.’According to her: ‘Often
the biggest issue in the neighbourhood is communication.’Therefore, she claimed that ‘wenowhave to try to
bundle all projects, activities. To become one, in one cooperative.’The ability of these two interviewees tomake
elaborate claims, which other interviewees were not able to do, seems to be explained by themhaving overcome
the barriers of knowledge and experience. These two interviewees learnedmore of the reasons behind injustices
through the interactionwithmany other inhabitants ofMoerwijk. Onementioned that ‘everyone here really
wants to talk tome, actually.’This gave them the necessary knowledge of these complex problems. Through
their interactionwith policymakers, they also gained experience with and knowledge of the intricacies of
addressing societal problems through policy.

4.2.5. Social change
Only the two interviewees involved in extensive collective actionwere able to enact limited social change. They
managed to bring the issues related to overduemaintenance of social housing under the attention of local
politics. The resulting political pressure spurred several housing corporations to contact the two interviewees to
seek their input for new policies related to upkeep andmaintenance. As these changes to policy happened shortly
before the interviews, the two interviewees were unsure whether the new policies would bring actual long-lasting
improvements. None of the interviewees were able to bring about social change for the other (perceived)
injustices in the heat transition.

4.3. Summary of the results
In short, we found that the interviewed low-SESmigrants were both unknowingly subject to injustices and
perceived injustices that remained hidden fromparticipatory decision-making processes, and that they
encountered considerable barriers inmaking these injustices visible to policymakers in order towork towards
solutions. They already encountered barriers in experiencing injustices, with interviewees being unaware of
some procedural injustices.Municipal policy prescribed that the interviewees should have been able to
participate in decision-making and should have been informed in a timelymanner, whereas 19 out of the 26
interviewees had not been informed andwere unaware of options for participation. Barriers hindering them to
experience these injusticesmainly resulted from their familiarisation to regimes different from theDutch
democratic system, and their resulting ignorance ofDutch institutions and of their rights asDutch citizens. In
addition, interviewees encountered language barriers andweak social ties in their neighbourhoods. These
barriers also influenced interviewees’ expression of perceived injustices, for which reason language barriers and
weak social ties have been includedmultiple times in table 4. Interviewees often refrained from expressing their
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perceived injustices outside of the interviews, did not reformulate these in a positive way, and did not develop
their perceived injustices into collective expressions and action. The barriers were considerable enough to stop
interviewees’ progress towards social change somewhere halfway up the ladder (figure 1). In this way, almost all
(perceived) injustices remained unaddressed.

5.Discussion

The results show that the interviewed low-SESmigrants were subject to issues of hiddenmorality in their
experience of the heat transition and that the application of the hiddenmorality framework (vanUffelen and ten
Caat, Forthcoming) allowed us to uncover both these injustices and the barriers to social change.
Simultaneously, the research process allowed us to reflect on further challenges in applying the hiddenmorality
framework to the study of energy justice.

5.1. Addressing barriers to the inclusion of hidden injustices in decision-making
The interviewed low-SESmigrants were subject to injustices that theywere not aware of and they perceived
injustices which theywere unable to address. The barriers to experiencing injustices and enacting social change
make it likely that (perceived) injustices will persist and continue to affect the interviewees. Interviewees were
unable to resolve their perceived injustices by themselves, as solutions depended on their housing corporations
and themunicipality. Simultaneously, interviewee experiences of perceived past pseudo-participation hadmade
themgrow sceptical of themunicipality and housing corporations, as they feared their participationwould be
meaningless. The barriers were so effective in stopping the interviewees from resolving their perceived injustices,
that ten interviewees gave up in trying towork towards solutions and stopped to express their injustices. In so
doing, theymoved down the ladder of hiddenmorality. This, in turn, will havemade it increasingly hard for the
municipality and housing corporations to learn of and subsequently address both the perceived injustices and
those not consciously experienced by the interviewees.Without proper action of policymakers to remove these
barriers, injustices will likely remain.

The results show that such barriers do not only depend on the actor—through for example their SES or their
familiarity with democratic institutions—but also on the organisation that has caused or is able to resolve
perceived injustices.Most interviewees were expressing some injustices, while simultaneously being unable to
experience others. As Rasch andKöhne (2017) point out, the experience of an injustice depends on the setting
and historical and socio-technical context of that injustice. In this study,most interviewees weremore familiar
with their housing corporations thanwith themunicipality. This gave them clearer ideas of the kind of treatment
they should expect from their housing corporations, allowing them to experience injustices related to the
housing corporationsmore easily. As such, the interviews showed that an actor can be onmultiple steps of the
ladder at the same time, experiencing different barriers, depending of the particular (perceived) injustices and
their context.

Important to note is that the justice ideals or goals of the interviewees uncovered in this case study did not
necessarily contradict those of themunicipality and housing associations. Both the interviewees and the policy

Table 4. Summary of barriers encountered in addressing injustices.

Position on ladder Barriers encountered

Nr. of interviewees who encountered

the barrier

Injustices not experienced Language barriers 18

Unfamiliarity withDutch democratic institutions 14

Weak social ties 12

Socialisation in unjust societal systems 3

Expression Feelings of being ignored 10

Fear of repercussions 5

(Language barriers) (18)
Collective action and public

uptake

Ignorant of options for action 6

Orchestrated dissent among neighbours 6

Racism 5

(Language barriers) (18)
(Weak social ties) (12)

Positive reformulation Knowledge of the complexity of issues and intricacies of

the policy-making process

13

Social change (No clear additional barriers) —

14
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documents indicated that theywished for open, accessible, inclusive and impactful participatory decision-
making processes together with transparent information provision.Marginalised people, like the interviewees,
should be recognised as valuable stakeholders in the heat transition and should feel like theywere.However,
most interviewees felt that these goals were not reached, with nine even feeling that themunicipality and housing
corporations did not truly care for their input to decision-making. Some even felt disregarded and disrespected
exactly because of who theywere. Similarly for distributive justice, the low-SES interviewees saw the possibility
and felt the need to use the renovations to help resolve energy poverty issues and improve their living conditions.
This point was reflected in heat transition policy. In the lived experience of the low-SESmigrants, theywere
instead oftenworse off after the renovations. The similarity in these justice goals, contradicted by the
misalignment between goals and lived experiences, further points to the importance of removing barriers to
enacting social change and participating in decision-making. That would allowpolicymakers and inhabitants to
work together infinding out how to apply their shared justice goals inways that all stakeholders feel like the goals
are being reached.

The barriers we have found in this study are not uniquely related to the case or even to the energy system as a
whole. The familiarisation in non-democratic regimes, causing people to be ignorant of their rights as citizens in
democratic countries, is known inmigration studies (Ginieniewicz 2007). Similarly, the language barriers, role
of social ties, discrimination, limited knowledge of the political and policy system, and inaccessibility of (non-)
institutionalised participatory processes have been encountered before in earlier studies (Gibson-Wood and
Wakefield 2013, Sicotte and Brulle 2017, Bartiaux et al 2018, Kranendonk andVermeulen 2019,Odekerken et al
2021). In avoiding and remediating injustices through the study of energy justice, engagement with scholarly
fields critically analysing societal structures and political systems—such as political science, sociology, culture
studies, and others—could therefore be fruitful. Application of the hiddenmorality framework could then aid in
pinpointing, understanding and ultimately addressing barriers that actors encounter, while simultaneously
detecting the lived experiences hidden by such barriers.

In the case study, themunicipality assumed that low-SESmigrants would recognise their ownneeds in the
heat transition andwould be able to address these and share their concerns proactively with themunicipality.
However, the identified barriers and their effects show that people who are in need orwho face injustice are not
always aware of what they need or deserve, and do not necessarily have the tools at their disposal tomake their
needs sufficiently clear (Ginieniewicz 2007,Willand andHorne 2018). These insights of hiddenmorality are in
linewith conclusions of environmental justice scholars, who point out that experiences of injustice and actors’
perception of their political agency are influenced by structural, systemicmarginalisation. Faber (2017) points
out that a lower social status comeswith increasing amounts of harms, as societies and its institutions are shaped
to benefit thosewith a higher social status (Foster 2017, Sovacool et al 2023). At the same time, however, this
valuation of some social positions over others can be stigmatising and create social narratives that disregard the
experiences of lower social classes. This necessitates a narrative or societal reframing to not only appreciate, but
actively try to include thesemarginalised experiences andmoral claims in societal discourse to avoid issues of
hiddenmorality (Moody-Adams 2022).

5.2. Challenges in applying the hiddenmorality framework
The application of the hiddenmorality framework in energy justice research still encounters some challenges. A
first, pointed out in this case study, is the definition of energy justice. Energy justice scholars currently differ in
the ethical principles they apply to judgewhether forms of distribution, procedures and recognition are just.
Often, they do not explicitly statewhich principles they adhere to (Pellegrini-Masini et al 2020,Hoffman et al
2021,Wood 2023). Diverse actors in society will define justice in their ownways and therefore disagree with the
definition used in a study. In our case, we used the justice goals as formulated in the policy of themunicipality
and housing corporations. This is not an objective or universal definition of justice, and applying a different
definition to the same interviewsmight therefore result in a different set of injustices that the interviewees could
not experience. However, openness inwhich definition of justice is used in a study allows others—especially
politicians and policymakers—to critically engagewith our findings and to decide if and inwhat ways the
identified injustices should be addressed. Scholars therefore need to be clear inwhat they take as ameasure of
justice andwhy, especially in those cases inwhich actors themselves cannot experience injustices or are inhibited
from formulating their own ethical framework (Honneth 1995).

A second challenge lays in experiences without expression. In this case study, we only studiedwhether actors
could express injustices both to us researchers and to others. Some actors, however,might be entirely unable to
speak of the injustices they perceive. People could perceive a subject as taboo or lack the linguistic concepts to
put their experiences intowords (Fricker 2007). Evenmore challenging are those situations inwhich an actor is
physically unable to speak of their injustices, either because they are non-human actors (Celermajer et al 2021),
have disabilities, or are traumatised by their experiences. In such cases, it is of even greater importance for
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scholars to employwell-grounded theories of justice to compare to actors’ lived experiences, and to be clear
about themoral principles they apply. Furthermore, for scholars to gain an understanding of these lived
experiences and to share these perspectives with policymakers requires novelmethodological approaches that
allow actors to convey their perspectives through othermeans, such as artistic expressions (Fraaije et al 2023) or
through valid representatives.

The order of the steps of the ladder of hiddenmorality (figure 1) presents a third challenge. According to the
framework, actors will take the step of positive reformulation of their perceived injustices only after the step of
taking collective action.However, we found in the case study that actors could be onmultiple steps at the same
time, depending on the context of injustices. In addition, except for two persons, the interviewees experienced
difficulty in engaging in (collective) action and in achieving the uptake of their injustices in public discourse.
However,many interviewees didmanage to some extent to reformulate their feelings in a positive way. This
indicates that the order inwhich actors take their steps up the laddermight depend on the context, at least in
regards to positive reformulation, collective action and public uptake.

The fourth andfinal challenge encountered in this research is the active side of hiddenmorality. Our case
focused on low-SESmigrants whowere subject to issues of hiddenmorality.Wemainly uncovered societal
mechanisms that ‘passively’hid injustices. However, the societal elite at the origin of thesemechanisms could
take an active role in hiding injustices.We encountered this when interviewees’ thought that one of the housing
corporations deliberately caused dissent among neighbours and thereby quenched any collective action. Next to
studying experiences of injustices, this requires a thorough understanding of the role of societal elites, such as
policymakers. Towhat extent are they aware of injustices?Do they actively—but perhaps unknowingly—hide
these through racist, sexist or classistmeasures? Do they try—and perhaps fail—to remediate harms, or do they
simply not knowwhat to do?

6. Conclusions and policy implications

In this paper, we aimed to test the use of the hiddenmorality framework for uncovering the hidden injustices in
the lived experiences of low-SESmigrants and the barriers responsible for hiding these injustices.We found that,
by applying the framework to the case study of the heat transition inMoerwijk, the framework allowed us to
show that low-SESmigrants were subject to procedural injustices theywere not aware of and that they perceived
procedural, distributive and recognition injustices they could not address. Barriers resulted from interviewees’
unfamiliarity ofDutch democratic institutions and of their rights asDutch citizens. In addition, interviewees
experienced language barriers andweak social ties in their neighbourhoods. These barriers withheld them from
engaging in collective action, hindering them from enacting social change to resolve their (perceived) injustices.

We found that the hiddenmorality framework can thus be useful for energy justice scholars to detect hidden
injustices and identify hidingmechanisms, as afirst step in addressing both for the creation ofmore just energy
transitions.However, the framework does not allow for conclusions onwhether or not policymakers actively
and consciously try to hide or even create injustices. In addition, detecting injustices that actors are not aware of
challenges scholars to compare actors’ lived experiences to a definition of justice, although there is not one
shared definition among energy justice scholars. As afinal challenge, detecting whether actors consciously
experience an injustice that they are not able to express, requires novelmethodological approaches.

6.1. Policy implications
The results indicate that energy transitions cannot be regarded as separate fromother societal policy issues. The
barriers to citizen participation thatwe identified are not unique to the energy system. For low-SESmigrants, as
well as for othermarginalised actors, policymakers cannot expect them to share their perspectives in
participatory processes and policymakers should therefore be aware that the views of these actors could be
missing in decision-making.

The case studymade it clear that low-SESmigrants would benefit from communications in a larger number
of languages. People are oftenwilling to read letters in the official language (Dutch in this case) or participate in
consultationmeetings, for example. However, official communications are often too difficult or people feel too
insecure about their ability to understand and speak the official language. Policymakers could therefore
investigate which groups’ voices aremissing in participatory processes and communicate to these people in
languages that aremore accessible to them, provide contact personswho speak the relevant languages, and allow
for these people to share their inputs in those languages.

In addition, if policymakers truly aim to engage actively with low-SESmigrants to involve them in decision-
making, they could benefit from employing bridging actors (Spekkink andBoons 2016). These are actors that are
connected to both the social network of the policymakers and the network of the low-SESmigrants. The
interviewees often did not knowof projects of themunicipality or housing corporations, andwere unaware that
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they could participate in decision-making. Even if theywere aware of options to participate, interviewees feared
their participation to bemeaningless because they felt that their involvement in previous participatory processes
had beenwithout impact. At the least, policymakers should be aware that low-SESmigrants are less likely to pro-
actively involve themselves in the decision-making, as theymight not realise that this is an option. To overcome
these challenges, suitable bridging actors could, for example, be found in professional community workers,
activemembers of the local community, community centres, or leaders of local religious services who can
involve and activate people and help overcome scepticism or distrust.

In taking the step towards collective action,many interviewees encountered a barrier because of theweak
social ties. Investing in social capitalmight thus be away to uncover social injustices. Increased social capital
might not only lead to collective action, but as people are enabled to share their perspectives in their community
it also allows the aforementioned bridging actors to pick up on these perspectives and subsequently share those
in institutionalised participatory processes.

Amajor barrier to be tackled is that of people’s ignorance of their rights, which is strongly related to their
unfamiliarity with democratic institutions. Perceived injustices related to housing corporationswere subject to
fewer issues of hiddenmorality (and even developed into collective action) than felt injustices related to the
municipality. Interviewees weremore familiar with their housing corporations thanwith themunicipality.
Ideally, policies should ensure that people become familiar with institutions and organisations with a key role in
people’s lives—such as governments, landlords, employers and educational facilities—andwith their rights and
obligations towards these organisations. In this specific case, wherewe studied low-SESmigrants, people could
be familiarisedwith institutions through immigrant integration procedures.

6.2. Recommendations for further research
This case study allowed us to study barriers to the experience and (collective) expression of injustices by low-SES
migrants. Barriers to the public uptake of perceived injustices and to social change, and possible solutions to
these barriers, are to be found in future research. Collective perspective formingmight introduce additional
barriers. In this study, we found barriers that hindered people from contacting each other and organising
themselves as a collective, which formed a barrier to social change. Enabling people to organise collectivesmight
thus be fruitful. However, when people formulate a collective perspective some individual perspectives could be
excluded. Further research could investigate whether and how the process of creating a collective perspective
could for example be dominated by certain people or lead to groupthink, thereby resulting in the exclusion (and
hiding) of the alternative perspectives of certain individuals.

FollowingHonneth’s philosophical contributions,we theorised that low-SESmigrantsweremost likely to
experience themost severe issues of hiddenmorality. A comparative study betweendifferent groups in society
might show that other actors experiencemore, fewer ordifferent barriers and therefore get ‘stuck’ ondifferent
steps of the ladder. In addition, the context of injustices couldbe found tobemore important for the extent to
which these are hidden thanpeople’s status in society. In the case study, interviewees addressed injustices related to
housing corporations somewhatmore easily than those related to themunicipality. Some institutional contexts
could, for instance, also bemore open todistributive injustices than issues of recognition,making the problemsof
hiddenmorality dependent on the type of injustice. Theorganisation of the societal systemcould also influence
people’s ability to enact social change, for example because the society ismore collective insteadof individualistic,
with strengthened social ties, or because there are different taboos in that society. Further empirical research can
provide amore thoroughunderstanding of suchmechanisms that hide or expose injustices.
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