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Abstract

The board of directors is responsible for setting the culture and values of an organisation, highlighting company priorities and driving performance.  The directors of mining companies’ have historically focused on decisions leading to the maximization of shareholder value as a function of agency theory.  

The United Nations (UN) 30Agenda of 2015 highlighted the importance for all organisations to adopt and integrate sustainability goals into their decision-making processes.  

The public listed multinational mining companies (PLMC’s) have seen this as an opportunity to reset the industry image.  Demonstrating their commitment to sound Environment, Social and Governance (ESG) rules based on the UN 30Agenda 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). 

Despite the acceptance by countries and corporations these goals are not legally binding or enforceable and therefore company directors may view this as a window dressing exercise rather than a commitment to enforce definitive changes.

The motivation for this research is to identify the awareness of sustainability and sustainability risks by the directors of mining companies.  The understanding and application of sustainability goals by company directors it paramount to the successful integration ESG criteria into the mining sector.

The absence of a catalyst from company board members to integrate a sustainable business programme will result in the failure of the mining industry to responsibly adopt the UN sustainability goals. 

The research uncovers the depth and understanding of sustainability risks by board members.  The level of working knowledge indicates the degree of importance individual directors place on ESG criteria and if they are motivated to implement meaningful corporate strategies.   

The inductive qualitative research approach was designed to obtain insight into the depth of knowledge and significance of sustainability to these senior corporate leaders.
The application of grounded theory as a component of the research design provides flexibility to the data collection process and analysis.   Grounded theory allows for conceptualization of the data.  Categories and themes disclosed through discourse demonstrates the degree of understanding and the inclination of company directors to adopt sustainable practices.  

Grounded theory presents the opportunity to uncover issues at the early stage of data collection.  These issues were further explored in the later stages of the collection process.  The exploration of these issues produced rich thick data providing depth and validity to the study.  

Sampling parameters were clearly defined providing a focused approach and ensuring the research sample was representative of the population.  Board members of PLMC’s listed on the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX), Toronto Stock Exchange (TSX) or Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE) were selected to participate in this research.

The research does not discriminate between mining companies based on the commodity being produced or if the company was an exploration company.  Participant age, gender, education background or nationality were not criteria for sample selection.  

The study highlighted the strong interest by the directors of PLMC’s in sustainable risks and the development of sustainable business models.  Despite this high degree of interest there appears to be conflict between understanding and the application of sustainable practices.

The analysis highlighted a significant difference in both sustainability knowledge of board members and the application of SDG’s between those PLMC’s in production and companies operating at the exploration phase.

In essence the study discovered that the sustainability knowledge of board members of exploration PLMC’s lacking.   They demonstrated a pronounced focus on unlocking financial value to their shareholders through the exploitation of their resources.
PLMC’s producing a resource were more engaged with sustainability and the associated risks with all participants disclosing at the very minimum the company had a sustainability plan. 
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1.0 Introduction

The paper explores the current practices, effectiveness, and reliability of data used to support ESG ratings provided by sustainable rating agencies (SRA’s) to corporate stakeholders.  

The authors highlight the importance of identifying and providing corporate sustainability risks which are associated with environmental, societal and governance (ESG) ratings to stakeholders.   Stakeholders particularly investors are placing the same degree of importance on sustainability risks as financial risks.

 Consequently, investors such as fund managers are demanding ESG and risk management data from SRA’s to justify their investment decisions.  However, the authors point out there is scant research pertaining to the measurement of sustainability risks by SRA’s and call into question the internal practices and data of SRA’s in comparison to their public image.

The authors highlight the lack of available information and transparency surrounding the measuring of sustainability risks as the rationale behind this study.

The paper emphasises weaknesses by SRA’s in measuring sustainability risks and the ESG rating system.  However, these have been previously documented by both practitioners and research institutions (Poh, 2019).  

While the authors highlight some limitations to their research the paper does not add any significant contribution to the current literature but rather supports the existing challenges of measuring sustainability risks.

2.0 Summary

The paper introduces the concept of sustainability risk and its impact on the profitability of corporations.   Drawing attention to the need for companies to demonstrate positive ESG values in addition to strong sustainability risk management.

The authors discovered from their study that the internal evaluation of ESG risks and ratings by SRA’s and their views differ significantly from the public image portrayed by organisations who use and promote their positive ESG ratings.  

The findings are unveiled through the application of primary qualitative research which comprised of 32 interviews with ESG data providers and data users.  The extensive use of open-ended questions provided an exploratory framework to understand how the perception of SRA practitioners may influence the assessment and measurement of ESG data.

This is a unique approach according to the authors as most research conducted on the measurement of sustainability has historically been based on secondary data, with an emphasis on performance while neglecting the aspects of risk identification.

The authors infer that pressure from organisations, demanding data on sustainability risks place the SRA’s in a position to provide “rational myths” or data which improves an organisations “social legitimacy” or “social license to operate”.  Which raises concerns regarding reliability of the data and its measurement techniques.

The ambiguous nature of measuring sustainability risks emphasises the need for extensive research into how SRA’s analyse and apply data they collect.   The paper suggests it is paramount for the SRA’s longevity to be perceived as providing reliable ESG data and ratings.
The lack of transparency by SRA’s is thought to be a function of competition between the agencies who wish to keep their measurement methodologies in house.  However, the authors highlight the lack of consistency in ratings between the individual SRA’s.  Furthermore, the difference between reality and external appearance of the SRA’s has led to the concept of “rational myths about sustainability assessment”.

3.0 Evaluation

3.1 Literature 

The literature review provides insight into the importance of risk management to organisations and why sustainability should be integrated into the broader context of risk management.  

The authors highlight the dynamic nature of sustainable risk and the demands placed on organisations to demonstrate how these risks are implemented into a company’s strategy.

Extensive citations have been used by the authors to support these concepts however, consideration should be given to the use of phrases which offer a generalization, such as “The literature on sustainability has highlighted……”. In addition, perhaps grammatical norms of not starting sentences with a conjunction i.e. “because” should also be reconsidered.

The description of sustainability risks and the ramification to businesses for non-compliance or ignoring these risks are well supported with examples of high profiled cases such as Bayer / Monsanto.    The paper emphasises the financial consequences to organisations who neglect to identify and manage sustainability risk.






3.2 Methodology

The authors clearly state the objectives of their research outlining the qualitative approach with the extensive use of open-ended questions to gain insight into the views held by of ESG professionals.  Supporting commentary and references provide the rationale behind the selection of this methodology.

The authors highlight their study is inductive, based on the perceptions of professionals which are “both complex and unresearched”.  They support their claim by citing papers in 1990 and 2004.

The field of ESG for organisations and their stakeholders has unquestionably grown in importance over the past 5 years.  The growth is arguably due to the irrefutable scientific data pertaining to climate change.  Consequently, there is an abundance of more recent research available in a wide range of areas pertaining to ESG which the authors could have considered, to support or refute their claims.

The study design takes a grounded theory approach which adds flexibility to the research and data collection.  The paper describes the background and advantages of the grounded theory stressing the importance of having the flexibility to adjust data collection in order to explore new concepts or ideas which may be disclosed.


3.3 Data collection and analysis

The data collection process is described in considerable detail presenting a 2-stage approach which comprised of an initial analysis of SRA websites and interviews with 4 participants from SRA’s.  The authors do not indicate if the initial 4 interviews were conducted face-to-face, by skype, telephone, or via another electronic medium.

The first stage established a platform which enabled a greater alignment of study objectives with data collection design for use in the second stage.  This flexibility allowed for the adjustment of data collection to accommodate issues identified at the early stage of the study.  This was achieved through the integration of discovered issues into the semi-structured interviews with the use of open-ended questions in stage 2. 

Adjustment to the semi-structured interview guide in stage 2 was of considerable significance and highlighted the importance of the research requiring the flexibility offered by the study’s grounded theory design.  Hence, reflecting the appropriateness of the selected research design and methodology for this study.

Stage 2 of data collection emphasised the inclusion of a former SRA analyst as part of the research team.  The specific role of this team member was not identified, and neither was there any mention regarding the potential for conscious or unconscious bias by this member or any other in the research team.  

The nature of qualitative research and the use of open-ended questions for data collection and analysis is sensitive to the potential bias of the interviewer.  The concept of bias or pre-conceived ideas by interviewers is particularly important for this research as the focus is on the perceptions of SRA practitioners and their effect on SRA ratings.

The inclusion of a former SRA analyst into the research team undoubtedly brought benefits to the study.  Further details should have been presented pertaining to measures enacted to reduce the potential for bias during data collection and analysis by this researcher. 

The research team contacted 300 potential interviewees from which they received 30 acceptances and eventually interviewing 28 participants.  The authors noted the low acceptance rate (10%) and presented this as a function of the sensitivity and secrecy by SRA’s pertaining to measurement disclosure techniques.  This view was supported by the data collected during the second stage interview process.

The authors provide clear parameters on which the participants were selected and state the study was compliant with the university’s ethical requirements.  They also provided a broad description of the areas covered during the interview process with a focus on sustainability risk measurement.

Interviews were conducted between November 2015 and June 2018 and ranged in duration from 45 to 90 minutes.  Interviews were conducted by skype or telephone with the exception of 4 which were face-to-face.  

The interviews were conducted over an extended period (33 months) without an explanation for this lengthy duration.   The development and growth in ESG requirements and ratings has been extremely rapid (Kell, 2018) and as such data collected in 2015 may no longer be relevant or valid in 2018.  In addition, the views or “perceptions” of participants may also have changed during this lengthy period of time. 

Most interviews were conducted via skype or telephone providing data which according to the authors is not significantly different from face-to-face interviews.  This claim is supported with citations from papers in 2004, 2007 and 2010.  

Qualitative analysis and interviews conducted face-to-face provide a significant amount of non-verbal data.  Ignoring or treating non-verbal data as inconsequential can contribute to “research limitations such as rationalization and a lack of awareness by the researchers” (Denham & Onwuegbuzie, 2013).

Therefore, limitations of conducting interviews via skype and telephone should be recongnised and perhaps a comparative analysis with the small number of face-to-face interviews may have uncovered subtle differences in data. 

The data analysis described by the authors was clear and systematic adopting QDA Miner word software to extract data from the transcripts.  Quality and consistency of the categorization was achieved through double coding with the utilisation of two independent coders.  The results being “highly similar” and consequently considered as accurate by the authors.

Coding was conducted to the point of saturation or the point where no further new codes could be identified satisfying the grounded theory approach which was reached after 24 interviews.

The use of a third independent coder may have offered a further degree of legitimacy to the results as a function of triangulation.  However, due to the 33-month period over which the interviews were conducted and the dynamic nature of sustainability risk measurement, concerns lie as to the quality of data being analysed.

The data analysis was logical and systematic identifying and addressing issues such as the subjectivity of sustainable risk assessment methods, unreliable sources of data and unpredictability to sustainable risks.

Specific categories identified by the authors led to a comparison of the experience of participants with the publicly available data provided by SRA’s pertaining to sustainability risk measurement.

3.4 Analysis Rating and Risk Assessment

The primary data identified two main approaches SRA’s take to sustainability risks, “negative screening” and “best-in-class”.  While negative screening is sectorial by nature best-in-class requires a greater degree of analysis by the SRA’s.  In both cases the authors expressed considerable difficulty in obtaining specific information especially how SRA’s assign a quantitative value to their data.

The authors continued to present the dilemma of participants evading or generalising when answering questions concerning measurement methodology.  The analysis of primary data revealed that 44% of research participants acknowledged the unlikelihood of obtaining a precise measurement of sustainability risks.  

The difficulties surrounding data collection were raised in the literature review motivated by concerns regarding confidentiality and hence a lack of willingness to disclose measurement methodologies.  

The literature review also presented data concerning pressure exerted by large investors such as pension funds on SRA’s to provide more detailed suitability risk information in order that investors were able to justify their investment decisions.  This was supported by the analysis of the primary data.

Analysis of the primary data unveiled 4 key areas considered by the authors to impact the SRA’s ability to assess and measure sustainable data, and challenge public perception surrounding the quality of SRA ratings. 
 
The analysis of primary data was presented as a logical narrative exploring each area and making references and comparisons to secondary data in the literature.  The analysis questions the value of ESG ratings due to weaknesses in the reliability and rigor of sustainability assessment by the SRA’s. 

Analysis of the primary data in terms of the percentage of participants who “mentioned or raised” specific themes enabled the identification of 4 key area affecting sustainability assessment.  However, the authors did not disclose if these key areas were offered voluntarily by participants or as function of being prompted by the interviewer.  Neither did the authors discriminate between the percentage of ESG “providers” and “users” for each key area only providing a total percentage.

Despite the small sample size there may have been a significant difference in responses from these two groups or participants (ESG “users” and “providers”) presenting an opportunity for further exploration.
  
The 4 key areas presented in the paper are – 

1) The quality of the information obtained from a company and its possible impact on the company itself cast doubts on its reliability.

The authors discuss in general terms the obstacles identified from the primary data which inhibit the measurement of sustainable risk.   The lack of transparency, concealment and cherry picking of data, conflicting views of risk between stakeholders all lead to what sustainability data is disclosed by companies, which supports the existing literature.

2) The paper brings attention to the unpredictability of risks and scandals associated with ESG with issues only identified after the problem has occurred.  

This has previously been researched and documented, (Utz, 2017) reducing the significance of this study, only providing support to existing research and beliefs.
 
3) Different methodologies employed by SRA’s to assess sustainable risks and the style in which the data is analysed raises questions regarding the comparability of ESG ratings.

The authors throughout the paper emphasise the difficulties to obtain meaningful data from the research participants.  Which they believe brings into question the quality of information and consequently the value of current ESG data and ratings to stakeholders.  This is reflected upon at the end of the paper where the authors outline the limitations of the study.

4) Sustainability risks are complex and external factors add another dimension of confusion making the assessment of sustainability risk questionable.

These barriers have been highlighted as problem areas for sustainable investment for many years and persist (Kell, 2018).  

There is clearly a strong demand for robust sustainability data and comparable ESG ratings by different SRA’s.  The main factors which are impeding an accurate and consistent sustainability assessment have been previously investigated and highlighted in the literature review.  

4.0 Discussion & Contribution to Literature

The authors acknowledge the increasing importance of sustainable risk assessment to all stakeholders and conclude that SRA’s attempt to manipulate and quantify sustainability assessment in a rational manner.  They conclude that the reliability and rigor of sustainability measurement by SRA’s is exaggerated and resembles a “rational myth”.

The authors also acknowledge with supporting citations (most recent, 2015) that their findings are in “general agreement” with the exiting literature.  Believing the contribution of their research is justified by the collection and analysis of primary data rather than relying on secondary data, which they state is the norm. 

The authors claim the study explores the significance of risks for sustainability professionals and how these risks are addressed by SRA’s.  The narrative is a confirmation of issues and problems which have been a source of discontent for years amongst ESG practitioners (Finch & Beak, 2018). 

The lack of data transparency, and the interpretation of data have been the dominant forces behind stakeholders demanding standardisation of sustainability assessment and ESG ratings which is an unresolved problem (Poh, 2019).

The paper does not provide any new theories or further insight outside of the existing literature to address the fundamental issues of assessing and measuring sustainability risk.  Neither does it put forward a vision of how to standardise data analysis or company disclosure of sustainability risk data.

The paper presents logical and well-structured arguments deduced from the primary and secondary data to identify, or rather support the existing literature on sustainability assessment issues.  

The authors state the study has a practical perspective, contributing to managerial knowledge having identified a gap in the literature between rational myth and sociology of quantification.  While this gap may be present in the arena of sustainability risk, studies pertaining to personal bias of industry professionals and public perception of a product in other industries are abound (Escrig-Olmedo, et al. 2019).

The study cautions sustainability professionals not to rely profoundly on sustainable data emphasising the need for duly qualified individuals to assess sustainability risks due to its interpretive nature.    Practitioners strongly support the caution however the need for adequately qualified people is applicable to every industry and business function.

There is the suggestion for SRA’s to work together to improve the assessment process and moving towards a more standardised practice, with the additional benefits of reducing costs and time.  However, the authors do not provide a structure or make any observations to progress such action, which could be considered as a further area of study. 

5.0 Conclusion

The paper clearly presents the importance of organisational sustainability assessment and measurement.  Promotes the importance of reliable, comparable, and robust SRA data for companies from which meaningful ESG ratings can be produced.

 Stakeholders, particularly investor groups are demanding SRA’s provide accurate data sets so they can make informed investment decisions.  

While this study confirms with the use of primary data many of the issues and problems identified in previous research (some cited in the literature review) it does not contribute significantly to the current knowledge of sustainability assessment.

The accelerated global action to address critical issues such as climate change is driving organisations to adopt a circular or sustainable business economy.  The rapid pace of sustainability development emphasises the importance for research to be conducted efficiently, ensuring data collection and analysis is current and relevant.

This study supports the need for SRA’s to have a standardized assessment methodology providing all stakeholders with a robust evaluation of sustainability risks to strengthen the decision-making process. 

There is significant scope for further studies not least issues surrounding transparency and measurement across all stakeholder groups and industries.  The barriers to an accurate and reproducible assessment of sustainability are undeniably well researched more focus is required discovering solutions to these barriers.
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1.0 Introduction

The Paris Accord in 2015 (UNFCCC 2019) highlighted the urgency of countries both developed and emerging to reduce their green-house gas emissions or face the catastrophic effects of climate change. 

There has been a significant increase in the contribution of renewable energy to the total energy mix in Southeast Asian countries over the past 10 years (IRENA 2018).  However, the repercussions of these changes, on the standard of living and development in the ASEAN region are opaque.

The economic benefits of traditional infrastructure projects in developing countries are well documented.  Renewable energy projects as a proportion of total infrastructure projects have seen a considerable increase in Southeast Asia since the Paris Accord of 2015 (Donaldson, 2017).

The Philippines a member nation of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is at the embryonic stage of economic growth and development.  The country relies heavily on government agencies such as the Asian Development Bank (ADB), International Finance Corporation (IFC) and other World Bank related entities to financially support the development of infrastructure and renewable energy projects with limited contribution from the private sector (Lys Energy 2017).

Studies exploring the correlation of renewable energy development and economic growth are numerous.  These studies are primarily focused on developed countries and regions such as Europe (Soava et al. 2018) with limited research on the ASEAN member states.  Those studies with a Southeast Asian focus use quantitative methods such as GDP and average income as a measure of living standard.   

Therefore, it is of considerable importance to ascertain if communities in the Philippines consider the transition from fossil fuels to renewable energy provides a positive impact their standard of living.

2.0 Aim and Research Question

The aim of this research is to investigate community perceptions of RE on the standard of living in the Philippines.  Philippine communities are largely reliant of fossil fuels for electricity generation (Torralba, 2018).  The pace of acceptance and deployment of RE by communities may increase if they perceive their standard of living or quality of life will be enhanced.  

Therefore, the key research question for this study is –

Does the transitioning of electricity generation to RE support a perceived improvement in the standard of living?  

However, to successfully answer the key research question it will be necessary to consider a secondary research question – 

What external factors may influence a community’s perception of their living standard?

3.0 Objectives

The objectives of this research are to – 
· Synthesise qualitative data obtained from research literature produced by nongovernment organisations (NGO’s) and journals.
· Critically evaluate qualitative primary data obtained from field research. 
· Critically explore and evaluate external factors which influence or impede the perceived standard of living.
· Compare and contrast qualitative data obtained from primary and secondary sources.




4.0 Rationale for the Study

Understanding community perceptions of RE as a function of living standards in the Philippines would enhance the awareness of factors which inhibit an accelerated adoption. 

The Philippines, like other ASEAN member states is attempting to reduce its reliance of fossil fuels through the establishment of aspirational targets.  However, resistance still prevails due to the high upfront costs of RE, undisclosed or unidentified community benefits and increasing demand for energy (Dancel, 2015).

The uptake of RE projects in the Philippines can be incentivised if the benefits are demonstrated to the local communities.  Many of these communities are isolated, as a function of geography, with limited knowledge of RE and climate change (World Bank, 2016).
  
Identifying and highlighting the possible benefits to communities who are reticent towards RE adoption would further strengthen the case for the acceptance and rapid transition in the developing member states of ASEAN.

Developing nations are focused on the need for strong economic growth to improve the general standard of living for the population.  However, this is often to the detriment of the environment (OECD, 2012).

Providing evidence that development and deployment of RE in regional communities has significantly improved their perceived standard of living would motivate communities and local governments at all levels to increase the pace RE transition.  

Evidence of a strong positive perception towards RE and community living standards would reduce the focus on upfront costs to deliver these RE projects.  Further steering the region away from its dependence on fossil fuels for the majority of their energy requirements (ADB 2016).



[bookmark: _Hlk54511749]5.0 Literature Review

When considering the impact of renewable energy on an economy a holistic approach is required as “consideration should be given to areas within and outside the energy sector” (IRENA, 2018, p. 19).

Theoretical research of 28 European countries (Soava et al. 2018) has shown a positive correlation exists between the consumption of renewable energy and economic growth.  According to the OECD (2018, p. 15) emerging Asia was expected to grow at an average of 6.3% over the period of 2018- 2022 based on the current regional energy mix.  

Due to the continuing Covid19 pandemic the IMF presents a mixed forecast for the region in 2020.  Marginally positive growth for the Philippines and Indonesia and a significant contraction for Thailand 6.7% and Malaysia 1.2% is predicted.  

There are, however, expectations for a rapid improvement in 2021 with growth of the ASEANS- 5 (Philippines, Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam, and Malaysia) to achieve growth collectively of 7.8% (Fang, 2020).

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) established the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) in 2015 to focus on reducing their reliance on fossil fuels, concentrating on the development of sustainable energy sources which are more environmentally friendly (Wijaya & Idris 2017).  

Despite this agreement there appears to be a lack of local interest in some regions as highlighted by Kardooni et al. (2018 p.659) “only 2 out of five people in the Peninsular of Malaysia have used RE products”.  

The study by Kim et.al. (2020 p.4) indicated that the positive public perception of RE was progressing due to the reduction in economic cost to the public.  Defining the relationship between a community’s quality of life and their perception.  

Renewable energy development in local communities, particularly isolated communities can have a strong impact on community perceptions.  Communities can feel empowered controlling their own energy security, experience a reduction in their electricity price and improved local economic conditions (Erdiwansyah et al. 2019, p. 1099).

The perception of job losses due to the transition from traditional energy production to RE has been a barrier to acceptance.  IRENA (2018, P. 17) presents a different position with job increases in RE deployment during transition and beyond.  “RE supply chain is more distributed and labor intensive.” Solar photovoltaic (PV) creates twice the number of jobs as coal or natural gas per unit of electricity.
The lack of available energy has an impact on all aspects of community development not just economic.  Climate change has raised the profile of the “relationship between economic growth, energy consumption and environmental pollution” (Apergis & Danuletiu, 2014).

RE development in Southeast Asia utilises a wide range of technologies resulting from a reduction of power generation costs and an increase in deployment (IRENA, 2018, p77).  

IRENA (2018) analysis deduces that by increasing the percentage of RE into the total energy mix will not impact economic growth in Southeast Asia.  Those countries exporting fossil fuels will experience a reduction in export volumes and associated revenue.  The effect of this revenue reduction on those exporting nations in Southeast Asia in unclear.

The ASEAN region has vast reserves of coal which provide energy security and economic development opportunities for the member states.   Power generation from coal has declined globally however it is predicted to increase in the ASEAN region with this demand likely to be satisfied by coal fired power stations (Putra & Gurning, 2020).
  
Community renewable energy (CRE) projects in Indonesia have displayed positive benefits to the communities which transcend just energy production.  Successful CRS projects have been the result of engaging and supporting local communities by employing an intermediary organisation.  The intermediaries interconnect external and internal factors providing a positive stance (Guerreiro & Botetzagias, 2018). 
The findings of Guerreiro & Botetzagias (2018) are supported by Madriz-Vargus, Bruce & Watt (2018) with their qualitative study of CRE projects in the developing countries of Central America.  Presenting the concept of support for communities when entertaining the proposition of RE deployment.

A study by Urpelainen (2015) into the perceptions solar power in the marginalised communities of Uttar Pradesh demonstrated a positive perception of solar power.  The communities were reluctant to engage in the deployment of solar power due to the lack of trust in the project developers and operators.  The study indicated that this lack of trust was possibly a barrier to the growth in the solar power particularly in poor rural areas.

Externalities may also shape the perception of RE in Philippine communities, presenting benefits to the communities may demystify and encourage the adoption of sound environmental practices.  

Contradictions abound in the Philippines regarding energy generation, the head of power, energy, and electrification a the National Economic and Development Authority declared that “coal was the most stable and cheapest source of energy”.  This contrasts with the Philippine energy agency which stated the country “had the highest power generation charges in Southeast Asia” (Torralba, 2018). 

6.0 Methodology

The qualitative inductive approach of this study supports an exploratory stance into the perceptions local communities have towards renewable energy.  Probing attitudes as a function of energy transition may reveal a deeper understanding of local barriers preventing acceptance or even considering energy transition proposals.

6.1 Research Design

The research design will take a grounded theory approach exploring and interpreting primary data and conceptualizing theories through the data analysis.  Grounded theory allows for the process of inquiry to transpire thus furnishing the study with greater flexibility to explore unchartered themes (Charmaz & Bryant, 2010). 
The interpretive characteristic of this study will consider aspects of social constructivism on local community perceptions.  Reflecting on the community’s interaction with other groups or organisations which is necessary to fully explore externalities which may influence community perceptions (Hoffmann, 2010).

The research design encompasses three components or processes which are interrelated throughout the study, data collection, data coding and data analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  These processes structured with the grounded theory approach strengthens the researcher’s adaptability, necessary for qualitative research of this nature.

The study is to be conducted by a solo researcher in a foreign environment where English is spoken as a second or third language.  Therefore, observations will form an important part of data collection with a particular focus on participant bias or vague responses to questions due to different cultural and or environments conditions.

6.2 Data Collection

6.2.1 Sampling and Participant Selection

Determination of the sample size for a study is intrinsically problematic in qualitative research especially when taking a grounded theory approach.  The sample size requires flexibility and adaptability as a function of the exploratory design of the research at it uncovers emergent categories and themes (Sim et al. 2018).

Research samples for qualitative research are typically small with the number of participant interviews ranging from 20 to 50 (Savelyeva, 2020, p.75).  Participants for in-depth interviews are selected based on personalised experiences or distinctive characteristics and their ability to offer “insight into key questions surrounding the study” (Wolff et al. n.d, p.5).



6.2.2 Data Collection Location 

The research sample will be selected from business owners in Puerto Princesa City, the capital city of Palawan which is the western most province of the Philippines.  The local community is growing as a popular tourist destination hence placing demands on infrastructure and energy.

Puerto Princesa City is representative of the size and population of important Philippine communities outside of the capital Manila which are becoming significant contributors to the Philippine economy.  

Puerto Princesa has a number of universities and secondary schools so by inference the population is relatively well educated.  The city is experiencing a slow but progressive development of infrastructure including the introduction of small scale RE (rooftop solar energy).

6.2.3 Research Participant Criteria –

1) Owners of small to medium local business i.e. employing less than 10 fulltime staff.
2) The study does not discriminate on gender or age of the owner or business.
3) Participants must have completed secondary school
4) Participants must be fluent in English

The selection criteria for participants is deliberate to ensure that perceptions, ideas and themes are willingly disclosed and articulated clearly in an unbiased mode.  

Small business owners are less likely to be affected by conscious bias i.e. they are more likely to openly disclose data.   Owners of large businesses in local communities have a greater influence on the local economy than small operators (Hover, 2014).  Consequently, they are more likely to have a closer relationship to local government which may influence consciously or unconsciously responses to research questions.

Small businesses are an important part of local communities from which they derive their income. Consequently, small business owners are an integral part of the local community and would be inclined to offer a similar stance on issues as the general public. 

6.2.4 Data Collection Process

Data collection will take the form of face to face semi-structured interviews with a minimum of 30 members of the community.  The sampling method will be random and purposeful with participants selected from the local government business registry.   

The motivation for 30 interviews is to ensure the data produced is sufficient to reach the stage of ‘informational redundancy’ (Sandelowski, 2008, p.875).  If saturation is not achieved, then further data collection will be employed.

The decision to stop the data collection process is based on a range of factors acting individually or in concert.  According to Guest et al. (2006) factors which are considered include the content of the interview and its structure and the heterogeneity of the sample group.  The more heterogeneous the group and more unstructured the interviews the larger the number of interviews is required.

Interviews for this study will be arranged with each participant at a convenient location and time.  It is anticipated most interviews will be conducted at the participant’s business address or in an environment where the participant is comfortable.

The interview process will commence with an introduction to the study then progressing to a series of questions uncovering the participant’s knowledge of RE and then exploring through dialogue the participant’s views of RE and its impact of the standard of living of a community.  

The use of open-ended question to probe the participant’s beliefs using reflective questions to investigate external and historical social interaction which may have influenced their perception of RE.  

The researcher will be a “participant” (Probst, 2016) during the data collection process, building a rapport (Shenton, 2004) with the participant providing depth to the data and observations (Kawulich, 2005).  Observing the attitudes, vocal tones, facial expressions and other types of participant behaviour will be memoed during the interview process.  

Observations of participant behaviour can provide greater insight into the study, often it is not what a participant describes but the tone of the description and physical expressions which provide the greatest insight (Research Methods, n.d).

There is always the potential for problems during the data collection process when a solo researcher is conducting the investigation.  Therefore, the researcher throughout the data collection process will engage in self-reflection and thoughtfully review the data during the discourse (Burne, 2017).

Interviews will all be completed within a 4-week time horizon to minimize the potential of external factors (i.e. political news) impacting a participant’s perceptions.
Subject to the agreement of participants all interviews will be audio recorded in addition to memoing by the researcher.  Interviews with participants who are not comfortable with audio recording will necessitate extensive memoing by the researcher.  

Video recording of the data collection process was considered however, due to ethical considerations pertaining to participant anonymity it was decided to exclude this from the process.    Audio recording and memoing would be the only forms of data recording implemented for this study.

The data collection protocol for this study requires the researcher to ensure both descriptive and reflective notes are memoed (Savelyeva, 2020, p.115).  The adherence to this protocol adds further value to the data by giving consideration to the impact of possible external disturbances during data collection. 





6.3 Data Coding & Analysis

6.3.1 Coding

The application of grounded theory for this study enables new theories and concepts to be derived from breaking the data into discrete parts or categories referred to as open coding.  This process in concert with thematic coding will enable the discovery of themes from which concepts and inferences can be drawn.

Thematic coding will be engaged to discover themes through word and sentence structures.  The interpretation process allows for the development of discovery, offering an understanding of what the data actually represents.  This coding process is inductive in nature exploring for categories and themes which are consistently presented by participants during the dialogue (Clarke, Braun & Hayfield, 2015, p.225).

Open or data-driven coding requires the researcher to approach the study without prejudice.  This approach is conducive to grounded theory, also referred to by phenomenologists as bracketing (Tufford & Newman, 2010).  The separating a researcher’s personal ideas during data collection and analysis.  The “tabula rasa approach” (Practical Psychology, n.d) is quixotic, and through continued thoughtful reflection it is conceivable to eliminate any pre-existing stance from interpretation of the data. 

The data obtained from the interviews will be transcribed immediately at the conclusion to preserve the integrity of the data.  Those interviews which are recorded will be transcribed with the use of digital software which will be manually checked.

Thematic Text Analytics software (TTAS) will be employed to extract themes by analysing the sentences and their structures.  Manual analysis of transcripts not recorded will be conducted prior to software analysis adding validity and reliability to the disclosed themes.

Observations will be incorporated into the data analysis allowing for a rigorous ongoing analysis using TTAS to the point of saturation.  Saturation being essential to qualitative research as “failure to reach saturation has an impact on the quality of the research” (Saunders et al. 2017, p.1894).

The origins of saturation lie with grounded theory and supports the choice of research design for this study (Saunders et al. 2017, p.1894).  Saturation is described as the point “where adequate data has been achieved to develop a robust and valid understanding of the research phenomenon” (Monique, M., Kaiser, H. & Kaiser., B., 2019).

There are a number of different concepts or definitions of saturation which provide alternative interpretations such as ‘when the complete range of constructs that make up a theory are fully represented by the data (Stark & Trinidad, 2007, p.1375).  According to Urquhart (2013, p. 194) saturation is ‘the point in coding where no new codes occur in the data’.  

Saturation in this study will consider having been attained when the identification of new categories and themes from axial coding are no longer achievable.  This concept is compatible with the Urquhart (2013, p.194) definition of confirming data validity. 

6.4 Reliability of Data

Reliability of data obtained and analysed by qualitative research methods is occasionally questioned due to its interpretive nature (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  According to Lincoln & Guba (1986, cited in Savelyeva, 2020 pp. 117) the adoption of trustworthiness criteria (i.e. prolonged engagement during data collection, triangulation, negative case analysis and member checks) provide confirmation and validity to the data.

The research design of this study highlights the importance of the researcher being a “participant” (Probst, 2018).  The researcher by building a rapport with participants encourages a prolonged engagement, facilitating extensive discourse and observation (Savelyeva, 2020 pp. 91-93).

Dependability of the data will ensure the results from the study support future studies.   Therefore, it is imperative that comparable results are achievable through random selection of participants within the selection criteria employing the same analytical methodology.

Dependability necessitates the complete and accurate cataloguing of data which supports the confirmability of the study results.  The strategy employed to achieve this objective is outlined in the research design having where possible interviews recorded and extensive memoing during the process.  The acquisition of rich thick data from the data collection and analysis adds to the trustworthiness and transferability of the results and inferences.

According to Drew (2020) Thick data is achieved in addition to recording and describing an event it requires the study of “background information which provides substance meaning and relevance”.  The understanding and relationship of the background information to the recorded data” underpins the social interaction”. 

[bookmark: _Hlk55152811]The dual application of software and manual analysis provides reliability and validity to the research by contributing to the elimination of personal bias by the researcher (Dhuria & Chetty, 2017).  The orientation of the researcher to the area of study is critical to its success of the study.  This particularly relevant to this study which is conducted by a solo researcher.
The systematic procedural approach to this research (Glass & Strauss, 1967) and the rigorous processes of data collection and analysis requiring the researcher to continually explore the data revising concepts (Blumer, 1969) provides depth and transferability.  

6.5 Ethical Approval and Consent

Ethical consideration is of primary importance to this research.  Taking an ethical posture with participants, by disclosing the purpose of the study and sharing sufficient information alleviates concerns regarding questions presented by the researcher.

Anonymity of participants is of vital importance to the researcher who will assign a pseudonym to each participant thereby reducing the possibility of identification.  References concerning specific observations about a participant included in the final paper will be recounted ensuring identity security.

All interview participants will be required to sign an ethical consent form.  The consent form will outline the participant’s rights to privacy and their right to withdraw from the study or terminate their participation at any time during the study.  The consent form will also include a summary outlining the purpose of the interview how the data will be used and stored.

Ethical Approval will be obtained from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) before commencement of the data collection process.  Data collected will be stored on a single portable USB storage device kept in a wall safe at the researcher’s home for a period of 2 years or in accordance with the UWTSD ethical protocols. 

6.6 Foreseen Limitations

· The study is focused on researching a single community, conclusions drawn from the research may not be representative of the population.
· Data obtained from participants of different gender and/or age may produce different data sets.
· Isolated communities present cultural differences which could impact the response of participants.  Hence the data collected from the Puerto Princesa community may not be representative of other communities 
· Owners of small to medium sized businesses may not be able to meet all the sample criteria, particularly English fluency.
· Interview effect may occur resulting from the researcher building a solid rapport with the participant.  Thereby the participant may be inclined to offer data which he or she believes is what the researcher is wishing to hear rather than the participant’s actual opinion.
· The Philippines has adopted English as a second language which is spoken widely in the country.  However due to differences in culture question presented to participants by the solo researcher may be misinterpreted resulting in tainted data.
· The ethnic and cultural differences between the solo researcher and participants may also create a barrier to facilitating and open extensive dialogue thus reducing the possibility of obtaining rich thick data.
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