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1.

The transition to a low carbon energy system is
a social and technical challenge that will not be
achieved without the meaningful engagement of
wider society.

While there have been public engagement
successes, existing approaches focus on isolated
instances of engagement in specific parts of the
energy system.

. A broader, whole systems approach to public

engagement with energy is needed to build on
major advances in the theory and practice of
participation in recent years.

New approaches to mapping system-wide
public engagements with energy can provide
more comprehensive evidence to inform policy
developments and social change.

. This briefing reports on one of the first examples

of this, a systematic mapping of UK public
engagement with energy between 2010-2015,
undertaken as part of a UK Energy Research
Centre project.

The systematic mapping shows that public
engagement with energy is much more
diverse than often assumed, extending beyond

mainstream social acceptance and behavior
change approaches, to encompass emerging,
citizen-led, and grassroots forms of engagement
and action.

. This broader approach provides additional social

intelligence about public values and concerns
that may present barriers, and reveals untapped
forms of social innovation that can be harnessed,
to assist low carbon transitions.

. This mapping provides new insights into how

multiple forms of engagement interact as part
of a wider ecology of energy participation.
This helps identify positive synergies between
engagements to accelerate low carbon
transitions.

. A more holistic and joined-up ‘whole-system’

engagement strategy will require new
organisational arrangements. An open access
‘observatory’ which continually updates evidence
of UK energy public engagement would be a
major step forward in ensuring all actors are
better informed. It could also advise on good
practice for different forms of engagement and
how they can be more effectively responded to.
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Low carbon energy transitions depend

on public engagement

The task of transitioning to more sustainable and low
carbon energy systems has become a defining challenge
of our age. It demands changes in how societies
produce, store, distribute, use and relate to energy on an
unprecedented scale.

Most efforts to decarbonise the UK energy system in
line with Government targets focus on technical aspects
of the problem, such as costs, infrastructures and
technological change.

It 1s increasingly recognised

that the transition to a low
carbon energy system is a

social challenge that will not be
achieved without the meaningful
engagement of wider soclety.*

Beyond engagement silos

It is clear that new ways of thinking about and practicing
public engagement with energy are needed.

UK energy policy and engagement practice tends to
focus on two dominant areas of societal engagement.
First is the area of behaviour change. Evidence shows
well-designed behaviour change programmes can
achieve energy savings of 3-10%.” Going further
requires an understanding of how energy use is
structured by everyday practices and wider social and
infrastructual factors.® Second is the area of public
opinion and consulting citizens on low carbon policies
and technologies, often in the hope of gaining ‘social
acceptance’. Deliberative and public dialogue approaches
where citizens and experts learn through a two way
process, with views feeding into policy decisions, have
seen some success in this regard as shown through the
UK Government funded Sciencewise programme.’

But while there has been some notable successes, a
weakness of current approaches is the way in which
they are siloed, each focusing on specific forms of public
engagement in particular parts of the wider energy
system.™

In the past citizens have been viewed as passive
consumers with little role in broader energy systems.
They are now becoming more active and visible at the
dawn of a low carbon era marked by alternative and more
distributed forms of energy production, and an increasing
emphasis on energy demand and efficiency.

In the current climate, public engagement can no

longer be ignored. Failure to account for social values

in decision-making can lead to public resistance and
pose barriers to the adoption of low carbon policies

and technologies,? or otherwise risk ineffective
implementation.? Public engagement also opens up
options for carbon reduction that technical measures
cannot reach, whether in terms of shifting ways of living
and everyday practices on to more sustainable paths,* or
harnessing the initiative of citizens to develop bottom-
up actions to tackle climate change and develop new
energy solutions.” Beyond this there are calls for deeper
democratic engagement to steer the direction of energy
transitions and ensure they are governed in fairer and
more equitable ways.®

The role of people is therefore crucial to achieving more
sustainable and low carbon energy futures
— as consumers, practitioners and citizens.

Behaviour change studies, for example, tend to centre

on reducing energy demand in the home or workplace.
Public opinion research often focuses on sites of invited
public deliberation and questions of ‘social acceptability’

of low carbon energy policies and technologies. Social
movement studies and transitions management approaches
respectively home in on sites of protest or activism and sites
of ‘social innovation'.

Each of these approaches adopt specific (often mutually
exclusive) definitions of public engagement with energy and
what it means to participate well. In research communities
different disciplines or funding programmes often align
with one or a few of these approaches. Within policy making
circles different approaches can get housed in different
departments, leading to a fragmentation of effort.
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A broader systemic approach

to engagement

A broader, system-wide
perspective on public engagement
with energy, reflects the current
‘state of the art’ in the theory and
practice of public participation.

Leading edge work on how to bring about effective public
deliberation and debate on crucial issues like our collective
energy futures has shifted from trying to perfect discrete
mini-public fora that are representative and inclusive of
the wider public, to approaches more interested in building
an effective ‘deliberative system’ where multiple forms of
public involvement can flourish.*

The same goes for energy-related practices. Here interest

is moving from a focus on the dynamics of social practices
relating to energy consumption and use in the home,
transport and workplace, to understanding how they
connect up to form wider ‘systems of practice’? —including
practices of policy-making, regulation, design, and
knowledge production - in shaping energy systems.

Work focused on public engagement with science and
technology is also undergoing a shift from imagining
engagement as either one-way science communication or
two-way public dialogue events, to a broader perspective
of diverse forms of public engagement that interrelate in
wider ‘ecologies of participation’® and how they relate

to institutions and political cultures in specific national
settings.*

Such systemic thinking about public engagement with
energy has been applied in a UK Energy Research Centre
(UKERC) project on ‘Systemic participation and decision-
making’. The project seeks to explore conceptually,
methodologically and empirically what it means to think
about public engagement and participation in energy
transitions from a relational ‘whole systems’ perspective.

This builds on and goes beyond existing work that has
elicited public attitudes about energy system change

in discrete invited participation events like surveys and
deliberative workshops.*> New approaches can map diverse
forms of public engagement with energy and understand
their interrelations within energy systems.'®




3 Public engagement with energy: broadening evidence, policy and practice

Mapping public engagement with energy

A number of interesting new methods are emerging that
can assist with the challenge of mapping multiple forms
of public engagement across wider issues and systems.
These range from digital method technologies such as
issue mapping, controversy mapping and sentiment
analysis” through to forms of meta-analysis, comparative
case analysis and systematic review.®

The mapping approach developed in this UKERC project
is inspired by such methods and is based on systematic
review methodology (see Box 1 below). This systematic
mapping has produced a comprehensive evidence base of
258 cases of UK public engagement with energy between
2010-2015.%

Box 1: The systematic mapping comprised the following steps:

1. Scoping: an initial literature review to scope the
framework for analysis and search terms.

2. Expert panel feedback: on the analytical
framework and search terms.

3. Searching and screening: through systematic
searches of academic, grey literature and the media
based on synonyms for key terms of ‘participation’,
‘the public’ and ‘energy issues’.

A guiding principle of the systematic review was to gain
a deeper understanding of the diverse ways in which
publics engage with energy. The review opened up and
used multiple search terms for the ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘how’
and ‘where’ of UK public engagement with energy. This
approach allowed the review to not only reveal the
dominant and popular ways in which publics engage, but
also revealed those forms of energy engagement that are
more marginal, routinely excluded or currently emerging.

As shown in Figure 1 the cases of public engagement
identified revealed by the mapping showed a good
geographical spread across the UK, with 72 of the cases
being UK-wide across all the devolved administrations.

The systematic mapping revealed instances of public
engagement with energy across academic, government,
business and civil society sectors. The relative emphasis
was towards academic research projects, partly due to
the use of academic literature searches as one of the data
sources. Commercial confidentiality of information about
public engagement processes was one reason for fewer
examples being identified in business settings.

4. Document analysis: the 258 cases of UK public
engagement with energy identified in the review
were analysed for key patterns and trends in energy
participation.

5. Case study analysis: a subset of 30 cases reflecting
the diversity of features in the wider corpus were
subject to more detailed analysis.

Figure: 1

Figure 1: The geographical distribution of UK public engagements with energy
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Diverse energy publics, varied engagements

The systematic mapping evidence demonstrates that UK
public engagements with energy are highly diverse and
varied, but are also dominated by particular approaches
and techniques.

Some forms of public engagement
are more prevalent and
widespread than others.

As shown in Figure 2, the most dominant approaches are
forms of elicitation (such as opinion surveys, deliberative
processes, and consultations) linked to social acceptance
of energy policies and technologies, and behavior change
processes. Both tend to be invited forms of public
engagement organized by government, business or
academic institutions.

@ Elicitation

@ Behaviour and practices

. Activism and community action
Other

Figure 2: Forms of public engagement in UK energy transitions
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engagement to elicit public views on energy issues or
prompt public actions, a wide range of existing and
emerging forms of engagement exist.

Evidence from the systematic mapping shows public
engagement with energy to be much more varied than
often assumed. This diversity is shown in Figure 3.
Even within the dominant mode of institutionally-led

Institution-led

Public opinion surveys

Who organises

m Consultations Activist groups

g Deliberative processes (e.g. Reclaim the Power)

[72]

n . .

— Public dialogue processes Participatory dance
= . . & performance
% Sentiment mapping
o8 Artistic engagement
& Media & digital
5 engagement
= Behaviour change initiatives Energy pgverty/

a . equality action groups
= ) . . Co-design of energy
A m Financial incentives technologies

o Energy co-operatives

-% Smart meter trials Living labs

< Community energy

Consumer information & Everyday practices groups
communication (e.g- laundry, heatlng,
commuting) Maker / hacker spaces

Citizen-led

Protests
(e.g. fracking / infrastructure siting)

Figure 3: The energy public engagement matrix

The UKERC mapping findings stress the need to go
beyond dominant societal acceptance and behavior
change approaches, to embrace the wider range of
citizen-led and ‘bottom-up’ public engagements that are
continually emerging.

What is striking about the systematic mapping evidence
is the way it opens up to forms of engagement in the
right-hand column of Figure 3. In the top right quadrant,
this includes citizen-led forms of public involvement, in
debating energy issues, developing alternative visions

of sustainable futures, and challenging existing

policies through forms of activism, protest, arts-based
engagement, and the use of digital spaces and social

media. The mapping evidence shows that these forms of
engagement raise public concerns that can be missed by
processes situated in the left column of the energy public
engagement matrix (above).

As shown in the bottom right quadrant, the systematic
mapping also included instances of ‘bottom-up’ citizen
action through forms of social and grassroots innovation,
community energy, Transition Towns, makerspaces,
hackerspaces, and so on. The evidence shows that while
these forms of engagement often get marginalised, they
play an important role and should be acknowledged and
properly supported by policy makers.
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Broadening social intelligence about energy publics

This UKERC research shows that no single form

or process of public engagement with energy can
capture multiple perspectives and visions of UK
energy system change once and for all. Every form of
energy participation is partial and framed in particular
ways, bringing forward different visions of the future,
expressions of human needs, and desired transitions.

As Figure 4 shows, cases of public engagement identified
in the review are framed in terms of different energy-
related issues. Issues that are more immediate and close
to home - such as renewable energy, energy behaviours
and practices, smart technologies, and mobility — featured
in many of the engagement initiatives identified. Issues
that are more distant in terms of most people’s everyday
lives — like fracking, carbon capture and storage (CCS),
and nuclear power — were an important focus in some
cases of public engagement, but were fewer in number
across the whole data set.

45

40 Renewable energy

Energy practices
35

Smart meters

30 Energy demand and

efficiency

25 Mobility

Energy futures

Climate change

Number of cases

Retrofitting

Fracking

Nuclear power

CCs

Issues

Figure 4: Key issues of UK public engagements with energy
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The two examples shown in Boxes 2 and 3 demonstrate how drawing together evidence from multiple instances of
public engagement with energy — from institution-led to citizen-led — can provide more robust social intelligence about
the views and activities of energy publics. They also reveal that dominant approaches, such as surveys, focus groups
and public dialogue orchestrated by government and industry, can miss important aspects of ‘social intelligence’
needed to make robust decisions about low carbon energy futures.

Box 2: Revealing the social issues
of smart technologies

With respect to smart technologies addressing
energy demand in the home, some of the cases
identified used survey-based approaches grounded
in behavioural economics and social psychology to
engage citizens. These cases focused on providing
evidence on how to make smart technologies
more publically acceptable or technically feasible.

Other cases in the wider dataset challenged these
findings and provided additional evidence. In these
cases, the focus was on how the performance of
smart technologies depends on their interaction
with competing practices and circumstances in
everyday life, and raise concerns over issues of
equity, control, privacy and governance over how
smart energy technologies are implemented.

These insights show how
approaches to mapping energy
participation can assist existing
forms of engagement, helping
provide a broader and more
comprehensive evidence base to
inform policy developments and
social change. This includes a
better appreciation of underlying
concerns and possible barriers to
low carbon transitions.

Box 3: Fracking: broadening evidence
about matters of public concern

On the possible role of hydraulic fracturing
(fracking) in the UK energy system, some cases
identified in the systematic mapping engaged

the public in opinion surveys and deliberative
processes (such as a public dialogue commissioned
by DECC in collaboration with Sciencewise-ERC).
These cases tended to narrow the conversation
down to risks and impacts to the environment and
health, and how impacted communities might be
best engaged and compensated.

The broader remit of this review revealed
additional cases of engagement - ranging from
academic social science analyses, to forms of
activism and protest around proposed fracking
sites in the UK. These in turn captured crucial
public concerns over equity, the direction of our
energy transition, the underlying purposes of
fracking, who stands to benefit and bear the risks,
and the lack of public involvement.
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Harnessing untapped citizen energies

This UKERC report demonstrates that no single UK

energy public exists to be discovered and more accurately
represented or engaged, but instead reveals diverse ‘publics’:
users of energy technologies; consumers; householders;
aggregated populations; unaffected or neutral publics;
affected, active or marginalized communities; active
citizens and activists (see Figure 5).

On the one hand, this shows that the challenge of
knowing and mobilising energy publics is more difficult
than identifying or forming groups of individuals as seen
in market segmentation, survey and deliberative work.
This is because ‘publics’ are an outcome of, not merely an
input to, practices of public engagement with energy.

On the other hand, the systematic mapping evidence
reveals several instances where citizens are assisting
with low carbon energy transitions in their own terms as
innovative citizens. This includes public engagement in
community energy initiatives, intentional communities,
Transition Towns, and forms of social innovation through
things like community currencies (as shown in the right-
hand column of Figure 4).

The systematic mapping also highlighted emerging forms
of public engagement that often go ‘under the radar’, such as
arts-based projects, diverse practices in domestic settings,
and forms of public engagement in the digital space.

Citizen-led and emerging forms
of public engagement should
not be viewed as a threat to
achieving low carbon transitions,
but rather as opportunities to
harness the motivations and
resources of citizens. Initiatives
also need to be actively supported
and encouraged by government,
private sector and sclence
Institutions.

119

M

. Consultative publics . Consumer citizens

49

. Innovative citizens Activists

Figure 6: Who participates in energy transitions?
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An ecology of energy participation

This research offers new
evidence on the interactions and
connections between different
forms of public engagement,
revealing a wider ‘ecology of
participation’ in the UK energy
system. This evidence provides

a richer understanding of the
dynamics of energy participation
and important additional evidence
for those seeking to steer low
carbon energy transitions.

Examples of these additional insights produced by the
systematic review include the following points.

e Positive interactions between public engagements,
for example how citizens involved in deliberative public
dialogues can go on to shift their energy consumption
behaviours. There is potential to harness synergies
between seemingly separate forms of engagement.

e Engagement breeds engagement. Some cases can
evolve from one form of public engagement to another.
For example, the Back Balcombe group which formed
as an anti-fracking protest group, morphed over time
into a community energy initiative seeking to install
solar panels and contribute to lower carbon energy
production.

¢ Public engagements shape each other. Some cases
show how changes in technologies and social practices
in one part of the system - like home microgeneration,
or changing modes of paying for electricity supply —
have implications for other social practices and forms
of engagement in energy transitions, such as energy
use in the home.

¢ Identified gaps help shape more inclusive and
equitable engagement. This research provides an
overview of forms of public engagement that are
currently missing, excluded or underrepresented,
which can inform decisions about developing new
opportunities for engagement in more equitable and
inclusive ways.

e Effective mapping aids the transfer and translation
of good practice. This mapping provides evidence on
how different models of public engagement circulate
between different regions of the UK and internationally.
More effective mapping enables better transfer and
translation of engagement innovations, and develops
an understanding of the effects they have in different
contexts.

e Public engagement is shaped by the wider energy
system, including energy infrastructures, institutions,
regulations, political economy, and the political
culture of the UK. This is illustrated across cases in the
systematic mapping, adding crucial insights into the
systemic and structural relations that govern public
engagement with energy.

-
-
-4
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Recommendations

In order to move towards a broader whole systems
approach to engage society in low carbon transitions we
need to strengthen our understanding and use of diverse
forms of public engagement. Practical steps include:

¢ Develop and experiment with mapping methods
to provide broader and more comprehensive social
intelligence about energy public engagement —including
digital methods and systematic reviews.

¢ Create a UK observatory of public engagement with
energy and translate this evidence to help decision
makers in government, industry, civil society, research
communities and the media in ‘real time’.

e Build organisational capacities to better understand and
respond to broader social intelligence on public values,
answering questions about the low carbon transition,
including: what is it for? Who has control? How do we
make it fair and inclusive? What are the benefits to the
public? Who bears the risks?

¢ Create experiments and demonstration projects to

explore how evidence from mapping methods can help
inform, shape and enhance energy public engagement
practice — for example in helping to address gaps and
inequalities in the energy participation landscape and
informing the design of new engagement processes.

Develop ‘whole-system’ strategies and initiatives for
societal engagement in realising UK low carbon energy
transitions, joining up key public engagement initiatives
from across local government, business, academia and
civil society to make them become more than the sum of
their parts.

Cultivate a more responsible approach to public
engagement with energy. One which is open about
how evidence about energy publics is always uncertain,
framed in particular ways, and never complete.
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