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Energy citizenship is a contested notion. One of the first definitions of the term considers 

energy citizenship to be a social necessity of public engagement and participation.1 

Importantly, the public is seen here as a collection of active (rather than passive) stakeholders 

in the energy system with equitable rights and responsibilities. Thus, energy citizenship is 

closely related to energy democracy. From a normative perspective, energy citizens would be 

aware of their potential social and political impact, enthused about new technologies, and 

involved in shaping local, regional and national energy landscapes.2

As a complex social, economic and political phenomenon, energy citizenship can manifest 

through various ways of participating in energy systems and energy transitions, including 

individually, collectively, materially, through actions or personal concern.3 Furthermore, civil 

engagement can be expressed through private behaviours, such as saving energy and 

implementing energy efficiency measures, as well as more public actions, for instance 

participating politically and joining energy cooperatives or energy communities. Despite this 

plethora of possible ways of engaging, currently, citizens are seen by actors in the field of energy 

primarily as consumers. Research suggests that recognising people mainly as consumers gives 

more agency to citizens who have the purchasing power or the time to act upon their energy 

provisioning and usage and capitalise on transition-related changes.4 Moving beyond this 
paradigm by promoting active political involvement of citizens and illuminating related 

drivers, motivations and barriers, is essential to deepening and broadening substantive energy 

citizenship.

Тhis policy brief overviews the present state of public involvement in energy systems through 

direct political action and related challenges in eight European countries: Austria, Bulgaria, 

Germany, Greece, Italy, Norway, Switzerland, and Türkiye. Recommendations for policy action 

are proposed to enable and support people to become actively engaged as political subjects. 

State-of-the-art evidence and analysis produced in the framework of the international research 

initiative DIALOGUES are presented.

Active political participation of people can significantly contribute to advancing energy 

transitions. Citizens have hands-on knowledge and understanding of local issues and thus are 

in a strong position to propose workable solutions. Integrating in energy-related 

decision-making the perspectives and experiences of diverse social groups can enrich the pool 

of evidence that underpins the making of decisions, resulting in more effective policies. In 

addition, civil participation is pivotal to ensuring legitimacy, public acceptance and 
viability of related socio-economic transformations, as well as bolstering trust in public 

institutions as facilitators of the energy transition.5

Еnabling and empowering citizens to participate in energy transitions as political subjects is 

fundamental to securing fair transition processes and outcomes. Vital aspects of any just 

energy transition are justice in representation, procedures and distribution. The involvement of 

citizens in decision-making through fair representation and procedures is pivotal to attaining 

just outcomes, including in terms of distribution of benefits of the transition. The findings of 

over 80 in-depth interviews with energy experts in the examined eight countries point to a 

common assumption that just energy transitions entail people making decisions about their 

living area and being co-recipients, together with local businesses and municipalities, of the 

environmental, social and economic benefits of the transition.6

Taking on the logic of democratic participation more broadly, political participation as a form of 

energy citizenship has the potential to position citizens on an equal footing when it 
comes to energy systems and energy transitions. Other forms of energy citizenship, such 

as energy production, appear to be more strongly impacted by socio-economic inequalities, for 

instance as regards ownership and the availability of economic capital. While policymakers 

must strive to enable more equitable access to opportunities for energy production, bolstering 

direct political participation of citizens can serve both as an interim and a long-term vehicle for 

more equal participation in energy transitions. At the same time, across the studied countries, 

possibilities for direct political action are still far from being equal owing to various factors, for 

example, socio-cultural barriers related to social marginalisation and attribution of gender 

roles in society. Consistently, gender and social norms have been found to curb women’s 

abilities to participate in decision-making related to energy systems and processes at all 

levels.7 Another major hindrance is lack of time - which is often linked to limited financial 

resources:

‘People with no money have limited possibilities of participation. Of 
course, they can participate in a political way or through protests, 
but this all takes time. Often people who don’t have a lot of money 

don't have a lot of time [...]‘8

Energy professionals in different countries, including Germany and Norway, underscore that 

creating just energy systems is extremely challenging as existing widespread inequalities in the 

distribution of power, income and ownership (including of land) are structurally reproduced. 

Overcoming injustices inherent in traditional energy systems necessitates a reorganisation 
not only of markets but also of power.

Political participation as a form of energy citizenship can manifest in many ways, including 

through direct democracy, such as participation in energy-related decision-making, referenda 

and initiatives in which citizens vote on specific issues, as well as through political activism in the 

context of social movements and protests. Indirect political participation – through the election 

of political representatives – is admittedly significant, however, it needs to be coupled with 

participatory mechanisms to ensure broad-based and inclusive participation. Notwithstanding 

that people can engage politically as both individuals and collectives/ groups, collective 

involvement is more prominent.

While all types of political engagement are important, public participation in 
decision-making concerning energy legislation, regulation and policy is a principal 
channel for substantive energy citizenship.9 Policymaking efforts need to focus on putting in 

place multiple mechanisms to that end, in particular for co-creation of legal and policy solutions 

with governmental, regional and local authorities through deliberative processes, and provision 

of direct feedback through public consultation and surveillance.10

‘Involving citizens in decision-making processes is fundamental to 
the energy transition.’11

Energy experts underline the key role that energy communities can play as structures 
enabling citizens to take part in decision-making. There are many examples of energy 

communities that can exert influence on law- and policy-making in the energy field, for instance 

through lobbying. A former member of the German Parliament who has been interviewed 

highlights this important function of energy communities: ‘Political pressure, and we definitely 

need to get better and faster. The only way to do that is through broad participation.‘12

A recent example of good practice in the Greek context is the formation of an alliance of energy 

communities for political purposes which allows the members to have a strong unified voice. A 

representative of this alliance shares that their positions and requests are being transferred to 

the Ministry of the Environment and Energy for consideration.13

In addition to involvement in decision-making, other types of direct democratic participation are 

citizen referenda and initiatives in which people vote on specific issues. For example, the role 

that the public can play through such mechanisms of direct democracy is a salient characteristic 

of the Swiss energy system. Since 2015, mechanisms for direct proposition of and opposition to 

policies and projects at the cantonal and federal level have seen energy questions enter the 

voting agenda through three federal referenda (among those, two popular initiatives).14 The 

2050 Energy Strategy was adopted through a referendum. A vivid illustration of citizen political 

agency is the case of the dispute over the largest ecological thermal network in Geneva (the 

Genilac). Collectively, the local commune of Cologny and its citizens were able to delay a 

controversial project. It has been stressed that participative democracy, combined with a 

decentralised energy supply, augments popular trust in institutions, energy transition policies, 

and local utilities.15 Across national contexts, possibilities for similar participation mechanisms 

may differ based on democratic culture and path dependencies. Nonetheless, decision-makers 

can certainly learn from such examples and strive to maximise participative democracy in 
their country, while acknowledging national specificities.

Lastly, political activism through participation in social movements, trade unionism, and 

demonstrations on energy, climate and environmental issues may help advance energy 

transitions by influencing agenda-setting and the orientation of future energy policies.16 For 

instance, in Switzerland, the interviewed energy experts are of the view that social movements 

and public protests may have an impact on policymaking. However, some professionals think 

that these types of engagement do not have a substantial effect on public opinion in the 

country. What is more, social movements can enable the engagement of social groups 
that are underrepresented in energy transitions. For instance, in the case of Germany, 

‘Fridays for Future’ is believed to constitute an important platform for boosting the participation 

of young people and raising their awareness of climate and energy issues. Moreover, citizen 

movements and mobilisations can give voice to citizens who, for reasons of disempowerment or 

risk, cannot participate, for example, groups experiencing energy poverty and energy injustice.17

There is a need to set up channels that enable policymakers to take account of the 
stances and arguments put forward by political activists. In establishing and 

strengthening links between public institutions and political activists, the role of the Internet 

and social media in activism should be considered and utilised. Also, citizen-driven initiatives 

are relevant players to engage as they can assist, inform and promote movements.18

Enablers, Barriers and 
Inclusivity Considerations
Public institutions affect the context for energy citizenship in a variety of ways, while 

simultaneously being shaped by citizens through democratic and consensual mechanisms of 

political participation.19 The professionals who took part in the expert interviews acknowledge 

the fundamental importance of conducive national frameworks for fostering civil engagement - 

also in the political arena. At the same time, there is a shared understanding that political 

decentralisation is a key enabling condition for active political participation of citizens. 

Combining decentralised policymaking with enhanced mechanisms for public 
participation in decision-making at the local and regional level is a foundational formula 

for energy democracy:

‘The most important next step would be the decentralisation and 
citizen involvement in political processes.’20

An expert in Bulgaria contends that, without decentralisation of political processes and energy 

production, ‘[…] we are not talking about a transition; we are talking about replacing some elites 

with other elites. We can close all the polluting companies, replace them with large RES 

projects… But this is not really the transition.‘21

Other structural factors influencing opportunities for direct political action are democratic 

maturity, institutional architecture, administrative support, and fulfilment of the right to 

freedom of expression, association and peaceful assembly. Institutional integrity and 

transparency concerning lobbying are also very relevant. For example, investors – depending 

on the capital and nature of the investment – may be able to influence political decisions and 

stop political or social movements advocating for greater regulation of anti-fossil fuel 

investment policies.22 Social and individual drivers also play out, for instance, democratic 

culture, collective and community consciousness, and personal skills and competencies in 
political participation and political organisation at different levels. In this regard, 

experts have highlighted the need for energy literacy training and information campaigns to 

support people’s capacity to make well-informed decisions.

Furthermore, inclusivity, diversity and equity are also critical aspects to consider in efforts to 

promote active political participation. It emerges in the research that, in a similar vein to energy 

production, direct political action tends to primarily involve high-income, male, white, 

non-migrant, and often technocratic individuals – who (allegedly) have the knowledge and 

resources to participate in this way.23 Social groups that are historically marginalised are 
the least represented in places of power, influence, decision-making and knowledge 

creation, which is where distributional outcomes are generated, among other things.24 A review 

of 375 energy citizenship initiatives across the eight countries shows that groups that are 

underrepresented and marginalised in energy transitions, such as women, persons of lower 

socio-economic status, ethnic minorities, and migrants, are mainly engaged via 

consumption-based activities (e.g. informational and awareness-raising campaigns, energy 

saving initiatives). While such activities are beneficial, viewing certain social groups solely as 

consumers with limited political agency highly constrains their role in shaping just energy 

transitions.25

Studies observe that many good examples of undertakings which facilitate active participation 

of citizens in policy processes, however, fall short of ensuring equitable involvement of 

underrepresented groups. An energy professional in Germany who has been interviewed gives 

the example of co-founding an overarching network for energy citizenship in the country, which 

promotes a framework of conditions for REN21, facilitates the dissemination of information and 

development of knowledge, and collectivises the voices of its members.26 Disconcertingly, this 

endeavour has been underpinned by a ‘blind’ approach to inclusion which does not take into 

account that various social groups may face differing barriers to participating 
politically, and may in effect reinforce disparities and discrimination. The conducted review of 

375 energy citizenship initiatives demonstrates that similar deficiencies are observed in many 

energy communities, including such that also pursue political objectives.27 Omissions of this 

kind inadvertently result in the amplification of voices of citizens who are already well-versed in 

What’s Next: Policy
Recommendations
The principal desired consequence of a citizen-driven energy system is the democratisation of 

both the energy sector and energy governance. However, direct political action as a form of 

public engagement in energy systems remains an underexplored terrain. There are significant 
opportunities and space to bring to the fore the role of energy citizens as political 
subjects. To that end, policymakers ought to consider the following policy orientations and 

measures:

• In the provision of education for democracy in formal education systems, integrate
teaching modules and practical training on energy citizenship focusing on the

importance of early engagement in the energy field, opportunities for participation, and the

building of relevant skills and competencies, such as deliberative skills, critical thinking, and

energy literacy. Moreover, efforts directed at teaching children and youth the values of social

justice, equal treatment, and respect for diversity should also tackle issues of injustice,

inequality, discrimination and exclusion in the context of energy systems and energy

transitions.

• Conduct widely accessible public lectures and workshops to bolster the skills and
capacities needed for free and equal political participation of energy citizens. It may be

necessary to implement targeted actions to involve groups that are hard-to-reach and

marginalised in national energy transitions.

• Provide channels for meaningful direct citizen participation in national-level
institutions responsible for energy governance, for example, representative and inclusive

citizen forums and assemblies.28 It is essential to ensure that such channels enable

representation, deliberation and consideration of the input provided by citizens, as well as

inclusion of diverse social groups. Representation can be achieved through the involvement

(as select spokespersons) of community leaders and members of marginalised groups, such

as women and ethnic minorities. Another promising practice in this regard is the use of

arbitrage in selecting participants in citizen forums. Inclusive citizen representation and

participation are necessary also concerning policies that do not pertain to the energy field

but are nonetheless relevant to energy citizenship, such as work-time reduction policies that

encourage part-time work and may allow people to engage in community-level work as energy

citizens.29

• Reform energy governance systems to enhance political decentralisation, and
simultaneously, set up multiple mechanisms for public participation in
decision-making at the local and regional level. One of the most commonly used

instruments for boosting the democratic quality of local decision-making on energy issues is

citizen polls which call on the population of a territory to vote on contentious new

developments, such as energy projects.30 In developing such citizen surveys, it is important to

bear in mind that the formulation of the rules of participation may influence survey

outcomes.

• In addition to democratising the making of locally relevant decisions, mechanisms for local

participation of citizens in decision-making should also enable the public to express views on

energy legislation and regional and national energy policy. Formal mechanisms should be

established to allow for and regulate the bottom-up transfer of the outcomes of
community-held deliberations from local to regional and national institutions.

• Enable (formations of) energy communities to participate in decision-making at
different energy governance levels. Priority in terms of participation and consideration of

input should be given to energy communities which are inclusive of diverse social groups.

While it is advisable to establish formal criteria for inclusivity of energy communities, a useful

rule of thumb would be to deem an energy community inclusive when the diversity of its

membership is proportional to (i.e. mirroring) the diversity of the territory/locality where it is

based.

• Reinforce transparency (full information disclosure by state institutions and
industry) and integrity of decision-making processes, as well as public accountability

concerning outcomes across all levels of energy governance.

• Employ Internet-based and digital tools to enable citizen consultation and
surveillance of law- and policy-making in the field of energy. Online and digital instruments

can effectively facilitate connecting policymakers with local knowledge systems. At the same

time, alternative (and equivalent) channels of participation should be made available to

groups and individuals with limited access to the Internet and digital tools, for example, older

persons and persons with disabilities.

• In the international arena, advocate and highlight possibilities for citizen representation and

participation in multilateral decision-making bodies and fora. An emphasis needs to be

placed on the inclusion of marginalised groups, such as women and ethnic minorities.

Experts stress that women’s representation is often confined to a local or community level

and lacking in international and global contexts where significant decision-making and power

dynamics play out.31

• In enabling direct political participation of citizens across different levels of energy

governance, strive for recognitional justice: identify groups and individuals that have

historically experienced denial of equal respect, rights, and opportunities about energy

issues, leading to marginalisation, exclusion, and stigma. As there is a tendency for such

social cohorts to continue to be side-lined in energy systems, policymakers should consider

mechanisms of restorative justice in national energy transitions, which would seek the

remediation of past claims of injustice to enable more active participation for deprived

communities and groups in present-day transition processes.

Empowering and supporting people to actively engage politically in energy systems and energy 

transitions is paramount to fostering energy citizenship, and relatedly, energy democracy. 

Conflict is inherent in the (r)evolution of energy systems. Currently, there is substantial 

evidence of contention regarding the idea of clean energy transitions in Europe. Locally, there 

is considerable opposition to renewable energy projects. Building democratic energy systems 

requires that conflict be managed through democratic mechanisms of deliberation and 

participation.

Тhere is a wide consensus that civil participation may alleviate societal discord.32 Countering 

local polarization and misuse of anti-energy transition sentiments by populist actors 
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• Active political participation of people can significantly
contribute to advancing energy transitions. Civil
participation is pivotal to ensuring legitimacy, public
acceptance and viability of related socio-economic
transformations.

• Enabling and empowering citizens to participate in energy
transitions as political subjects is fundamental to securing
fair transition processes and outcomes.

• Decision-makers should strive to maximise participative
democracy in their country while acknowledging national
specificities.

• While all types of political engagement are important, public
participation in decision-making concerning energy
legislation, regulation and policy is a principal channel for
substantive energy citizenship.

• Combining decentralised policymaking with enhanced mechanisms
for public participation in decision-making at the local and
regional level is a foundational formula for energy
democracy.

• Social groups that are historically marginalised are the
least represented in places of power, influence,
decision-making and knowledge creation, which is where
distributional outcomes are generated.
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