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1. Executive summary
This short report summarises the results from a desk review of peer reviewed literature
on the subject of European participatory research in Europe into public perceptions of
energy transitions. The results of this review are being used to inform the research
methods for the F
 air Energy Transition For All project.
The review addresses three main questions; what definitions of fairness are used in the
literature, how has this research impacted on policy and what participatory methods
have been employed to engage vulnerable European citizens with the issue of fair
energy transitions?
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Definitions
Definitions of fairness in the literature draw heavily on climate justice principles
and use the term ‘just transition’ to describe the path to fair energy futures. The
core principles used in describing these transitions are distributional and
procedural justice – ensuring citizens share fairly in the outcomes of energy
transitions as well as fair participation in the process of decision making.
Research in just energy transitions utilises these definitions and applies them to
the process of moving to a low-carbon society. These principles are used by
researchers but are not well understood by the public and are only beginning to
be utilised by charities, who interpret them in varying ways.

Have vulnerable citizens been involved in developing fair energy policies in
Europe?
There is a small, emergent literature in fair energy policies and very little
participatory research with vulnerable citizens has been done. Some efforts to
involve the public in a fair energy transition have included consultation with local
stakeholders, transparent co-development of energy policies and providing them
with a choice in an equitable energy future. However, to date very little research
has engaged vulnerable populations. Research has mainly focused on general
stakeholders – who are unlikely to be vulnerable citizens. There is almost no
evidence that vulnerable citizens have directly had input in the development of
fair energy policies.

The impact of these interventions on policy
The research has highlighted the need for trust, and a public perception of
fairness throughout energy transitions. Participation has been shown to increase
both trust and the perception of fairness. Therefore, to prevent previous injustices
reoccurring, more effort is needed to increase participation through - not only
more research - but also a more deliberative public processes on local energy
transitions that can be enacted by civil society organisations and other
practitioners. The field is too new to have yet provided evidence of policy impact.

2. How is ‘fairness’ defined in energy transition discussions
Ideas of fairness are generally represented within the framework of climate and/or
energy justice. Energy justice is a relatively new concept, which is used widely
throughout the literature [1]. Energy justice comprises two key elements: distributional
and procedural justice [2], [3]. Other principles of justice have been introduced as
potential additional elements, these include restorative [4], capability [5] and flexibility [6],
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[7]. They are not as widely used but worth mentioning as they contribute to the holistic
picture of energy justice.
●

“Distributional justice concerns the siting of infrastructure and the access to energy
services … In this regard, energy justice concerns both physical access to heating
and electricity and questions the extent of an individual’s freedoms” [1]
“Procedural justice calls for transparent, inclusive, non-discriminatory
decision-making processes around energy. It stakes a claim for all stakeholders
involved or affected by energy decision making to be able to participate in the
process and to be effectively listened to” [8]

●

‘Additional’ principles considered:
●

Restorative – “forces decision-makers to engage with [historical] justice concerns
and consider any injustice caused by an energy activity that would have to be
rectified” [9]
Capability – “the ability for group members to live healthy, safe, dignified lives” [5]
Flexibility – “the justice implications of flexibility capital” [6], meaning the ability to use
energy in a more flexible way e.g. choosing when to commute to work (or choosing
not to) [7]

●
●

While fair energy definitions - for the purpose of this document - are mostly focused on
access to energy services, just energy transitions (or just transitions) are more focused
on how changes in the way energy is generated impact on people, which are just when
they demonstrate “a fair and equitable process of moving towards a post-carbon
society” [4]. Most recently a comprehensive definition came from a review highlighting
the need to safeguard social justice, equity, and welfare in the process of transition [10].
This extensive review outlines general agreed upon ‘must have’ principles in just energy
transition policies [10]. These map onto the justice principles outlined above well:
●
●
●
●

Collectives (generally low-income households) must have their barriers removed to
allow access to the benefits of energy transitions
Policies must be consistent, driven by a long-term vision and fuelled by cooperation
between stakeholders, with special emphasis on the participation of the public
Must consider and respect the rights of local communities and solve the historical
injustices caused by the diversity of perspectives among stakeholders.
The transition must be flexible enough to cope with uncertainty and social
complexity
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It was noted that “scholars have not [completely] agreed upon the principles of how to
analyse a just energy transition” [10]. In lieu of this, however, community-based
participatory decision-making was mentioned as a key component of just transition.

3. Evidence that the most vulnerable are the most adversely
affected by energy transitions
3.1 Household
Energy transitions can also affect more vulnerable households, as most of the costs for
businesses running wind and solar power are the generator and network fixed costs –
with the cost reducing to very little once these initial costs are incurred. This means an
initial fixed charge is used to defray costs, with the consequence being the less a
household consumes, the more it pays per unit of energy used, resulting in low-income
households being effectively penalised for using less and even more so if they use
electricity for heating [11].
3.2 Gender
There is evidence that the most vulnerable will be adversely affected through engrained
systems. For example, gender roles result in women doing more work at home and earn
less money on average, meaning they are more vulnerable to energy poverty [12]. They
are also doubly burdened as they spend an increased amount of time on
pro-environmental behaviours known as the ‘feminisation of pro-environmental
behaviours’ [11]. Although women are more vulnerable to transition, there is a lack of
specific consequences for women in the literature considering this theoretical deduction
[10].
3.3 Spatial
Living in rural, or even sub-urban areas aggravates the risks of energy vulnerabilities,
and this is being reproduced by low-carbon energy transitions as many households are
locked-in to outdated carbon heavy energy systems [13]. This creates systematic
disadvantages in an already uneven energy landscape through distribution of resources
being consolidated in areas with more economic, political, infrastructural and symbolic
power. This is especially true for low-income households in energy peripheries who are
also vulnerable to mobility transitions [13].
3.4 Mobility
Vulnerability in mobility has multiple facets. Firstly, those who can afford low-emission
vehicles can avoid regressive taxes and inefficiencies in older systems. They will benefit
from the resultant allocation of financial resources and space into the future as they can
adopt new technology more easily [14]. In Portugal, for example, impoverished suburban
communities have been pushed into dependency on cars through urban policy, with lack
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of investment in public transport infrastructure due to the city being designed for car use
[15]. Although private car use is relatively circumscribed to an advantaged social group
in these communities, both those with and without cars in these communities will be
adversely affected by transitions if there is a push towards low-emission private vehicles
[15], [16].

4. Methods used to research perceptions of a fair energy
transition.
Participatory research with vulnerable people and just energy transitions is sparse, with
most of the emerging literature being published in the last few years. Table 1 highlights
energy transition research that include the voice of stakeholders. In almost all cases
vulnerability isn’t considered or is only inferred by proxy of low-income, most of the policy
recommendation is informed through theoretical deduction. No research papers
specifically speak to vulnerable people to ascertain their opinion on energy transition
and no research includes them directly in the development of solutions. Methods
included focus groups, workshops, interviews, action research, observations and
questionnaires. Recruitment of participants was varied as the research covers multiple
methodologies. In terms of engaging vulnerable citizens, snowballing sampling and
attending local stakeholder events (with charities, local governments, energy
co-operatives etc.) seems to be the best avenue to finding vulnerable participants
[17]–[20].
Table 2 includes research on just energy transitions from localised renewables projects
(e.g. wind farms). Opinions of local stakeholders were sought out, again with little
mention of vulnerability of participants. However, this research – although more
concerned on localised spatial justice – gives insight into ways to engage previously
ignored stakeholders and elements to integrate into policy. The need for
co-development, a perception of fairness and trust in the process is highlighted
throughout Table 2.

5. Impacts on policy development and communication.
5.1 Gender
A participatory policy expert panel in Spain, found gender to be a factor that needs to be
integrated into energy transition solutions, especially including more women in the policy
formation as male experts dominate the decision-making process [21]. This was
generalised and not specific to the most vulnerable women, however female opinions
showed that they believed women voices were underrepresented and more equality is
needed [21].
5

5.2 Mobility
Policy needs to create pathways that encourage culture and behaviours change
through public transport infrastructure investment. This will support a just energy
transition, especially towards walking, cycling and public transport [14], [15], [22].
However, if there is push is towards electric private vehicles, you will marginalise not only
the most vulnerable (without car), but also the ‘slightly less’ vulnerable (who cannot
afford low-emission cars). For policy, a perception of fairness is key for social support, as
a lack of trust in government and energy companies was prevalent [16].
5.3 Spatial
Co-creating place-based narratives through transparent, participatory deliberative
decision-making could support higher involvement with locals in community renewable
energy and prosumerism [18], [23]–[25]. For local communities living near energy
projects (table 2), co-development of the process (procedural justice) with a perception
of fairness and trust in outcomes (distributive justice), although concession on
participation can be ameliorated through financial compensation. The justice principles
are also evident in Denmark where perceptions of distributive unfairness were
intertwined with perceptions of unfair procedure with a lack of recognition in the
planning and decision-making process [26]. Uneven spatial energy policy that embeds
more vulnerability through a landscape that favours ‘agglomeration and growth’ should
be challenged and re-evaluated with participation of diverse stakeholders [13]. However,
the research in Table 2 also shows disinterest in participation from a significant
proportion of local citizens, therefore active stakeholder engagement is crucial but will
not create a perfect participation landscape.

6. Participation, perception of fairness and trust
Participatory approaches can improve environmental decision-making, through
achieving a sense of fairness and legitimacy, and instil a sense of satisfaction and trust
that citizens have had their voice heard [27]. This increases their trust in the transition
process and needs to be continually developed [27]–[29]. However, the most vulnerable,
who tend to have the least social capital, are likely to be less engaged or trusting of the
process. Research found that citizens with less social capital have the least trust in their
community and government, and consequently are less in support of renewable policies
[30]. Recommendations include, combining increasing social capital with economic
incentives to reduce the perception of 'threat' from transition energy policy [30]. A review
states the renewable energy transition goals are realistic and acceptable if framed in a
discourse of sustainability, equity and justice [31], which was supported by
comprehensive participation processes [28]. Intermediaries work as an avenue for
6

vulnerable citizens to have their voice heard, however multiple intermediaries approach
the energy justice principles differently [17]. Therefore, dialogue between stakeholders is
needed to improve coherence around implementation of the justice principles.
Far more work is needed to engage vulnerable citizens voices in the transition process.
This will likely need to be an iterative process where participation induces trust which
leads to more participation. Although introducing stakeholders around the table doesn’t
necessarily solve all problems and caution is advised in putting too much emphasis on
relying on participation as a panacea [32].

7. Methodology
The methodology used in this review of the literature focussed on journals that were
identified as providing the appropriate literature on the specified brief area. Key words
were used to filter through the journals, these included searching for each word
individually such-as: 'renewable' 'transition' 'just' 'justice' 'fair' 'fairness' 'vulnerable'
'energy'. Then combination of these words, for example 'just energy transition' were also
used. The journals used in the review included: "Applied energy" "Renewable energy"
"Energy policy" "Energy research and social science" "Renewable and sustainable
energy reviews" "The energy journal".
As the papers discovered through the journals were being reviewed, other research
papers were identified through the references used in these papers and throughout the
literature. This helped the author find new papers in more obscure journals that were
appropriate to include in the review.
The papers deemed most appropriate due to the remit of the review were included.
However, due to the lacuna of research that was specific to the exact brief, other papers
were included that were considered to be important for the overall picture of energy
justice transitions in Europe - for example the research papers in Table 2.
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