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Introduction 
It is not so long ago that centralized energy systems developed by 

industrialized nation states through the twentieth century seemingly left 

little role for the public, other than as “ passive consumers,” removed from 

the governance, materials, and infrastructures of energy production and 

supply ( Walker and Cass, 2007 ). However, the past two decades have 

witnessed thoroughgoing changes in the relationship between energy 

systems and their publics. Transformations in how energy is governed and 

produced, including the neoliberalization of energy markets and the rise of 

more distributed forms of energy production and renewables, have 

multiplied the roles that publics can and do take up in relation to energy (

Devine-Wright, 2007 ). In addition, the looming energy crisis that 

accompanied the dawn of the twenty-first century—whether defined in terms

of the “ energy trilemma” of global climate change, energy security and 

socio-economic inequalities ( Hammond and Pearson, 2013 ) or some more 

complex entanglement of issues that make up this very “ political situation” (

Barry, 2012 )—means that publics are now simultaneously sought out, 

implicated in, and actively seek out their place in energy transitions. What 

publics think, know, say and do has become an important concern of energy 

research, government policy, corporate strategy, and social movements. 

Though discussions around the importance of energy transitions have 

multiplied in policymaking and in the academic literature ( Araújo, 2014 ), 

these discussions have neglected the social and political dimensions of 

transitions ( Miller et al., 2013 , 2015 ) and leave little role for citizens or 
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democratic processes ( Hendriks, 2009 ; Laird, 2013 ). Calls have been made

for social scientists to more fully conceptualize and demonstrate the range of

existing and potential forms of citizen participation in determining and 

enacting energy transitions, as part of the project of democratizing these 

processes and holding decision-makers to account ( Stirling, 2014 ). Of 

course, citizens frequently figure in a wide range of government 

interventions and areas of the academic literature including consultation 

processes, opinion polls, behavior change programmes, social marketing 

campaigns, social media, planning protests, activism and public 

demonstrations, lobbying, investment decisions, the co-design of energy 

technologies, participatory energy modeling, visioning exercises, open 

innovation processes, citizen science, hacker spaces, smart energy 

technologies, eco-homes, community energy schemes, other grassroots 

energy innovations, and others (on this diversity, see for example Chilvers 

and Longhurst, 2012 ). 

However, in this paper we argue that the majority of these approaches and 

ways of describing energy democracy and participation assume a fixed, pre-

given and “ residual realist” view of the public and of democratic 

engagement. Following Chilvers and Kearnes (2016a) , what we mean by 

residual realist here is that the who (i. e., public participants) and how (i. e., 

models of participation and democracy) of energy democracy are viewed in a

realist sense as being highly specific, pre-given, external, and naturally 

occurring categories. This upholds a dominant perspective and imaginary 

whereby many existing approaches prescribe a narrow definition of energy 

democracy and participation to the exclusion of others. The emphasis is on 
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developing and “ scaling up” democratic and participatory procedures, and 

judging them against externally prescribed principles and evaluative criteria,

that fit within a pre-given normativity of democracy and participation. 

There are many examples of mainstream approaches that adopt relatively 

fixed, pre-given meanings of what it means to participate in this way, and 

imagine involvement occurring in discrete events or cases in particular parts 

of wider energy systems. Take for instance public opinion research and 

deliberative democratic procedures. The emphasis here is on establishing 

public views, and achieving equitable and competent public group 

deliberation, on choices and decisions about energy system transitions (e. g.,

Burgess and Chilvers, 2006 ; Stagl, 2006 ; Hendriks, 2009 ; Pidgeon et al., 

2014 ). Such appoaches tend to involve “ general” or lay publics often in 

interaction with “ experts,” are judged in terms criteria like 

representaitiveness, inclusivity, and impact on decision-making, and are 

often called upon to seek “ public acceptance” of energy policies and 

technologies. Contrast this with attempts to engage publics in changing their

energy behaviors (e. g., Abrahamse et al., 2005 ), which tend to center on 

the workplace, the home and efforts to reduce energy demand, and are 

evaluated against criteria such as energy savings and carbon reduction. In 

other areas of research and practice, studies of social movements and 

transitions management approaches, respectively, hone in on energy 

democratic engagement in the form of public protest or activism (e. g., 

Saunders and Price, 2009 ) and sites of community mobilization and 

grassroots innovation (e. g., Seyfang et al., 2013 ). For these modes of 
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energy democracy the focus is more on resisting or assisting system change,

whether in terms of technological innovation or more radical social change. 

Each of these approaches adopt specific pre-given meanings of energy 

participation and democratic engagement, to the exclusion of others. They 

each attend to particular parts of wider energy systems in comparmentalized

ways. They place an emphasis on doing energy democracy through 

developing methods and procedures, rather than posing more critical and 

reflexive questions about power relations, politics, and exclusions that work 

through these processes. When it comes to evaluation, it is the positive 

effects and impacts of participation that are emphasized and looked for, not 

the negative effects and downsides. These aspects, associated with a 

residual realist imaginary of energy participation, can actually limit the 

ability of energy democracy initiatives to address the systemic, complex, and

long-term nature of energy transitions in equitable, inclusive, and socially 

responsive ways (see Chilvers and Longhurst, 2016 ). 

This can also be seen in the nascent but emerging writing on energy 

democracy. While the notion of energy democracy that has recently 

emerged in social movements and radical scholarship ( Kunze and Becker, 

2014 ) has been largely ill-defined, most sources emphasize bottom-up, civic

and community-based empowerment, ownership, and/or control over energy

production and consumption (e. g., Morris and Jungjohann, 2016 ; Burke and 

Stephens, 2017 ; Fairchild and Weinrub, 2017 ). Becker and Naumann (2017)

have sought further clarification by suggesting a typology that classifies 

energy democracy projects into those that emphasize: decentralized energy 
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provision; collective ownership of energy services; or energy sovereignty 

over resources. Szulecki's (2018) recent attempt to bring further definitional 

clarity expands the frame to also include prosumer action, but ultimately 

offers an evaluation and “ decision-making tool” based on indicators to judge

energy democracy along the three dimensions of popular sovereignty, 

participatory governance, and civic ownership. Barring a few exceptions (e. 

g., Hess, 2018 ; Van Veelen, 2018 ) then, most existing writings on energy 

democracy adopt a residual realist standpoint, emphasizing particular 

definitions and normativities of energy democracy to the exclusion of others,

and prescribing universal pre-given evaluative principles and criteria 

external to the situated performance and construction of energy democracy 

in practice. 

More relational approaches in science and technology studies (STS), 

geography and cognate disciplines have attempted to account for the ways 

in which different forms of energy democracy and their publics are made , 

constructed, and co-produced. These studies illustrate the range of ways in 

which citizens are already participating within and against energy 

transitions, as community energy cooperatives (e. g., Yildiz et al., 2015 ), 

activists (e. g., North, 2011 ), participants in invited deliberative processes 

(e. g., Soneryd, 2016 ), and as energy users in the home (e. g., Shove et al., 

2012 ) including their interaction with material devices (e. g., Marres, 2011 ).

Such work, grounded in constructivist and relational ontologies, views forms 

of participatory democracy and publics as being co-produced, constructed, 

and emergent through the performance of collective practices. It pays closer 

attention to power relations, politics, materiality, exclusions, and effects in 
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both understanding and intervening in the making of energy democracy. This

shifts the focus from studying discrete unitary forms of “ energy democracy”

to one of understanding multiple diverse energy democracies which 

intermingle in wider systems. However, relational approaches are emerging 

from different disciplinary standpoints, with competing understandings and 

assumptions about what brings energy democracy and publics into being, 

and with what effects. In addition, relational approaches have thus far 

attended to discrete case study examples of public engagement with energy 

and focused on particular modes of democratic engagement. There has been

little cross-comparative work aiming to draw wider lessons about emerging 

energy publics in diverse forms and locations. There is a need to look across 

a broader range of modes of energy democracy and the making of energy 

publics, to reflect their diversity but also to identify more general patterns, 

stabilities, and shifts in the role of citizens in energy transitions. 

In order to address these issues this paper is informed by an expert 

workshop, held in April 2014, which brought together leading proponents of 

contending relational approaches to the making of energy participation and 

publics in direct conversation for the first time (further details of the 

workshop format and participants are provided in Chilvers and Pallett, 2015

). The workshop aimed to consider the potential academic and practical 

value, across a range of different approaches, of adopting a perspective on 

energy publics as relational and co-produced. The 1-day workshop involved 

presentations drawing across contending relational approaches before 

opening up to discussion where workshop participants considered what it 

would mean to take seriously and properly account for emerging publics and 
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forms of democratic engagement in and around energy systems. Through 

exploring the similarities and differences of emerging relational approaches 

the workshop considered the implications for theory, modes of study, and 

practices of energy participation. Workshop discussion was analyzed through

qualitative coding which produced key themes presented in a workshop 

report (see Chilvers and Pallett, 2015 ). This helped frame a comprehensive 

review of the academic literature which forms the basis of this paper. 

Many relational and constructivist studies of energy participation emanate 

from STS and human geography, which forms the interdisciplinary focus of 

this paper, alongside cognate disciplines in the energy social sciences and 

humanities. While overlaps exist between STS scholarship and the emerging 

subfield of energy communication ( Endres et al., 2016 ; Cozen et al., 2018 ),

we move beyond the frame of the latter by taking a relational starting point 

and by considering a wider diversity of energy democracy-related practices 

within which forms of energy communication exist. In what follows, we first 

contextualize our argument by reviewing dominant perspectives on energy 

public engagement in the literature. Here, we contrast “ residual realist” 

understandings of energy publics, found in much of the academic and gray 

literature, with constructivist and relational perspectives from the 

interpretive social sciences which present a view of energy publics as 

emerging rather than pre-given. We argue that these relational approaches 

can be further enhanced with a co-productionist perspective which would 

enable more symmetrical and comparative analyses between different kinds 

of energy public engagement and conceptual frames. In the remainder of the

paper we set out a relational agenda for energy democracy research in 
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terms of: developing concepts and theories; methodological and empirical 

challenges; and implications for practices of governance and democratic 

engagement with energy transitions. 

Energy Democracies and Publics in the Making 
Until recently, core energy research has tended to neglect the social 

dimensions of energy systems, with social science and interdisciplinary 

approaches being under-represented (see Sovacool, 2014 ). Miller et al. 

(2015) identify a neglect of social dimensions in energy policy discussions 

more broadly, and in the design of key governing institutions. Of course, 

government policy around the energy system does engage with social 

dimensions and energy publics in an increasing diversity of ways, though 

these are heavily shaped by assumptions coming from economics and 

behavioral psychology. Citizens are engaged as consumers of energy 

through market mechanisms and social marketing projects ( Dolan et al., 

2012 ), and are also increasingly seen as community groups who could be 

recruited for community energy generation and behavior-change projects (

Owens and Driffill, 2008 ). The rising interest in policy circles in the concept 

of “ Big Data” and the possibility of accumulating large data sets from social 

media and government services, also recasts citizens as sources of 

information about new trends or potential challenges and controversies (

Jasanoff, 2017 ). A small but significant set of approaches to engaging 

citizens with policy-making concerns two-way dialogue in the form of 

deliberative public engagement exercises. These have been carried out, for 

example, by the UK Government-funded programme Sciencewise and the 

Danish Board of Technology, around topics including acceptability of 
https://assignbuster.com/energy-democracies-and-publics-in-the-making-a-
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particular energy technologies, or how greenhouse gas reduction targets 

might be met ( Mohr et al., 2013 ; Pallett and Chilvers, 2013 ). 

However, what these diverse approaches have in common is they often 

assume a particular fixed model of democratic engagement and imagine an 

external public existing in a natural state waiting to be revealed, engaged, or

mobilized by science and democracy ( Chilvers and Kearnes, 2016a ). This 

way of understanding energy democracy and its publics as static and pre-

given is even reflected by approaches which advocate more interactive 

forms of engagement influenced by deliberative democratic theory, in that 

they are based on an implicit model of (consensual) democratic engagement

which assumes a particular kind of citizen who will act in a certain way (cf. 

Hendriks, 2009 ). Understandings of forms of democratic engagement and 

publics as fixed entities have been challenged by constructivist theories in 

STS, geography, political/democratic theory, and anthropology (e. g., Irwin 

and Michael, 2003 ; Irwin, 2006 ; Lezaun and Soneryd, 2007 ; Bennett, 2009 ;

Mahony et al., 2010 ; Marres and Lezaun, 2011 ; Chilvers and Kearnes, 

2016a ). Such work sees publics as actively brought into being by the very 

ways actors seek to know and move them—whether that be through 

practices of opinion polling, behavior change, protest movements, or 

grassroots community innovations, for example. Any understanding of 

engagement practices, publics, their knowledges, and actions, thus cannot 

be separated from the ways in which they are mediated and configured in 

particular settings. 
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While relational approaches vary, a common central argument is that most 

existing ways of knowing, doing, and governing energy publics fail to 

properly account for how publics and engagement practices are actively 

constructed and shaped by—and in turn shape—the various material 

settings, technologies, infrastructures, issues, participatory procedures, and 

political philosophies with which they are associated. Rather than existing as 

fixed entities waiting to be discovered, energy publics are seen to be co-

produced through the mutual constitution of social, political, and technical 

orders ( Jasanoff, 2004 ), in the performance of participatory experiments 

and practices at particular sites ( Laurent, 2011 ; Chilvers and Longhurst, 

2016 ), and the more durable relations between citizens, technoscience, and 

the state held together in wider assemblages, institutions, and political 

cultures ( Jasanoff, 2011 ). 

Owens and Driffill (2008) identify the normative and autocratic assumption, 

evident in much government engagement with publics on energy issues, that

public attitudes and behaviors need to be changed. Furthermore, they 

criticize the persistent assumption that attitudes and behaviors can be 

straight-forwardly altered through communication and engagement, drawing

on critiques from STS of “ deficit model” assumptions ( Wynne, 1991 ) and 

sociological research which reveals a more complex relationship between 

attitudes and behaviors ( Blake, 1999 ). Social practice theorists have further

challenged the behavior change agenda by criticizing the assumption that 

publics behave as individual rational actors. Theorists like Shove et al. (2012)

have suggested that individuals or the public as a whole are not an 
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appropriate focus for study, instead advocating an emphasis on energy-

related practices themselves. 

A related set of relational approaches coming from human geography, 

sociology, and STS have further interrogated the relational nature of publics, 

highlighting the multifaceted and contingent conditions implicated in their 

emergence. Work specifically concerned with renewable energy technologies

and siting ( Walker and Cass, 2007 ; Barnett et al., 2010 ; Walker et al., 2010

; Cotton and Devine-Wright, 2012 ) has demonstrated the strong role played 

by imaginaries of or assumptions about energy publics in the construction of 

public engagement around renewable energy. Such studies argue that 

certain publics are performatively brought into being by strongly held models

and assumptions, like that of NIMBYism which presupposes opposition from 

narrow motivations. Contributions from relational STS have described the 

mutual construction of particular kinds of energy publics and issues/objects 

of interest. For example, Noortje Marres work has demonstrated the 

important role played by material technologies in the smart home ( Marres, 

2012 ) and understandings of particular policy issues ( Marres, 2007 ) in 

mediating and transforming energy publics. Similarly, Barry's (2013) work on

the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline illustrates how different kinds of publics 

emerge at different times and places alongside different manifestations of 

policy issues and the “ political situation.” 

Research on diverse emerging public engagements with energy abounds, 

though with contrasting conceptual approaches and terminologies. As with 

recent developments in energy communication ( Endres et al., 2016 ), this is 
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moving beyond a focus of high-level controversies to consider more 

mundane and distributed engagements with energy in everyday life (

Michael, 2016 ). As demonstrated above, studies of social movements, active

communities, deliberative democratic engagement, energy users in the 

home and more could be considered as relational accounts. However, this 

nascent literature remains fragmented, with different sets of approaches 

tending to focus on particular parts of the energy system, adopting particular

concepts of what it means to participate, and working with particular kinds of

partners and publics. The lack of connections and conversations in particular 

between approaches focused on behavior change vs. those emphasizing 

public acceptance of energy policies and technologies, even where similar 

concepts and methodologies are used, has also been noted ( Owens and 

Driffill, 2008 ; Marres, 2012 ). This fragmentation leads to a further concern, 

that the partiality of these necessarily situated accounts is not fully 

acknowledged or reflected on, and that connections between different 

publics or broader developments in energy systems are not fully understood.

Therefore, we advocate a more co-productionist, symmetrical, and 

comparative approach to the study emerging forms of democratic 

engagement and energy publics, which is able to draw from a shared 

conceptual framework and talk about developments at the national scale 

and beyond. Only then can the diversity and contingency of emerging forms 

of energy democracy and their publics be accounted for. The remainder of 

this paper explores the opportunities and challenges of adopting such an 

approach. 
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A Relational Agenda for Energy Democracy Research and 
Practice 
Relational Concepts and Theories 
Even amongst the literature offering relational accounts of energy 

participation, there are several different concepts and theoretical 

frameworks used to explain the making and mediation of energy publics. 

These different approaches variously emphasize or de-emphasize the 

relative roles played by social practices and procedures, material objects and

issue-framings, imaginaries, and forms of human agency in the making of 

energy publics. Though they are not necessarily mutually exclusive or in 

competition with one another, these different emphases shape analyses in 

contrasting ways with potential implications for methods of empirical study 

and practices of governance and engagement (as discussed in the sections 

on Methodological and Empirical Challenges and Governance and 

Engagement Practice below). Furthermore, these conceptual approaches are 

rarely brought into direct conversation with one another, as we attempt to 

do in this section. 

One strand of scholarship foregrounds the role of objects in shaping publics, 

including material energy technologies and infrastructures, and different 

expressions or framings of the issue in question. Noortje Marres (2012) has 

looked at the role played by devices in an eco-show home in processes of 

participation, embodying assumptions about energy itself and the publics or 

users to be engaged. Goulden et al. (2014) make similar arguments with 

regards to visions of future smart grids in energy scenarios, showing how 

different visions can variously conjure energy citizens or energy consumers, 
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with different expected behaviors and permissible roles. Marres (2007) has 

also argued that the framing of particular (energy) issues dictates the nature

and form of public involvement possible around that issue, thereby shaping 

energy publics. Cowell (2010) has made a similar argument in the context of 

wind energy planning decisions in Wales by exploring the highly contingent 

processes by which “ acceptable locations” for wind energy were identified 

and constructed within the national assembly, limiting the forms of 

participation and the potential participants in planning decisions. 

At the level of particular energy landscapes, Barry (2013) has explored the 

emergence and management of different energy publics around the Baku-

Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline in conjunction with a number of different but 

connected “ political situations” encompassing material elements such as 

landslides or the pipeline itself. Similarly Krauss (2010) has examined the 

wind power landscapes of North Frisia and Dithmarschen in Germany, 

offering rich ethnographic observations of the emergence of particular kinds 

of publics and modes of democratic engagement often in the intersections 

between wind energy and other land use controversies in the area. At a 

macro level Winner's (1986) classic study of the politics of artifacts argued 

that nuclear power was “ socially constituted” in terms of a centrally 

controlled energy system, shaping energy publics (cf. Grove-White et al., 

2006 ). 

In a second strand of scholarship exploring emerging energy publics authors 

have emphasized the role played by procedural “ technologies of 

democracy” and forms of participatory expertise ( Chilvers, 2008 ) in 
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knowing and mobilizing energy publics. Lezaun and Soneryd (2007) have 

explored the rise of “ technologies of elicitation” for involving citizens in 

decisions around energy and other topics, arguing that they presuppose, and

bring into being particular publics—usually those with no prior knowledge of 

or position on the issue under discussion. This approach has also been used 

to examine how these particular technologies of participation travel between

different policy and national contexts, being interpreted differently and 

interacting with pre-existing publics and constitutional stabilities ( Soneryd, 

2016 ). Bauer and Pregernig (2013) have used a similar approach when 

looking at techniques of technology assessment and foresight around 

energy, arguing that the design and underlying assumptions of these 

procedures influence the selection and interactions of participants. This 

approach has the scope not only to explore deliberative democratic 

technologies of participation, but could also be applied to other techniques 

such as opinion polls or public attitudes surveys, or even forms of protest 

and activism; all of which make assumptions about the public which is to be 

engaged and contribute to the emergence of energy publics through their 

design and framing. For example, Jones et al. (2013) reveal the highly 

contingent way in which so-called “ nudge” techniques of behavioral 

economics have developed, with implications for the kinds of citizens who 

are engaged and brought into being. Furthermore, Asdal and Marres (2014) 

suggest that social science methods themselves assume and bring into 

being certain kinds of publics. 

Concerned more with the sphere of human action and agency, a third set of 

approaches that seek to understand the construction of societal engagement
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with energy has foregrounded everyday energy-related social practices—like

thermal comfort, showering, and cooking—as central to configuring everyday

public life around energy ( Shove, 1998 ; Shove et al., 2012 ; Hargreaves, 

2013 ). In challenging economistic and psychological behavior change 

approaches, social practice theorists have decentered the conventional focus

on individual energy consumers, or even on energy publics, instead taking 

social practices themselves as the focus of study. In this literature so far, 

therefore, central questions have not concerned the making of energy 

participation and publics but rather the related processes by which particular

social practices become stabilized or might change over time with 

implications for energy systems. Energy publics in this sense are groups of 

practitioners associated with a potentially large range of energy-related 

practices, though social practice theory studies have until recently focussed 

primarily on domestic energy-related practices. 

The raw power of human action in mediating public engagements with 

energy has been emphasized in a fourth set of approaches to understanding 

emerging energy publics, whether that be the power of facilitators, 

mediators, and community organizers ( Elam et al., 2007 ; Chilvers, 2008 ), 

the force of social movements ( Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012 ), or incumbent

institutions ( Stirling, 2008 ). In her in-depth ethnography around a wind 

energy project in a village in East Frisia, Northern Germany, Carlson (2014) 

explores complex community dynamics and patterns of engagement and 

disenfranchisement woven through everyday village life mediated by 

particular individuals and institutional structures. Pacheco et al. (2014) 

explore the co-emergence of social movements around wind energy with the
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industry itself and associated institutions, arguing that there is strong 

evidence of mutual influence between these three bodies. Many authors 

have emphasized the role played by institutions in shaping energy publics, 

for example exploring the strength of old technocratic modes of governing in

shaping modes of engagement and ways of interpreting public responses, 

even where governing institutions are attempting to be open and 

consultative ( Kim, 2014 ). Another strong shaping force has been the focus 

on progress in science and technology as a primary driver of economic 

productivity, a foundational assumption which governing institutions often 

put before and allow to shape other forms of energy public engagement (

Bowness and Hudson, 2014 ; Stirling, 2014 ). 

Others have focussed on the constrained ways in which opportunities for 

public involvement in democratic decision-making are framed, limiting the 

kinds of views and people who can be involved, and the potential of the 

process to influence decision-making ( Lee et al., 2012 ). A significant focus 

in studies of this kind has been on the institutional assumptions made about 

energy publics themselves, influencing how they are engaged and 

interpreted. For example, in the context of formal “ invited” public 

engagement processes Wynne (2006b) and others have pointed out the 

continual projection of deficit-model visions of the public by governing 

institutions, assuming that public dissent, opposition, and disinterest is down

to deficits in public understanding of the issue, or public trust, rather than 

engaging with the politics of the issue under debate. Similarly, in the context

of planning decisions related to wind energy generation. Bristow et al. (2012)

have explored the very specific way in which “ communities” are imagined, 
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with implications for how they are engaged around these decisions and who 

is eligible to receive community benefits. 

Lastly, some scholars have highlighted the importance of narratives, visions, 

and imaginaries of energy systems and futures that are durable over space 

and time, being continually (re)produced through the performances of state 

decision making and distributed energy publics. The notion of socio-technical

imaginaries, developed by Jasanoff and Kim, has been used to understand 

the relationship between particular visions of future energy systems—and by

implication particular visions of energy publics and forms of democracy—and

the design of particular energy-related scientific and technological projects 

including nuclear power ( Jasanoff and Kim, 2009 ), the German “ 

Energiewende” ( Jasanoff and Kim, 2013 ), bioenergy ( Eaton et al., 2014 ), 

through to more distributed and localized energy imaginaries ( Smith and 

Tidwell, 2016 ). The idea of stories and story-telling as modes of making 

energy publics has also recently been developed in several energy-related 

projects, including the “ Energy Biographies” project which has developed 

longitudinal stories of changes in individual's energy-related practices in a 

variety of different locations ( Butler et al., 2014 ; Shirani et al., 2015 ). 

Contending relational approaches to understanding democracy and publics 

in the making outlined above have broader implications for how social 

scientists, policy actors, and others theorize and conceptualize public 

engagement in energy transitions. Different relational theories foreground 

the relative roles of technologies, objects/issues, social practices, 

procedures, imaginaries, and forms of human action in the making of energy 
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publics. Bringing different approaches into conversation in this way raises 

questions about the effects of foregrounding these different elements in 

analyses of energy participation, and to what extent these different theories 

are complementary, working in tension, or completely incompatible? Our 

review, and supporting expert workshop analysis ( Chilvers and Pallett, 2015

), provides the basis to identify four important imperatives for future 

theoretical and conceptual developments to understand energy democracies

and their publics in the making. 

1. Understanding energy democracies and their publics as diverse, 

relational, and co-produced . Despite their differences the relational 

approaches explored in this section share the perspective that energy 

democracy and energy publics are not narrowly defined, fixed or pre-given 

categories—like “ deliberative democracy,” “ community energy,” “ energy 

behavior change,” and so on—but are continually being made, constructed, 

and remade through the performance of socio-material practices. They call 

for a shift away from thinking that takes energy democracy for granted as a 

natural or unitary category, to a more agnostic approach that opens up to 

the sheer diversities of energy democracies that are continually being 

performed across energy systems and beyond. Relational approaches force 

us to consider the democratic/anti-democratic possibilities not only of public,

deliberative, discursive, or institutional forms of energy participation but also

in terms of material, mundane, everyday, and private spaces of public 

engagement with energy. They call for an increased focus on power, politics 

and exclusions in the construction of diverse energy publics and how these 
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process are always shaped by wider social, political, and constitutional 

orders. 

2. Valuing difference and symmetry in relational theories of energy 

participation . It is important to recognize the value of developing alternative

relational theories and their relative contributions and implications for 

studying the dynamics of energy democracies and emergent publics. In 

seeking to explain how energy democracies and their publics are brought 

into being there is value in developing theories that allow explanatory 

emphasis to be variously placed on: emergence and the role of objects and 

non-humans (in the case of assemblage or actor-network based theories), 

the role of relational stabilities and already existing powers tied up extant 

orders, expertise, technologies, imaginaries and other durable elements 

(such as constitutional co-productionist theory), or a greater emphasis on 

human agency in the performance of practices in situ (as is foregrounded by 

social practice theory). At the same time there is also a need to develop 

relational and co-productionist theories that are more symmetrical in the 

relative emphasis that they place on the roles of objects, formats, and 

human agency in bringing (energy) democracies and publics into being—

retaining conceptual agnosticism to see the variable role of each being 

foregrounded or backgrounded in different times, places, and sites of public 

engagement with energy (see for example, Pallett and Chilvers, 2013 ; 

Chilvers and Kearnes, 2016b ; Chilvers and Longhurst, 2016 ). 

3. Toward conceptualizing systems of energy participation . Thinking 

relationally and symmetrically about diverse forms of energy participation in 
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these ways prompts a further important area of conceptual development in 

energy democracy research. This involves moving from thinking about 

energy participation in terms of discrete isolated cases toward conceiving of 

multiple practices of energy democracy and public mobilization as 

intermingling and interrelating in wider systems. In these terms, the 

dynamics and qualities of energy democracy should be analyzed not in terms

of discrete instances of energy democracy but in terms of the performance 

of multiple forms of democratic engagement and representation occurring 

across energy systems. Many of the relational theories discussed in this 

section are undergoing a “ systemic turn” that can form part of such 

conceptual development, including work on systems of practice ( Watson, 

2012 ); deliberative systems ( Parkinson and Mansbridge, 2012 ), ecologies 

of participation ( Chilvers and Kearnes, 2016b ), and conceptualizing 

constitutional relations between citizens, science and the state in STS co-

productionist scholarship ( Jasanoff, 2011 ). Of course, it is important to be 

aware that different relational approaches would have different conceptions 

of the energy system itself and the containers or objects with(in) which 

diverse energy publics are engaging, ranging from political situations ( Barry,

2012 ), issue spaces ( Marres, 2007 ), institutions ( Wynne, 2006b ), 

democratic systems ( Owen and Smith, 2015 ), the nation-state ( Jasanoff, 

2011 ), landscapes ( Krauss, 2010 ), complexes of practice ( Hui et al., 2016

), and so on. 

4. Attending to the performativity and situatedness of theory in studies of 

energy democracy and participation , is a final theoretical necessity that 

emerges from taking a relational perspective on energy democracies. 
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Relational approaches blur the traditional distinctions between theory, 

methods, and practice that are maintained in realist approaches to energy 

participation. This urges theoretical developments to be reflexive about the 

ways in which theory plays a role in shaping both research methods and 

actual practice. In this sense, in the energy field one can see a persistent 

presence of “ theory in the wild.” For example, policy professionals' 

understanding of energy publics is often informed by theories from 

economics and psychology, but also increasingly the role of theories from 

interpretive social science such as democratic theory or social practice 

theory. These theories often co-exist in particular settings and also shape the

understandings and accounts given by research participants, even before 

any formal contact with researchers. Theories used to understand energy 

publics are also performative in how they shape the framings, products, and 

effects that researchers have. As discussed above in this section, there is a 

strong association between certain theoretical perspectives, parts of the 

energy system, the kinds of publics studied, and the actors sought as 

research users or collaborators. This suggests researchers need to show 

more awareness and reflection about the ways in which their conceptual 

resources frame their accounts and interventions. A co-productionist 

approach would further encourage reflection and awareness of ways in which

socio-political orders and cultures, as well as the object(s) of energy itself, 

shape and influence theoretical developments. For example, in workshop 

discussions ( Chilvers and Pallett, 2015 ) it was observed that many STS 

theoretical perspectives on the democratization of science and technology 

emerged out of—and were shaped by—energy-related case studies, objects, 
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and controversies (e. g., Wynne, 1996 ; Nowotny et al., 2001 ; Callon et al., 

2009 ). 

Methodological and Empirical Challenges 
In this section, we move on to explore the challenges and implications of 

adopting relational approaches (as set out above) for the methods by which 

energy publics and practices of energy democracy are studied. It is common 

in relational accounts of energy publics to distinguish between invited and 

uninvited publics and between top-down and bottom-up, organic and 

orchestrated, formal and informal modes of engagement. However, such 

labels are often applied a priori or in a broad-brush manner. Relational 

theories can often fail to translate into relational methods. This can serve to 

close-down studies to particular meanings of energy publics and 

participation to the exclusion of other framings, diversities, and complexities 

of people's material and affective attachments with energy. Furthermore, the

strong shaping of empirical accounts by the conceptual and theoretical 

approaches chosen (as discussed in the section on Relational Concepts and 

Theories) often entails making a priori assumptions about these different 

publics rather than taking an empirically-oriented approach to the realities of

energy public engagement. Relational theories pose further challenges 

around the politics of different forms of academic knowledge-making, urging 

analysts to consider how social science or humanistic methods are 

implicated in shaping and creating certain visions and enactments of energy 

publics. 

Interventionist approaches are commonly used in studies of energy public 

engagement, particularly involving deliberative, co-design, and action-
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research methodologies. Deliberative methods of public participation have 

been used extensively both in policy and academic contexts, involving two-

way engagement with a small number of participants over a day or more, to 

gain a rich picture of public views on a given topic. Such methods have been 

used as part of forecasting and foresight projects ( Bauer and Pregernig, 

2013 ), transition management projects ( Hendriks, 2009 ), policy decisions 

at a number of levels ( Burgess and Chilvers, 2006 ; Cowell, 2010 ), and 

assessments of emerging technologies like carbon capture and storage (

Einsiedel et al., 2013 ; Lock et al., 2014 ), or fracking ( TNS BMRB, 2014 ). 

These approaches often aim to bring together those with different 

perspectives for example by selecting from contrasting demographic groups,

bringing together citizens with experts in energy-related topics ( Stagl, 2006

), or attempting to bridge divides between different domains of thought and 

action ( Callon et al., 2009 ). However, they have been criticized for making 

framing assumptions about their participants, for example limiting their 

contributions to the domain of values rather than new knowledge ( Chilvers 

and Burgess, 2008 ) or deliberately seeking out only “ innocent citizens” (

Irwin, 2001 ) with no pre-defined interest in or knowledge of the issue under 

discussion. Some relational accounts have tried to deal with this through 

using reflexive methodologies which show awareness of these framing 

effects ( Williams et al., 2017 ), or by deliberately including a more diverse 

range of participants and triangulating with other methods of engagement (

Pidgeon et al., 2014 ). 

Co-design is another interventionist approach which has been adopted in 

policy and academic contexts to know and bring into being public 
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engagement with energy. Social practice theorists have worked with 

engineers and household energy practitioners in studying household 

technologies which may alter, or be altered by, everyday energy practices (

Hargreaves et al., 2013 ; Strengers, 2013 ). In some cases these projects 

have adopted a more participatory design, incorporating the ideas and needs

of research participants in novel household technologies ( ECDC, 2017 ). 

Similar projects have been inspired by a more object oriented conceptual 

focus, most notably speculative design projects which aim to create 

monitoring or information giving technologies relating to energy that can 

bring certain kinds of publics into being or empower particular collectives (

Gabrys, 2014 ; Wilkie et al., 2015 ). 

Action-research and participant observation methodologies have been 

particularly adopted by those studying social movements or protests and 

working with these conceptual approaches (e. g., Saunders and Price, 2009 ; 

North, 2011 ). These approaches try to acknowledge and account for the 

normativity of the researcher's positions and interventions, and are often 

adopted when the researchers have similar beliefs and convictions to the 

research participants. These methodologies can encompass a wide range of 

interventions, but what they have in common is that they explicitly set out to

record and account for the effects of the researcher's interventions and 

positions. Therefore, this approach blurs clear distinctions between energy 

publics and researchers, and highlights the roles played by researchers in 

both constituting and creating energy publics. 
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More conventional qualitative methodologies including semi-structured 

interviews and document analysis are associated with a range of different 

conceptual approaches to understanding energy publics and forms of 

democracy. For example, they are generally adopted in studies emphasizing 

human agency in the making of energy publics, from studies exploring the 

power of mediators of participation processes ( Chilvers, 2008 ) to those 

emphasizing the importance of institutional cultures and assumptions (

Cowell et al., 2011 ). Such methods have also been used in issue-focussed 

studies of debates and publics emerging around an object such as fracking, 

exploring what the discourses at play show about power relations, policy 

framings, and energy publics ( Jaspal and Nerlich, 2014 ). These methods 

also form the basis for analysis in studies aiming to identify particular 

genealogies of participatory and policy practices which make energy publics 

( Soneryd, 2016 ), as well as the imaginaries of energy technologies and 

systems which are co-constructed with energy publics ( Jasanoff and Kim, 

2013 ). 

These in-depth and historically informed analyses of the making of energy 

publics are also often the result of archival methods, sometimes combined 

with long term ethnographic work and involvement around a particular 

domain ( Jones et al., 2013 ). Long term archival and ethnographic methods 

are also necessary for studies which aim to provide rich and complex 

accounts of energy landscapes and their publics ( Krauss, 2010 ; Barry, 2013

). This enables these accounts to illustrate the contingencies in the current 

states of affairs and potentially opens up space for alternative ways of 

seeing and constructing energy publics. 
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Interviews, document analysis and more participatory methods have been 

used by those adopting narrative approaches to emerging energy publics 

and forms of democratic engagement (e. g., Moezzi et al., 2017 ; Raven, 

2017 ; Smith et al., 2017 ). Drawing inspiration from the humanities and 

other creative disciplines these methods are used to derive stories and 

narratives which can then be used in a variety of engagements with 

marginalized or activist communities, as well as with policy-makers and 

other actors as tools for communication and engagement ( Shirani et al., 

2015 ). Stories are both relational and generative so can be used to reflect 

uncertainties, complexities, and contingencies around energy public 

engagements, and can potentially account for the multiplicity of perspectives

and explanations around emerging energy publics. 

Increasingly, a range of digital methods are being used to understand and 

engage with emerging energy publics, including growing government 

interest in “ crowdsourcing” and “ sentiment mapping” using social media 

platforms. Emerging digital methods and digital humanities approaches (

Rogers, 2013 ; Marres, 2017 ), more closely based on relational theories, are 

increasingly being applied to energy issues. This includes issue-mapping 

which draws on social media and other internet-based platforms to map a 

particular energy-related issue-space or controversy ( Marres, 2015 ). This 

technique helps to identify the different collectives at play around a given 

issue-space and provides a basis for understanding their relationships. 

Importantly, such methods go beyond studies of public involvement with 

energy in discrete cases or sites to open up to more systemic 

understandings (as introduced in the section on Relational Concepts and 
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Theories) of how multiple forms of energy participation intermingle in wider 

systems. Opening up to wider ecologies of participation in this way is has 

also been achieved through forms of qualitative meta-analysis ( Macnaghten 

and Chilvers, 2014 ), comparative case analysis ( Chilvers and Longhurst, 

2016 ), and systematic reviews ( Pallett et al., 2017 ) to study diverse and 

interrelating forms of public engagement occurring across wider energy 

systems and constitutions. 

In this section, we have shown that alongside a considerable diversity of 

theoretical and conceptual approaches, there is also a wide range of 

methodological approaches to understanding energy democracy and 

emerging publics “ in the making.” Sometimes these methods are closely 

linked to a particular theoretical perspective, for example the relationship 

between deliberative theory and interventionist participatory processes or 

the relationship between action-research methods and social movements 

theories. While in some cases this relationship is more ambiguous, this 

illustrates that the choice of method has performative framing effects for the

kind of accounts of energy democracy and emerging publics which get 

produced (cf. Asdal and Marres, 2014 ). For example, some methods might 

contribute to an emphasis on historical factors or the role played by 

individuals in a given account. Furthermore, methods such as deliberative 

engagement or action-research contain a priori assumptions about the kinds 

of publics which are being engaged and the correct modes of engagement. 

Taken as a whole, alongside workshop discussions ( Chilvers and Pallett, 

2015 ), the review in this section points to four main areas of questioning for 

future methodological development and empirical study. 
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1. The need for situated empirical studies into how practices of energy 

democracy are constructed, co-produced, and with what effects . Relational 

perspectives call for an ambitious programme of empirically-oriented studies

that explore how instances of energy democracy and energy public 

mobilization are constructed and get made. Drawing on some of the 

methods explored in this section, there is a need for such studies to ask how 

collectives of energy democracy are mediated and orchestrated, how human

and non-human actors are enrolled into these processes, and with what 

exclusions and effects? Such studies can serve to broaden the evaluative 

frame of “ residual realist” accounts of energy participation, which are 

centered on narrow metrics that assess the positive effects—such as the 

carbon reduction of behavior change initiatives or the representativeness of 

deliberative events. Relational empirically-oriented studies can produce 

more robust evidence by remaining open to the multiple productivities and 

effects, both good and bad, of instances of energy democracy. 

2. Toward more symmetrical studies of the interrelations and entanglements

between diverse practices of public engagement with energy . Drawing on 

the arguments made in the section Relational Concepts and Theories, such 

studies could adopt the principle of symmetry through a comparative 

research design, or by exploring the ways in which different theoretical 

perspectives might engage with the same case study, potentially producing 

a diversity of accounts and having broader effects which themselves could 

be monitored. This recognition of the diversity of energy publics which is 

increasingly evident in energy communication research ( Endres et al., 2016

), and the related diversity in ways of studying these publics, offers a 
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challenge to conventional case-study based approaches which are the way in

which most interpretive social scientific knowledge about energy publics is 

produced. To be clear, moving beyond isolated case studies does not mean 

simply reverting to large-scale quantitative methods or big data analytics 

that produce an image of a flat, static, amalgamated public. The challenge is

to develop systemic, comparative, and symmetrical studies that can retain a 

sense of the contingencies, contexts, and specificities of diverse practices 

through which energy democracies and publics are co-produced. Such 

studies would move from studying energy democracy in terms of isolated 

case studies, to develop new knowledge about how multiple forms of energy 

public engagement across wider systems interact and affect the 

performance of each other. 

3. Comparative studies between and across energy democracies, systems 

and political cultures . The democratization of energy system transitions, as 

with much energy social science research, often takes a national focus. 

Relational approaches to energy participation, particularly work in STS, 

emphasize the need for comparative research between contrasting national 

political cultures and energy systems to explore how these constitutional 

arrangements shape (and are shaped by) the performance of energy-related 

public participation within these settings (cf. Jasanoff and Kim, 2013 ). 

Thinking about forms of energy democracy as practices, innovations, and 

technologies in their own right, as relational STS perspectives urge 

researchers to do (e. g., Soneryd, 2016 ), also expands the sites of empirical 

study to the processes through which and spaces where models of energy 

democracy circulate trans-locally between and within nation states, and their
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impacts on the localities where they are replicated (for example, how 

particular models of community energy have become replicated within and 

across countries in Europe). 

4. Attend to the performativity of method in studies of energy democracies 

and their publics . A more relational understanding suggests that in future 

accounts of energy democracy and energy public engagement it would be a 

productive and interesting to reflect upon and take account of the potential 

performative effects of social science methods in shaping what is found out 

about publics, democracy, and the energy issues in question. Such concerns 

could even inform the design of studies of energy publics themselves, 

necessitating the active and reflexive monitoring of these factors (as is 

further elaborated in the section on Reflexive and Experimental Energy 

Participation, below). 

Governance and Engagement Practice 
Our final area of exploration in this paper is to consider what taking a 

relational and constructivist perspective on democratic engagement with 

energy might mean for practices of governing and of public participation in 

energy transitions. While relational approaches have been developed in 

theoretical and empirical studies, as outlined in the above sections, such 

thinking has rarely been translated into policy and practice. Instrumental and

residual realist approaches to engaging society with energy dominate 

mainstream practice. This includes commonly adopted approaches to bring 

about behavior change, often grounded in the disciplines of psychology and 

economics, through to approaches that seek public acceptance of energy 

policies and technologies (such as public attitude surveys and deliberative 
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processes). Such approaches tend to take for granted the who (the 

participating subjects) and the how (the model or format) of democratic 

engagement with energy, presuming these categories to be fixed and pre-

given, rather than actively constructed through the performance of 

participation. Furthermore, the ways in which these approaches are often 

performed in energy policy and practice largely upholds a centralized and 

top-down model of the energy system ( Stirling, 2014 ), whereby realist 

forms of energy participation are used either explicitly or implicitly to gain 

public views that feed into decisions made by so called “ high-level” actors in

government and industry, or to change public behaviors to bring them into 

line with dominant policy framings. 

Relational co-productionist theories and empirical studies can lead to very 

different ways of practicing energy democracy and ways in which the 

qualities of energy participation might be judged. Taking a relational and 

symmetrical approach to energy public engagement in the making also has 

implications for how academics, policy-makers, citizens, and other actors 

understand and might intervene in processes to democratize energy. Both 

academic accounts and interventions in practice could aim to represent 

energy publics in ways that pay due attention to the inherent uncertainties, 

indeterminacies, contingencies, and framing effects of their production. 

Relational approaches also raise legitimate questions about how relations 

between science, governance and society would need to be reconfigured to 

better account for the inherent uncertainties, diversities, materialities, and 

competing visions of emergent energy publics. However, there is a dearth of 

work outlining possible ways forward. The agenda we set out in this section 
https://assignbuster.com/energy-democracies-and-publics-in-the-making-a-
relational-agenda-for-research-and-practice/



 Energy democracies and publics in the ma... – Paper Example  Page 34

is therefore somewhat speculative. We draw on Chilvers and Kearnes's 

(2016c) relational framework of four paths for remaking participation in 

science and democracy more broadly as a way of structuring and sensitizing 

some of the suggestions emerging from workshop discussions and the 

accompanying review with respect to energy democracy. This leads us to set

out three main areas for remaking energy democracy in practice, based on 

the need for: (i) reflexive and experimental energy participation; (ii) 

responsible energy democratization; and (iii) socially responsive energy 

governance. 

Reflexive and Experimental Energy Participation 

Relational perspectives focus attention onto the ways in which practices of 

energy democracy construct, frame, cause exclusions and effects in relation 

to the models (formats), subjects (participants), and objects (issues) of 

energy participation (cf. Chilvers and Longhurst, 2016 ). A major implication 

of this is that these dynamics should be deliberately and reflexively attended

to in the performance of energy democracy in practice. Reflexivity in this 

regard means critically attending to closures (framing effects) or deliberately

opening up the objects, subjects and models of energy democratic practices 

in terms of their construction, performance, publicity and systemic relations .

In other words, relational and co-productionist perspectives call on those 

actors or institutions intervening in practices of energy democracy and 

participation to be openly and reflexively aware of their own assumptions 

and co-productive effects, as well as those of others. 
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There are several relational approaches that have been developed to more 

actively intervene in or create participation processes, though only a subset 

of these have thus far been attempted with regards to energy-related issues.

These approaches draw upon relational arguments to inform new ways of 

doing engagement, which attempt to reconfigure participatory practices in 

ways that are reflexive, experimental, material, anticipatory, and/or 

speculative. These approaches also rely on different notions of effectiveness 

and focus their efforts on different elements. For example, the robustness of 

processes and outcomes is no longer judged only on the basis of statistical 

significance, the achievement of consensus, or the authenticity of the public 

voices represented, but rather on virtues such as reflexivity, the anticipation 

of unintended consequences, humility, and the reflection of uncertainties in 

participatory process reporting. 

One strategy for developing reflexive practices of energy democracy is to 

take existing participatory methods and tools and imbue them with reflexive 

intent . For example, as Brian Wynne (2006a) has shown, even established 

social science methods like focus groups can attend to reflexivity in this way,

through researchers being aware of how the research intervention shapes 

publics (such as upland sheep farmers facing radioactive fallout from the 

Chernobyl nuclear disaster), thus openly revealing emergent publics and 

inherent ambiguities in public concerns (see also Macnaghten et al., 2015 ). 

Examples also exist of attempts to make deliberative forms of energy 

democracy more reflexive about the ways in which they frame the objects 

(issues) of public deliberation. A good example is Deliberative Mapping (DM)

—a hybrid multi-criteria options appraisal tool that seeks to engage citizens 
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and specialists together in a symmetrical manner. By enabling participants 

to define the issue at hand, options for appraisal, and the criteria with which 

to perform the appraisal, DM has been used to open up the framings of both 

the objects and subjects of participation on radioactive waste management (

Chilvers and Burgess, 2008 ) and geoengineering of climate change (

Bellamy et al., 2016 ). 

Another strategy is to take a more explicitly experimental approach to the 

formation of energy democratic practices . Processes of “ collective 

experimentation” ( Felt and Wynne, 2007 ) have been developed by 

advocates of relational STS understandings of participation, attempting not 

only to experiment with ideas and different understandings of the issue in 

question, but also with different forms of organization—introducing 

reflexivity around the models of participation adopted and the kinds of 

publics enrolled in these processes. For example, work by Callon et al. (2009)

has sought to bring about heterogeneous participatory collectives of humans

and non-humans—which they refer to as “ hybrid forums”—in various 

contexts, including the cases of nuclear waste management. A similar 

approach has been put into practice by Matthias Gross in the context of 

ecological restoration projects (e. g., Gross, 2010 ), evoking an attitude of 

constant experimentation, monitoring, and shifting socio-material 

organization. Speculative design is another interventionist method which has

been developed out of relational STS arguments, in particular object-oriented

approaches. It is a model of designerly practice that attempts to create new 

objects with close attention paid to the construction of intended users and 

the emergent modes of social organization they will be associated with. 
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There are multiple examples of speculative design related to the energy 

field, such as in relation to so-called smart technologies for the home and 

environmental monitoring technologies (e. g., Gabrys, 2014 ; Wilkie et al., 

2015 ; Michael, 2016 ). 

A further set of possibilities exist around being reflexive about the actual 

models or “ atmospheres of democracy” ( Latour and Weibel, 2005 ) that are

brought into being in energy-related participation. Where models in typical 

deliberative workshops have been one-off events that assume a deliberative 

democratic constitution, recent work by Bellamy et al. (2017) has 

experimented with deliberately constructing more centralized, competitive, 

and consensual modes of deliberation and exploring how these different “ 

atmospheres” shape public views on the governance of climate 

geoengineering technologies. Work that actively experiments with the 

formats of energy participation is also emerging in practice theory. This 

includes attempts to reconfigure everyday practices-that-use-energy through

deliberately changing aspects of practice in an experimental fashion, and 

then monitoring subsequent changes. For example Higginson et al. (2014) 

have experimented with changing the timings of particular energy-using 

practices, while Jack (2013) asked practitioners to avoid washing their denim

jeans for a 3-month period and then tracked the new understandings and 

competences they developed around laundry and clothing-related practices. 

Even where constructions and framing effects have not been considered in “ 

real time” during the performance of energy democratic practices, they can 

still be attended to in how instances of public engagement with energy are 
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publicized. Even after the “ event” of participation those intervening in 

energy democratic practices should ask: is it possible to represent publics in 

ways that pay due account of the inherent uncertainties, indeterminacies, 

contingencies and framing effects of their production? In this sense, social 

scientists and public engagement practitioners should do more to open up 

and communicate uncertainties about energy participation and publics—

pertaining to the way they have been constructed, possible alternatives, and

exclusions . Uncertainty is not only a concern for energy modelers, but for 

those modeling energy publics too. The evaluation frameworks which are 

used for judging the effectiveness of behavior change programmes or 

deliberative consultations, for example, also need to open up these 

uncertainties. They should not only be concerned with inclusion and linear 

impacts on decision processes, but need to also consider significant 

exclusions and wider effects. 

Finally—with reference to the recommendations in the above sections to 

move beyond conceiving of energy democracy in terms of discrete cases and

to move toward mapping approaches— there is a need to develop new 

reflexive practices and methods that map diversities of already existing 

collectives through which publics engage with energy and their interrelations

within wider systems . In this regard a range of promising mapping methods 

are emerging in the energy field and beyond, such as issue mapping (

Marres, 2015 ), controversy mapping ( Latour, 2005 ; Venturini, 2010 ), 

comparative cases analyses ( Chilvers and Longhurst, 2016 ), systematic 

reviews ( Pallett et al., 2017 ), and network analysis ( Higginson et al., 2015

). Such maps produce public documents (evidence for all system actors, not 
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only for policy-makers) that reveal hidden diversities of participation and 

thus offer a means of enhancing public accountability and transparency of 

decision institutions. The act of mapping diversities can reveal and make 

public otherwise denied or marginalized perspectives, concerns and actions, 

and serve as a basis for harnessing citizen innovations and energies. 

Responsible Energy Democracy 

Mainstream approaches to practicing public engagement with energy tend to

emphasize the positive aspects of participation. For example, evaluation 

frameworks focus on the energy savings or carbon reductions of behavior 

change initiatives ( Dolan et al., 2012 ), or on the inclusivity, 

representativeness, and decision impact of deliberative processes ( Renn et 

al., 1995 ). In contrast, relational and constructivist approaches to 

democratizing energy show that practices of public engagement can have 

negative as well as positive effects and outcomes, or bring about unintended

consequences in the longer term. Grassroots and community based energy 

initiatives, which represent great opportunities to democratize and socially 

shape energy transitions, might actually be quite exclusive and exclude, 

marginalize and disempower actors and perspectives in specific localities (

Smith et al., 2016 ). Behavior change initiatives and the provision of energy 

feedback to consumers might lead to some reductions in energy use while 

locking consumers into unsustainable social relationships and leading to 

rebound effects (cf. Hargreaves, 2018 ). 

So, a second practical move urged by relational understandings of energy 

democracy is to actively anticipate and take responsibility for possible 
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downsides, purposes and social/ethical implications before and during—not 

just after—the event of participation and democratic engagement. In this 

sense forms of energy democracy need to become what Chilvers and 

Kearnes (2016c) term “ responsible democratic innovations” which requires 

anticipation, “ opening up and accounting for the inherent uncertainties, 

framing effects, politics, power relations, social assumptions, and unintended

consequences of emergent technologies of participation” (p. 276). In many 

respects this mirrors and can make use of tools developed by work in STS 

that seeks to responsibly develop emerging science and technologies 

through reflexive consideration and anticipation of their underlying purposes,

consequences, social assumptions, and ethical dimensions in processes of 

technology assessment ( Rip, 1996 ), anticipatory governance ( Guston, 2014

), and responsible innovation ( Owen et al., 2013 ). 

Technology assessment and foresight processes could be used to anticipate 

the how particular innovations in energy democracy might co-evolve with 

science and society in the future (for an example of this applied to citizens 

panels see Voß, 2016 ). There is also scope for social scientists to work 

interactively with engagement practitioners in the “ social laboratories” of 

energy democracy—whether they be community organizers of grassroots 

innovations, activists, facilitators of deliberative processes, designers of 

digital methods, and so on—to get them to reflect, anticipate and respond to 

the possible social and ethical implications and effects of their democratic 

innovations in “ real time” (cf. Fisher et al., 2015 ). When the move is made 

to take a more responsible and careful approach to energy democracy the 

possibilities multiply, including the potential to reconfigure existing 
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processes of learning and evaluation and imbue them with more reflexive 

and responsible intent (e. g., Mohr et al., 2013 ). 

Such thinking brings into focus long-standing debates about appropriate and 

effective forms of academic critique and intervention. Workshop discussions 

( Chilvers and Pallett, 2015 ) considered, for example, the extent to which 

researchers should couch interventions and commentaries in the language 

and framing of currently dominant regimes, or whether the stance of 

academic theories such as Actor-Network Theory should be considered 

apolitical or deeply normative. Workshop discussion also spoke to the need 

for (social) scientists to take up a diversity of roles when interacting with and

intervening in practices of energy democracy including: the formation of 

distant or more radical critiques ( Shove, 2010 ), the provision of more 

abstract and systemic conceptual frameworks (such as those outlined in the 

section on Relational Concepts and Theories), providing expert advice in 

more policy relevant ways ( Owens, 2015 ), to adopt more activist positions 

and engaging with social movements ( Taylor, 2014 ), through to the 

development and mediation of new forms of energy democracy (such as the 

examples provided in the section on Reflexive and Experimental Energy 

Participation above). However, some of the workshop presentations and 

plenary discussions reported on in Chilvers and Pallett (2015) also hinted at 

further dimensions to this well-worn debate, in particular highlighting the 

importance of being aware of long term driving forces, systemic stabilities, 

and political situations when forming academic and practitioner interventions

and deciding when is an appropriate time to act. This also hints at a need for 

more constitutional or system-wide understandings of the energy system in 
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academic work on energy publics, including a broader historical and 

geographical span of relevant processes and structures. A relational 

approach resists seeing these dimensions merely as “ constraints” which 

practitioners should work within, to emphasize how extant powers and 

orders that shape energy democracies should also be openly exposed, 

resisted, reconfigured, and transformed. 

Socially Responsive Energy Governance 

Finally, relational perspectives on energy democracy urge consideration of 

how institutions, systems of governance, and various system actors 

(including publics themselves) might better acknowledge, account for and be

responsive to diverse and emergent energy publics. A recognition of the 

diversity of emerging energy publics thus raises broader questions for 

academics and wider society, around what it means to govern in the “ public 

interest” or “ public good,” under such complex and uncertain conditions. 

This calls for greater responsiveness on the part of institutions and system 

actors to the diversities, emergence, and productivities of the practices 

through which publics engage with energy transitions . 

Relational and co-productionist perspectives fundamentally challenge 

mainstream understandings of energy democracy as a “ problem of 

extension” where the burden is placed on publics to engage with, change, 

get in line, or respond to trajectories and definitions of “ the energy 

transition” defined by others (most often institutional authorities, whether 

that be science, the state or industry, but also increasingly groups in civil 

society). Relational accounts recast the challenge as a “ problem of 
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relevance” where the problem is one of incumbent institutions (and to some 

extent publics themselves) accounting for the relevance of diverse and 

already existing forms of participation and public engagement that make up 

the energy systems and their futures (cf. Wynne, 2007 ; Marres, 2012 ). In 

short, the move is from seeing participation as simply about eliciting public 

views on energy systems in invited events, to seeing it as a challenge of 

mapping the diversities, relations, and productions of already existing forms 

of participation across energy systems. This shift of emphasis, to recognize 

distributed agencies in the form of collective participatory practices, 

potentially provides the basis for breakthroughs in how to tackle issues of 

equity, inclusion, institutional responsiveness, and social change with 

regards to participation in whole energy systems. 

These insights effectively turn participation and energy democracies around, 

prompting new ways of governing energy transitions. They mark a shift away

from an exclusive drive to elicit and aggregate public views in forming a 

vision of ‘ the transition’ which is then centrally managed, toward more 

distributed and responsive styles of governing energy transitions. Given that 

societal engagements in the energy system are continually emerging - 

imagining, knowing and doing in different ways - the challenge is to develop 

systems of governance that are more responsive and accountable to these 

diverse and continually emerging forms of ‘ public interest’, value and 

action. This demands new forms of institutional listening (cf. Dobson, 2014 ) 

to diverse forms of energy public relevance, and new ways of seeing 

emergent energy public doings, that might otherwise be excluded or denied. 

This more open, responsive and outward looking approach to governing 
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energy transitions should attend to the emergence and overflows of energy 

participation and promote institutional learning and responsiveness to new 

framings of energy issues, publics, and forms of energy democracy. 

Conclusion 
In this paper, we have argued that “ energy democracy” is not a simple or 

neutral object, but rather something which needs careful unpacking and 

reflexive examination to be useful and productive. Acknowledging the “ 

essentially contested” nature of democracy (cf. Gallie, 1955 )—and therefore

participation and publics—opens up a more reflexive and critical approach to

this emerging object of energy participation. The approach we advocate 

recognizes and explores the multiplicity and diversity of energy publics and 

participation, and therefore visions of what energy democracy might look 

like, rather than adopting a singular model or vision of energy democracy, 

such as community energy or deliberative engagement. 

The diversity of energy publics and participation, and of academic work 

around these objects, which we have demonstrated in this paper, shows the 

need for more symmetrical, co-productive, and comparative analyses of the 

emergence of energy publics. This necessitates developing conceptual 

frameworks which enable the analysis of contrasting energy publics and 

forms of participation, and allow researchers and practitioners to compare 

across diverse cases and cultures. We argue that these frameworks should 

also be co-productive so that they acknowledge the relational emergence of 

energy publics and participation, rather than adopting the fixed realist 
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perspectives we criticized in the section on Energy Democracies and Publics 

in the Making. 

Academic work on energy democracy also needs to openly acknowledge the 

inevitable partiality of the accounts produced, shaped as they are by 

theoretical and methodological leanings, and the limitations of time and 

other logistical elements. We need to find better ways of writing about this 

and highlighting it when we are called upon to give advice and guidance. 

This also requires us to recognize the performativity of our accounts, in the 

way that they shape people's own understandings of what they are engaged 

in, as well as governing or other official narratives about energy participation

and democracy. In the energy field, perhaps more than any other, we need 

to be aware that our theories and concepts are already out there “ in the 

wild” of the processes we are studying (cf. Callon et al., 2009 ), and 

therefore not entirely under our control or according with our specific 

definitions. 

These conclusions have far-reaching implications for academic theorization, 

empirical work, and policy-practice, which we have tried to explore and 

propose in this paper. We hope in particular, that the key points summarized

at the end of each sub-section in the section on A Relational Agenda for 

Energy Democracy Research and Practice will be of use to academics and 

practitioners wanting to weave these insights into their theories, methods, 

and practice, along with the experimental and reflexive disposition which we 

advocate. 
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