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What Lessons Get Shared?
Case studies of community energy
Tom Hargreaves looks at existing  case studies of community energy projects from across the UK 
to find out what sorts of projects are getting noticed, what sorts of experiences and lessons are 
being shared, and how this might contribute to developing the community energy sector.

The Community Innovation 
in Sustainable Energy (CISE) 
research project explores the 
diffusion of  community energy 
projects in the UK. We aim to 
examine how community energy 
projects share information about 
their activities and challenges, 
how they learn from experiences 
and from one another, and how 
this helps them respond to new 
challenges and achieve their 
aims. 

One of  the CISE project’s 
key aims is to understand the 
extent to which there is such a 
thing as a ‘community energy 
niche’ in the UK at present. A 
community energy ‘niche’ would 
consist in common sets of  expe-

riences, social networks, expecta-
tions, challenges and lessons be-
ing drawn together from across 
the enormous diversity of  com-
munity energy projects currently 
occurring. The sharing of  in-
formation and lessons in such a 
‘niche’ could be a crucial aspect 
of  the wider diffusion and 
growth of  community energy 
projects. 

At present, a key site for 
sharing information about 
community energy projects is in 
case studies produced by inter-
mediary organisations such as 
the Energy Saving Trust, the 
Centre for Sustainable Energy or 
EnergyShare. These case studies 
are usually available freely online 

and highlight real-life examples 
of  community energy projects in 
action, containing instances of  
good or even best practice, but 
also areas where challenges have 
been faced and lessons learned.

In order to analyse the cur-
rent state of  formation of  a 
‘community energy niche’ in the 
UK, the CISE project collected 
113 such case studies drawn 
from a web-search of  more than 
90 intermediary organisations. 
These case studies have then 
been analysed in-depth to find 
out what kinds of  information 
gets shared about community 
energy projects. 

This briefing provides a 
short introduction to the CISE 

New research will 
investigate how 
innovative sustainable 
energy projects 
replicate, scale up and 
translate their ideas 
between communities
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project’s initial analysis of  these case study reports.  
It is important to note at the outset, however, that 
the information that follows refers only to what is 
contained in the case study reports themselves 
and, as such, reflects only how community energy 
projects have been interpreted and understood by 
various intermediary organisations. It does not 
necessarily correspond with what is actually hap-
pening within UK community energy projects on 
the ground. Understanding the differences and 
similarities between these reports and community 
energy realities is a key task for the rest of  the 
CISE project. 

Where do the case study re-
ports come from and what do 
they look like? 

The overwhelming majority of  the 113 case 
study reports gathered for this analysis were pro-
duced by NGOs and Charities such as ClimateX-
change or the Centre for Sustainable Energy 
(46%) or by Government-funded agencies such as 
the Energy Savings Trust or Sustainable Devel-
opment Commission (45%). By contrast only 7 
case study reports (6%) were produced by Central 
Government departments such as the Department 
for Energy and Climate Change, 3 by private 
companies (2.5%) and none by Regional or Local 
Authorities.   

The case studies ranged in length from just 
0.25 to 26 pages with the majority (73%) being 
less than 2 pages in length. The length of  the case 
studies is suggestive of  the amount of  detail and 
information they actually contain. In many in-
stances, the case studies aim predominantly to 
communicate that something is happening per-
haps aiming to inspire others to take action them-
selves, rather than trying to communicate detailed 
lessons about how to achieve particular commu-
nity energy goals. 

What kinds of community en-
ergy projects get written 
about?

The 113 case study reports collected showed 
community energy activity is occurring in all of  
the UK regions although there were far fewer re-
ports about projects in London (1.5%) and the 
East (1.5%) than any other region. The vast ma-
jority of  reports focussed on rural community en-
ergy projects (73%) suggesting either that commu-
nity energy is a predominantly rural movement or 
that, so far, urban community energy projects have 
received less attention. Most of  the case study re-
ports collected had been produced during or after 
2007 (86%) with the number being produced each 
year rising steadily since 2008. Importantly, and as 
figure 1 shows, the case study reports tended to 
focus on projects that had been successfully estab-
lished and set up (44%), or those that were already 
extending their existing activities (24%) or moving 
into other areas (14%). Very few of  the case study 
reports collected focus on those community energy 
projects that are still at the ideas phase (1%) or 
those that are in the processes of  being established 
(10%).

We collected 113 case study reports about Community 
Energy projects in the UK and analysed them in-depth 
to find out what sorts of information is being shared. 
These reports highlight real-life examples of commu-
nity energy projects in action, containing instances of 
good or even best practice, but also areas where chal-
lenges have been faced and lessons learned
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Which stage?
Very few of the case 
study reports focus on 
projects that are at the 
earliest stage of im-
plementation

!

Figure 1: What stage of implementation has been reached?
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Figure 2: What activities do community energy case studies re-
port on?

Within the collected reports, 39% focussed on supply-
side activities such as establishing a community wind turbine, 
30% focussed on demand-side activities, such as a behaviour 
change programme or installing insulation, and 29% covered 
both supply and demand side activities. In total, from across 
the 113 reports, 257 distinct activities (e.g. a community wind 
turbine, an awareness raising initiative, installing insulation) 
were mentioned (see figure 2) meaning that, on average each 
of  the case study reports discuss community energy projects 
conducting more than 2 specific activities. This perhaps sug-
gests that community energy projects do not limit themselves 
to a single core activity but rather pursue a range of  different 
activities simultaneously. 

A final point to note about the sorts of  community en-
ergy projects that received attention in the case study reports 
is that 65% of  the reports focussed on grant-funded projects. 
Given the recent changes in the UK funding landscape and 

the move towards social enterprise models of  funding utilis-
ing the Renewable Heat Incentive or Feed in Tariffs (FiTs) it 
is perhaps significant that, at present, rather less attention has 
been given to community energy projects that have suc-
ceeded without grant funding. 

What do the case studies report?
Aims, Objectives and Performance

Perhaps surprisingly, only 41% of  the case study reports 
included in this sample mention specific aims or targets that 
the community energy projects being written about are striv-
ing to achieve. Of  those case studies that do mention aims, 
cutting carbon dioxide is by far the most common aim, ap-
pearing in 65% of  these reports, followed by generating kWh 
(41%), raising money (35%) and raising awareness (20%). A 
wide range of  other aims are also mentioned including eco-
nomic development, changing behaviour and alleviating fuel 
poverty. It is important to remember that these aims are only 
those reported by the intermediary organisations who pro-
duce the case study reports and thus may not align perfectly 
with the aims of  the community energy projects themselves. 
Nonetheless, this evidence does suggest that community en-
ergy projects have a wide range of  different aims and objec-
tives with, perhaps, tackling climate change and cutting car-
bon dioxide emissions emerging as a key issue or framing 
device, at least in certain situations (such as in publicly avail-
able case study reports). 

Whilst a minority of  the case study reports mentioned 
specific aims or targets, the majority of  reports (65%) in-
cluded some kind of  measured performance data to indicate 
what they expected to achieve or had already achieved. As 
figure 3 shows, the most common metric for this performance 
data was kWh’s, appearing in 56% of  these reports. The sec-
ond most common metric was carbon dioxide savings (37%). 
Beyond these two readily quantifiable metrics though, the 
case studies also contained a wide variety of  different forms 
of  performance data. For example, the number of  partici-
pants in events or activities was used in 36% of  these case 
study reports, and the number of  energy efficiency measures 
installed was used in 12%. This evidence perhaps suggests 
that community energy projects, or at least the intermediary 
organisations that write about them, are keen to stress the 
specific and measurable outcomes of  their activities. This is 
perhaps in response to a common critique of  community 
energy projects that there is little demonstrable evidence of  
their potential contribution to a more sustainable energy sys-
tem. 
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Community energy projects do not appear to 
limit themselves to a single core activity, but 
rather pursue a range of different activities 
simultaneously. 

Of those case studies that do mention aims, 
cutting carbon dioxide is by far the most 
common aim, followed by generating energy, 
raising money, and raising awareness. A wide 
range of other aims are also mentioned in-
cluding economic development, changing be-
haviour and alleviating fuel poverty.
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Successes, Challenges and 
Lessons

Whilst kilowatt hours and CO2 were the 
dominant means of  communicating the aims and 
performance data of  the community energy pro-
jects being written about, a much wider range of  
different successes and benefits of  the projects 
were also mentioned in the case study reports. 
Again, cutting carbon dioxide (40%) and generat-
ing or saving energy (30%) were the most com-
monly mentioned successes or benefits but, 
amongst other things, the case study reports also 
noted community development (19%), skills devel-
opment (11.5%), job creation (11%), local energy 
security (2%), improvements to a local community 
building (2%) and the generation of  funding for 
other local community projects (6%). In this re-
spect, it appears from the case study reports that 
community energy projects generate multiple 
benefits for local communities in addition to cut-
ting carbon dioxide and saving or generating kilo-
watt hours. 

This same diversity was also evident in the 
sorts of  lessons being communicated in the case 
study reports. A first point to note is that just 51% 
of  the case study reports included in this sample 
contained explicit reflections on the lessons that 
had been learned from the project in question and 
which might, therefore, be useful for other com-
munity energy projects to learn from. This insight 
further reinforces the suggestion made earlier that 
a key aim for these case study reports is as much to 
communicate that something is happening in the 
hope that this may inspire others, as it is to com-
municate specific and detailed lessons that will 
inform other community groups facing similar 
challenges. 

Of  the 51% of  reports that did mention spe-
cific lessons, however, an extremely wide range of  
lessons were highlighted (see figure 4). The most 
common lesson was the need to ensure strong 
community support, mentioned in 34% of  the 
reports, followed by specific financial lessons 
(28%), planning issues (26%), the need to have 
particular skills (24%) and specific technical issues 
(22%). Perhaps the most significant point to take 
from this analysis, however, is that to date there is 
not a clearly identifiable set of  common lessons 
that have been learnt across community energy 
projects in the UK (at least as they are discussed in 
these case study reports). Instead, these case study 
reports highlight that across the diverse commu-
nity energy sector, each specific project is learning 
quite distinct sets of  lessons specific to their local 
circumstances. This suggests that, at present, help-
ing community energy projects to achieve their 
aims may demand quite specific and tailored sup-
port as there is not, as yet, a blueprint that can be 
readily followed across different projects. 

Networks and Partnership 
Working

One of  the most common features of  the case 
study reports, appearing in 81% of  the reports 
included in this sample, was specific discussions of  
various partners or stakeholders that the commu-
nity energy project in question had either worked 
with or received assistance from. Further, of  those 
reports that did mention partners, on average 3 
partners were mentioned per community energy 
project. The most commonly mentioned partners 

Benefits 
Community energy 
projects generate 
multiple benefits for 
local communities in 
addition to cutting 
carbon dioxide and 
generating kilowatt 
hours
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Figure 3: How do case studies of community energy 
projects measure success?
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were NGOs and Charities (mentioned in 58% 
of  these reports), local authorities (49%) and 
private companies (49%). A significant point to 
note, however, is that a very wide range of  dif-
ferent partners were mentioned including 
schools (21%), faith groups (3%), local libraries 
(2%) and housing associations (1%) amongst 
others. Regarding the kinds of  support and as-
sistance being received from these partners, as 
figure 5 shows, the most commonly mentioned 
forms of  support were funding, mentioned in 
84% of  those reports that referred to partners, 
and forms of  advice about technical or behav-
ioural issues (e.g. what sorts of  technologies to 
install or how to conduct awareness-raising 
campaigns).

A final point to note about networking and 
partnership working, however, is that despite the 
very wide range of  partners and stakeholders 
mentioned overall, just 17% of  all of  the case 
study reports included in this sample mentioned 
that support was given to other community en-
ergy projects. This support tended to exist in 
the form of  running educational visits (58%) 
and tours or giving talks to other community 

energy groups (47%) but, in general, this sort of  
internal networking amongst community energy 
projects themselves was notable by its absence. 

Overall, these insights suggest very clearly 
that networking and partnership working is a cru-
cially important aspect of  the community energy 
sector in the UK at present. Further, that accord-
ing to the case study reports included in this sam-
ple, whilst community energy projects are not well 
networked with one another, they appear to be 
very well-connected to other kinds of  partners 
such as local authorities and private companies. 

Conclusions
Whilst this analysis reports only on the ways 

in which community energy projects get written 
about, and thus does not necessarily reflect the on-
the-ground realities of  the UK community energy 
sector, it still raises some important issues and 
questions that deserve further attention. For ex-
ample:

There were several notable gaps in the kinds 
of  projects receiving attention in case study re-

ports – projects located in urban areas, projects 
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Figure 4: What lessons are reported in the case studies?

!Figure 5: What kinds of support do partners provide to com-
munity energy projects?

To date there is not a clearly identifi-
able set of common lessons that have 
been learnt across community energy 
projects in the UK. Instead, these case 
study reports highlight that across the 
diverse community energy sector, each 
specific projects is learning quite dis-
tinct sets of lessons specific to their 
local circumstances
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For more information
please contact us:

Adrian Smith
SPRU
University of  Sussex
Brighton BN1 9QE

Tel: 01273 877065
Email: a.g.smith@sussex.ac.uk

that are only just being set up, projects 
that haven’t already won grant funding 
– might these blind spots yield impor-
tant lessons that are not (yet) being 
shared?

Case study reports highlight a huge 
range of  lessons and challenges being 
faced by community energy projects 
and, as such, there can clearly be no 
one-size-fits-all blueprint for success in 
the community energy sector. Given 
limited resources, however, how can 
support best be tailored to meet local 
needs and challenges?

Is there a need for more detailed 
case studies, toolkits and resources – 
such as the recently produced Local 
United ‘Diffusion Packs’ (see: 
www.nef.org.uk/communities/local-unit
ed.html) – to go beyond case studies that 
aim to inspire, and towards efforts to 
inform and enable?

The case studies clearly demon-
strate that community energy projects 
are well networked with well-established 
links to a wide-range of  different kinds 
of  partners and stakeholders. At the 
same time, networking between projects 
either receives little attention or is not 
occurring to the same extent. What is 
the reality here? Are projects learning 
from one another as much as from other 
sources or not? Would more project-to-
project knowledge-sharing be useful and 
how might this be developed?

Overall, the case study reports ana-
lysed here confirm the enormous diver-
sity of  this growing sector. On one hand 
this is a great strength, responding to 
local needs and circumstances, but it 
also raises broader questions about the 
extent to which projects share things in 
common and the extent to which they 
might be able to learn from and help 
one another. For the CISE project, this 
analysis raises some important insights. 
Suggesting, for example, that to the ex-

tent a community energy niche cur-
rently exists in the UK, it appears to be 
at a very early stage, being very frag-
mented, still rapidly changing and, as of 
yet, not having developed common sets 
of  experiences or lessons across diverse 
projects. At the same time, this nascent 
and dynamic state potentially presents 
an excellent opportunity for community 
energy projects to reflect on the broader 
currents and trends they are responding 
to, and to develop the strategic goals 
they wish to work towards. In this re-
spect, now is a very exciting time for the 
CISE project to be taking place. 

This briefing was prepared by Tom Har-
greaves. A more detailed report on this 
analysis is available by emailing Tom di-
rectly on tom.hargreaves@uea.ac.uk

To the extent a 
community energy 'niche' 
currently exists in the UK 
it is in a nascent and 
dynamic state, presenting 
an excellent opportunity 
for community energy 
projects to reflect on the 
broader currents and 
trends they are 
responding to, and to 
develop the strategic 
goals they wish to work 
towards

www.grassrootsinnovations.org

Gill Seyfang
CSERGE, School of  Environmental Sciences
University of  East Anglia
Norwich NR4 7TJ

Tel: 01603 592956
Email: g.seyfang@uea.ac.uk

http://www.grassrootsinnovations.org
http://www.grassrootsinnovations.org
http://www.grassrootsinnovations.org

