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Introduction 

 

Given the scale of change associated with socio-technical transitions theory, deep attention 

has to be given to civil society roles in these transitions, both empirically and in theorising. 

What visions do civil associations hold, and what roles do they play in transitions processes? 

Where, when and why do their activities matter? What kinds of policy support might help 

civil associations play a more effective and legitimate role in the development of new, more 

sustainable energy systems? In addition to transitions viewed variously as something done to 

communities, analysis needs also to scrutinise transition processes that emerge from civil 

society, the ways civil society responds to the disruptions of transition, and deliberate what 

this means for policy, for business and for civil associations. The purpose in this chapter is to 

begin to relate civil society activities in sustainable energy to socio-technical transitions 

theory. 

 

Other contributions to this book argue that the transformation of wide-scale socio-technical 

systems, such as the development of sustainable energy systems, involves co-evolutionary 

changes between technologies, infrastructures, institutions and people (see also, Grin et al, 

2010; Elzen, et al., 2004; Smith, et al., 2010). An increasing number of governments and 

energy businesses also recognise the need to re-structure energy systems into low carbon and 

secure forms. A report from the UK government in 2008 made the following observation, 

which is quite typical: a low carbon transition ‘will entail over the next few decades a 

transformation in our economy and our lives - as the Prime Minister has put it, a 

“technological revolution” in the way we use and source our energy. And in turn - because 
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energy use pervades every aspect of our lives - this will imply a social transformation, in the 

way we live’ (HM Government, 2008: 2). 

 

A policy framing committed to technological revolution is problematic for three related 

reasons. First, the policy framing above presents a linear view of technology impacting on 

society that ignores research concerning the wider social shaping of technological 

development (Williams & Edge, 1996). Second, it implies compliant communities whose 

behaviour will fall into line with sustainable technological imperatives – something fuel 

protests, campaigns against wind farms, and an insatiable consumerism within Western 

popular culture all challenge. On the other hand, and thirdly, it forgets that an undercurrent of 

environmentalist values and activism in civil society over decades has helped propel 

governments and business into contemplating low carbon futures. Activism is likely to have a 

continued interest over the form and consequences of low carbon technological development 

into the future.  

 

Environmental activism in civil society has a long history of challenging the orthodox views 

of energy policy and business elites; as indicated in long-running debates about ‘soft’ and 

‘hard’ energy paths (Lovins, 1977). It is striking how ‘softer’ energy initiatives (mainly, 

though not exclusively, decentralised and conservation-oriented) originating in an 

environmentalist milieu are now beginning to gain mainstream interest and respectability, 

whilst still contending with large-scale, ‘hard’ technology alternatives, such as nuclear power, 

carbon capture and storage, large dams and barrages, offshore wind, and other ‘titan 

technologies’ (Byrne et al, 2009: 84). Some environmentalists in civil society will be 

supportive towards the technological revolutions envisaged by governments and business, 

and so might be sought out as a mobilising force for transition management aspirations 

(though they may subsequently prove resistant to some of the details).  

 

Other areas of civil society remain indifferent to sustainable energy aspirations, and are 

effectively conserving incumbent practices and perpetuating existing energy systems. These 

civil associations contribute to the re-production of social norms, values and practices that 

rely upon (and are part of) incumbent energy systems. They have little interest in the 

transformation of, say, mobility, convenience, or comfort, and the redefinition of energy 

services (Shove, 2003). Their identities, interests, and claims rest in continued patterns of 



3 

 

energy consumption, and upon which they have reflected little, but which are seen as a source 

of inertia for transition advocates. Pushed unreasonably and too far, some of these civil 

associations will form around more active mobilisations of resistance, such as the fuel 

protests, anti-wind-farms, and organised climate scepticism. These varieties of resistance to a 

low carbon technological revolution (often emanating in top-down institutions) can render 

civil society problematic for the ambitions of transition management, at the same time as 

reinforcing the positions of those in government and business resistant to transitions. Talk of 

‘technological revolution’ risks construing civil society as a problematic medium that has to 

be managed or pushed aside, in order that low carbon technologies can work effectively upon 

society. 

 

An alternative framing of civil society considers it as a source of (grassroots, and 

predominantly social) innovative activity contributing to a ferment of diverse, often 

hybridising, sustainable energy activities. It is the second framing which is considered in this 

paper. It means the focus is on environmentalist civil society associations that are either 

advocating a variety of alternative energy pathways, or contesting existing trajectories and 

demanding something better. It is a framing that welcomes civil society for the plurality it 

ensures in energy debates, and engages seriously with the diversity civil society introduces 

into sustainable energy pathways. 

 

Broadly speaking, civil society is an arena that encompasses the collective activities by which 

associations of people develop and assert shared values, identities and interests, without 

direct recourse to market transactions or the authority of the state in the first instance 

(Midgley, 1986; Keane, 1998). Civil society has conventionally been studied in relation to 

rights and participation in political systems (e.g. Cohen & Arato, 1992; Giugni, 1998), 

sometimes as a source of welfare operating in the social economy (e.g. Midgley, 1986), as an 

arena for identity and lifestyle formations (Earl, 2004), and occasionally in relation to 

corporate responsibility (e.g. Newell, 2008; den Hond & de Bakker, 2007). In contrast, an 

approach is proposed here for researching civil society in relation to socio-technical systems. 

The approach links an analysis of social movements in civil society with niche development 

ideas within the multi-level perspective on socio-technical transitions. Examples are 

illustrative rather than conclusive, suggesting how future research might probe these ideas 
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further. All examples come from the UK. They ground what is essentially a discussion of 

conceptual frameworks. 

 

Throughout this chapter I try to acknowledge the sheer variety and fluidity of civil society 

forms, activities and consequences. Whilst environmentalist values and interests are 

highlighted, other values are important in the transformation of energy structures that 

underpin the lives of millions of people. The sheer variety of voices within civil society 

ensures the imperatives of, say, transitions to low carbon energy, do not eclipse the principles 

of social justice and broader environmental sustainabilities. 

 

With these qualifications made, the chapter proceeds as follows. The next section introduces 

civil society in sustainable energy. The following section uses the multi-level perspective in 

socio-technical transitions theory to map civil society activities onto transition processes. The 

subsequent two sections suggest ways that civil society can be analysed in relation to, first, 

unsettling or destabilising unsustainable energy regimes; and, second, in nurturing sustainable 

energy niches. Social movement theory can help us understand unsettling, whilst niche theory 

provides a way of looking at grassroots innovation. In combination, these processes will 

determine how environmentalist forces in civil society will influence the mainstream of 

sustainable energy transitions. 

 

Civil society and sustainable energy 
 

Civil society is a complex realm of heterogeneous, non-market activity operating outside the 

state that defies easy definition. It includes social movements, NGOs, unions, and business 

associations pressing for rights, making demands upon governments and businesses, as well 

as holding them to account. All civil associations have in common their ‘un-coerced 

collective action around shared interests, purposes and values’ (CCS, 2004). Civil society 

also encompasses ‘third sector’ associations - such as co-operatives, mutual societies, 

professional associations and voluntary community groups - that provide productive activity 

with a social remit in the social economy, and that accord with their values and aims. In the 

context of sustainable energy transitions, civil associations can generate pressures that 

unsettle incumbent energy regimes, whilst others provide niche forms of sustainable energy 

service, such as energy co-operatives.  
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Associations that believe sustainability transitions to be necessary, often disagree over the 

precise requirements and possibilities. Associations such as Country Guardian campaign 

against wind farms, and join professional associations like the Academy of Engineering in 

arguing for geo-engineering solutions and nuclear power. Meanwhile, environmental NGOs 

like Friends of the Earth caution against unconstrained bio-energy. Others prefer 

decentralised energy solutions, and campaign against carbon capture and storage. The 

detailed pathways for sustainable energy transitions are contested within civil society.  

 

This is to be expected. Antonio Gramsci argued that civil society furnished the cultural and 

intellectual justifications that underpin and reinforce political economy (Ehrenberg, 1999). 

Civil society can be viewed as a site of problem-solving, affirmation and contestation in 

relation to market and state activities (Grin et al, 2010). Civil society provides an important 

source of reflexivity in energy transitions. Obviously, civil society is not the only sphere in 

which sustainable energy transitions are advocated and deliberated. In July 2009, the UK 

government launched its Low Carbon Transition Plan for achieving deep and legally-binding 

cuts in carbon emissions. A growing number of energy businesses are also considering 

futures where energy systems are expected to be radically different, such as investing in the 

research and development of new technologies, whether privately, or in public-private 

collaborations, like the Energy Technologies Institute. However, just as sections of civil 

society can provide either active resistance or simply indifferent inertia towards sustainability 

transitions, so other sections of government and business can be more defensive and actively 

underpin business-as-usual trajectories. For example, despite new policies for low carbon 

transitions, the UK government simultaneously lobbied successfully for European air 

pollution standards to be delayed in order that large coal- and gas-fired power stations, 

deemed important for energy security, can continue operating. Across state, market and civil 

society there are coalitions and networks trying to progress different sustainability transition 

pathways, just as there are conservative forces working against some or all of them. The point 

is that civil associations engage and contribute to both sets of processes. 

 

Relations between business, environmentalists and the state are often more nuanced than 

straightforward antagonism, and which reflects a diversity of values and strategies within 

civil society (Krieger and Rogers, 2010). Some civil associations form partnerships with 



6 

 

businesses who are working towards similar goals. One association particularly inclined to 

partnerships, WWF-UK, earned 14 per cent of its income (£6.3m) from corporate sources in 

2008 (ENDS, 2009). They, and other groups, like Forum for the Future, provide strategic 

advice to business leaders and offer legitimising brand endorsements. It is a moot point 

whether companies are seeking validation rather than transformation in these business-NGO 

partnerships.  

 

Other NGOs avoid corporate funding altogether, fearing its impact on the credibility of their 

message, or because the interests involved jar with their values and identity (Henderson, 

1993). Citizen initiatives document the harm to local community livelihoods and 

environments from existing energy practices, such as open-cast mining, oil shale, fracturing 

gas, or palm oil plantations, and disseminate these issues to wider publics. Information 

campaigns like these can underpin calls for consumer boycotts, or calls for new regulatory 

standards, as well as more direct forms of protest. Independence from commercial interests 

reinforces the moral force of these kinds of confrontations. Hazel Henderson has argued how 

‘citizens organisations are often a priceless social resource offering new paradigms to 

societies stuck in old ways or trapped, as Western industrial societies are, in wasteful 

consumption and production habits and obsolete technologies that are proving unsustainable’ 

(1993: 327). 

 

There is a spectrum of positions on whether, when and how to move from challenge to 

partnership. Much depends upon just how path-breaking and radical a transformation one 

envisages. The more radical and urgent one’s vision for transition, the more likely some of 

these partnerships are going to appear like capture and compromise, rather than unsettling 

regimes and nurturing path-breaking niches.  

 

Historical experience suggests both radical alternatives and appropriable compromises are 

important. It is the tense translation of ideas and practices across this spectrum that drives the 

sustainability innovation agenda (Smith, 2007). In the 1970s, for example, grassroots 

associations like the Urban Centre for Alternative Technology were innovating schemes for 

improving the energy performance of the substandard homes of poorer households. UCAT 

accessed government grants for general home improvements on behalf of residents, provided 

energy expertise, and pooled resources to bulk purchase discounted insulation materials and 
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other energy efficiency improvements. Resisted initially, this practice eventually became 

institutionalised in government policy for fuel poverty (Owen, 1999). Indeed, a key 

component in current UK energy policy aims to scale-up initiatives like these and mainstream 

them by requiring energy utilities to become involved. 

 

Similarly, some of the first wind farms in the UK were developed by environmentalists-

turned-entrepreneurs collaborating with business. Ecogen was established by activists, Tim 

Kirby and Emily Tomalin, from the Centre for Alternative Technology, and won some early 

wind farm concessions in the early 1990s with the help of Japanese investors. Nowadays, 

large-scale renewable energy is increasingly integrated into mainstream energy utility 

business portfolios. Yet some senior wind developers cut their teeth in the alternative 

technology movement. Members of the Northumbrian Energy Workshop co-operative have, 

for instance, become senior figures in the wind industry, as well as advisors to UK 

government. David Still CBE was a member of the Workshop co-operative who worked in 

the early 1980s on small-scale renewable energy systems for isolated rural areas. David has 

served on the Renewables Advisory Committee for government, was seconded to the 

Department of Trade and Industry between 2003-5, as well as being Managing Director of 

offshore wind firm, Clipper Windpower Europe.  

 

Northumbria Energy Workshop was an offshoot of New Age Access, a collective that tried to 

establish an autonomous ecological community in Hexham in Northumbria in 1974. As 

member Geoff Watson, later to become principal engineer at wind developers Ecotricity, 

explained, ‘the collective wanted to act as an access point whereby people who wanted to 

generate their own power, grow their own food, live off the land, whatever, had somewhere 

they could turn to and get information about doing it for groups, for contacts’. New Age 

Access became involved in environmental projects in the locality, including developing a 

vertical axis wind turbine design in collaboration with Newcastle University. Meanwhile, the 

Centre for Alternative Technology still exists, but now as a visitor centre for sustainable 

living, rather than the originally envisaged ecological commune and R&D lab for ecotopia. 

Environmentalism provided a milieu for nurturing capabilities and competencies that would 

serve the emerging environmental professions and renewable energy sectors in the 1990s 

(Jamison, 2002). 
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What is striking about this earlier generation of environmentalist activities is the way they 

were often motivated by an alternative vision for society as a whole. Practical initiatives were 

utopian precursors for ecological societies intended to inspire others into action (Dickson, 

1974). The underlying visions were expressions of social values and environmental interests 

generally resisted by markets and states at the time; whether it was back-to-the-land idealism, 

urban communalism, or the desire for economic relations based in solidarity, mutualism and 

co-operation. Meanwhile, activists continued to pioneer their community-based energy 

schemes as best they could. Initiatives and ideas were exchanged through alternative 

magazines and newsletters, such as Undercurrents (figure 1); through conferences, 

workshops, and events at festivals; while book manuals, and even television programmes, 

were documenting attempts to develop decentralised energy systems.  

 

In part, the focus on creating practical alternatives today is simply another instance in a long 

history of grassroots approaches to social change (Winner, 1979; Hollick, 1982). The big 

difference now is that sustainability initiatives led by civil society associations are operating 

in a setting where markets and states are beginning to offer greater openings and support for 

these initiatives to find a foothold and exert some influence. However, utility and business 

interest also invests in pathways to energy sustainability that are rooted in large-scale 

offshore wind, nuclear energy, and carbon capture and storage, whose values remain very 

different to those held by many community energy activists today. Policy and business 

interest still falls far short of the institutional changes these ‘soft energy’ activists believe are 

required for their innovations to diffuse widely, even if the (commercial) technologies they 

use perform much better now than thirty or more years ago. Any underlying radicalism today 

recognises that the widespread flourishing of these alternatives still requires commensurate 

changes to market and state institutions (Barry and Quilley, 2008). 

 

Figure 1: an alternative vision for sustainable energy from the 1975 
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In sum, many sustainable energy niches in civil society today can trace their historical roots 

back to radical routes for societal change (Smith, 2006). Initiatives like the Transition Towns 

network retain a vision for very different social and economic relations. In the energy domain 

this includes a recent ferment of hundreds of community energy initiatives (Walker, et al., 

2007). Variations of these grassroots socio-technical practices are appropriated into 

mainstream commercial settings (Smith, 2007). Civil society continues to be an alternative or 

complementary means for innovating goods and services in the social economy (Whaites, 

1996; Seyfang & Smith, 2007; Verheul & Vergragt, 1995). But it would be a naive mistake to 

expect these initiatives to present blueprints for the transformation of energy systems 

generally. Rather, they play a practical role in widening the diversity of ideas, possibilities, 

and resources for the hybrid re-configuring of socio-technical practices.  
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Mapping civil society activity in sustainability transitions 
 

Theory suggests energy regime transitions develop out of accumulated experience amongst 

networks of innovative projects in ‘niche’ spaces (Geels, 2002). These (temporarily) 

‘protective’ niche spaces tolerate poor returns, accept uncertainty over the ‘best’ form and 

function for the innovation, and provide supportive networks for further experimentation and 

advocacy (see other chapters in this book). Social networks championing community-owned, 

small-scale renewable electricity systems can, for example, be considered a niche alternative. 

Experimentation with novel business models, organisational structures, innovative 

technologies and infrastructures are aligning and constituting new electricity practices in 

these niches (Seyfang & Smith, 2007). If developments in the niche expand supportive social 

networks, generate appropriable lessons about performance and marketability, and reinforce 

positive expectations, then the niche will grow and compete better with the established 

electricity regime (Kemp, et al., 1998; also, other chapters in this book). Niche creation is the 

first of three sets of processes in socio-technical transitions theory (Geels, 2002).  

 

The second set of processes destabilise the electricity regime, such that opportunities are 

opened for niche solutions. As other chapters elaborate, the centralised production of fossil-

fuelled electricity from private utility power stations in regulated markets has co-evolved into 

a mutually aligned structure of markets, infrastructures, regulatory institutions and 

consumption practices. Environmentalist protests and lobbying campaigns can be a 

destabilising force working against regime path-dependency and lock-in (Smith, et al., 2005). 

Institutionalising this societal concern within energy policies and market processes can serve 

to re-order the evaluative criteria of government policy, investor strategy, and consumer 

behaviour, and consequently unsettles regimes relative to niches, where the latter perform 

better against the revised criteria.  

 

Operating beyond specific socio-technical regimes are broader, socio-economic and 

environmental processes. These are conceptualised in a third, ‘landscape’ set of change 

processes. Environmentalism as a cultural value and knowledge producing activity can be 

considered a landscape process oriented towards society and economy in general (Jamison, 

2002). This is distinct from actions targeted at specific regimes, but which nevertheless 

express sustainability values pertinent to a number of regimes. So, for example, social 



11 

 

concern over climate change implicates energy, transport, food, housing and other socio-

technical regimes. Obviously, there are other powerful socio-economic processes at play in 

landscapes, and which impact upon diverse regimes, such as the impact of debt crises on 

energy investments, but civil society values are there in the mix. 

 

It becomes possible to map civil society activities in relation to sustainable energy transition 

processes. The diversity of activities mentioned above (which is not exhaustive) can be 

considered as contributing to the three sets of transitions processes. This is illustrated 

schematically in Figure 2. Grassroots innovation, citizen science and initiatives aimed at 

green consumption are niche-oriented civil society activities. Consumer boycotts, protest and 

lobbying, and green standards are all devices whereby civil associations seek to unsettle 

incumbent regimes of provision. Awareness raising, social pressure and alternative visions 

help constitute landscape pressures for change. In practice, these repertoires of activism feed 

off each other, even if particular civil associations specialise in limited sets of them. Direct 

action groups like Rising Tide spend a higher proportion of their time and energy protesting, 

compared to a community group installing biomass heating into civic buildings. Yet the mere 

existence of each can help the other, through the assertion of new values and their practical 

demonstration. 

 

Figure 2: mapping civil society activity in sustainable electricity transitions 
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Whilst such mapping is useful, it is only a first step. It merely serves to re-frame civil society 

activities in relation to multi-level transition processes. An advantage might be that it 

generates new discussions about the roles and consequences of different civil association 

strategies. Deeper analysis is needed to understand how these linkages actually work over 

time, and with what consequences for sustainability transitions. How do different sets of 

activities and their consequences effectively combine to open up alternative energy 

pathways? How do these pathways co-exist with other pathways being opened up or unsettled 

by other sets of activities by other associations in civil society, not to mention amongst the 

energy utilities?  

 

As argued in the Introduction, a diversity of visions and directions for sustainable energy will 

be pursued, and not all attempts at creating niches or unsettling incumbent energy practices 

will be effective. Figure 2 gives a misleading impression that the various types of civil 

society activity act upon a shared set of niches, and unsettles incumbent energy regimes with 

shared demands, and that these processes work together in the inevitable break-through of a 

single sustainable energy pathway. Figure 2 should not be interpreted in this way. Rather, it 

merely suggests a way of considering specific civil society activity in relation to the creation 

of alternatives (niches), the unsettling of incumbents (regimes), and shifts in the broader 

society (landscapes). The profusion of civil society associations effectively operating in some 

or all of these ways are not amenable to herding and corralling into the kind of co-ordinated 

transition management implied in Figure 2.  

 

There is not space here to explore each activity level in depth. In the space remaining I focus 

on conceptualising civil society in relation to two processes considered crucial in the 

transitions literature: the unsettling of regimes and the nurturing of niches, (Smith, et al., 

2005; Geels & Schot, 2007). Each conceptualisation suggests how a specific civil society 

activity might be studied in relation to socio-technical systems and their transformation.  

 

Civil society unsettling regimes 
 

In June 2008, two environmentalists impersonating railway employees stopped a train 

delivering 1000 tonnes of coal to the Drax power station in Yorkshire. i A further twenty-five 

activists climbed onto the train and unloaded coal onto the track. All were arrested by police. 
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At their trial, the protesters defended their disruptive activities by arguing that they were 

trying to prevent the larger crime of climate change. This defence failed and the activists 

received community service sentences for criminal disruption. In contrast, an earlier protest 

in October 2007 had succeeded with the same defence. Six Greenpeace activists occupied a 

chimney at the Kingsnorth power station in Kent. They were acquitted of criminal damage 

(they painted ‘Gordon’ onto the chimney) after arguing they were preventing wider damage 

to property caused by climate change. One witness, US scientist-activist Prof. Jim Hansen, 

argued the 22,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide emitted daily endangers communities around the 

world. 

 

The choice of Kingsnorth power station was significant. Owners E.On were applying to the 

government for permission to build a new coal-fired power station on the same site.ii 

Kingsnorth became a focus for debate about carbon capture and storage, since it was unclear 

whether new stations would need to be ‘capture ready’, and what readiness meant for a 

controversial technology unproven at scale. Ben Stewart, one of the defendants and 

Greenpeace’s communications director, said, ‘Today's acquittal is a potent challenge to the 

government's plans for new coal-fired stations from jurors representing ordinary people in 

Britain who, after hearing the evidence, supported the right to take direct action in order to 

protect the climate’ (The Guardian, 11 September 2009). Even though the later Drax 

protesters were unsuccessful, more confrontational protests of this type can be expected (e.g. 

activists super-glued themselves to the railway at the Ffos-y-Fran open cast coal mine in 

April 2010). 

 

These protests continue a long-standing tradition of direct action against socially contentious 

technological practices (Winner, 1977). Activists consider the original wonder of abundant 

electricity from coal is no longer worth the harmful consequences. Energy installations, 

whether nuclear, coal or wind farms have all been subject to protest actions over the last few 

decades. Yet the potency of such action rests not in the immediate disruption, though this is 

important, but rather in the symbolism and cultural pressure generated by the radical gesture 

(Darnovsky, et al., 1995). Protests like Kingsnorth bring these debates to public attention, 

raise their policy salience, and test new principles, such as liabilities for greenhouse 

emissions. 
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The effectiveness of civil actions against regimes can be understood by adapting social 

movement research methodology (Smith, 2005). Conventional social movement research 

examines the processes forming movement identities, interests, and actions, and the contexts 

that help explain the consequences of movements (Snow, et al., 2004). Movements are 

studied for what they signify about broader socio-economic and cultural change, and for their 

relations to states, markets and cultures (Foweraker, 1995). Participation, organisation, 

resource mobilisation, and action repertoires are considered when explaining movement 

success, sometimes in relation to political opportunity structures and prevailing public 

discourses (Tarrow, 1994; Cohen, 1985).  

 

Within this broad range of analysis, the political process approach to social movements could 

be adapted in particularly fruitful ways to the study of processes of regime destabilisation. 

Here, movement issue framings, action repertoires and impacts are understood in relation to 

prevailing political conditions (Rootes, 1992; Kriesi, 2004). Opportunities for movements to 

influence are determined by political alliances, openness of policy institutions, public 

opinion, and responses from elites (Kolb, 2007; van der Heijden, 1997). Movements that 

secure alliances with political elites (e.g. through commitments included in party 

programmes), gain access to policy institutions (e.g. by influencing policy formulation 

procedures), and enjoy favourable public opinion, have good chances of success. If some of 

these opportunities are unavailable, then activists have to work harder and experiment with 

different strategies, whether disruptive, lobbying, awareness-raising, exploiting crisis 

situations, or developing alternative practices (Rootes, 1999; Kolb, 2007; Gamson & Meyer, 

1996; Seyfang & Smith, 2007; Jamison, 2002).  

 

The resources available for mobilisation, combined with movement perceptions of (shifting) 

opportunities, determine which strategies are adopted and when (Scott, 1991). When 

strategies realise opportunities successfully, then influences can be substantive (e.g. public 

funds for small-scale renewable electricity), procedural (e.g. civil associations incorporated 

formally into decision-making), structural (e.g. low carbon values becoming manifest in 

planning criteria), or sensitising (e.g. raising energy awareness in neighbourhoods) (van der 

Heijden, 1997).iii 
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A multi-level transitions perspective broadens social movement analysis from political 

systems and relates it to socio-technical regimes: how do regimes shape the formation of 

movements within civil society; what destabilisation opportunities do regime dynamics 

present for movements; what are the wider (landscape) processes that help movements 

become influential? 

 

Methodologically, this suggests analysis identifies empirically: 1. the opportunities available 

to sustainable energy civil associations, as they perceive them; 2. the strategic activities 

associations adopt for realising their goals; and 3. the kinds of influence those activities are 

having. 

 

Opportunities for civil society in transition processes can be assessed empirically by 

investigating: 1. the openness of energy systems to the activities of civil associations (e.g. 

infrastructure, regulatory and market institutions); 2. alliances made with other actors in the 

energy sector (e.g. links with new electricity businesses, different government teams, low 

carbon innovation networks) and the resources these networks bring to civil association goals 

(e.g. skills, infrastructures, finance, technologies, organisation, power); 3. the ability of civil 

associations to tap into public discourses on energy issues (e.g. media coverage of energy 

security, climate change); and 4. tolerance within the sector towards civil society demands 

and activities (e.g. commentaries in the trade press, elite interviews).  

 

Activities, whether classified disruptive, influencing, lobbying, exploiting crises, or 

alternatives, will have been mapped relative to their destabilising consequences for energy 

regimes. The activities pursued by associations will depend upon the way they frame the 

energy regime under consideration and the kind of sustainability transition they envisage. 

Analysis can explore the processes that inform those framings, and what experiences lead to 

re-framing of the problematic system and preferred solutions. Activities will also depend 

upon the material and social resources available to associations and the interdependencies 

they must negotiate with other niche or regime actors when realising their strategic actions. 

 

Civil society influence can be related to standard regime dimensions. This is illustrated in a 

highly stylised way in Table 1 for a set of civil society activities promoting a decentralised 

renewable energy vision. The purpose of Table 1 is to illustrate the kind of analytical work 
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that needs to be done to relate civil association opportunities and activities more specifically 

to the unsettling of socio-technical regimes. 
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Table 1: Towards an analysis of civil society in relation to socio-technical regime dimensions 
Socio-technical 

dimension 
Electricity regime Example opportunities and 

activities 
Example of pro-renewable 

energy civil society influence 
Guiding 

principles 
Electricity is a product 

provided by private 
enterprise under 
regulated market 
competition; it is 

generally a low profile 
technocratic policy area, 
but becomes important 
when the system fails. 

A decline in neo-liberal ideology, 
combined with energy security 

problems, opens space for 
alternative guiding principles to be 
taken seriously by elites. Lobbying 

by NGOs builds widespread support 
for a decentralised sustainable 

energy vision and guiding 
principles. 

Substantive: sustainability becomes 
the primary guiding principle. 

Procedural: wider participation in 
the articulation of principles is 

accepted. 
Structural: energy reclaims its status 

as a public good. 

Favoured 
technologies 

Large thermal 
generating units; 

national grid 
infrastructure; limited 

storage facilities. 

The performance of small-scale 
renewable energy technologies 

improves markedly (technically, 
economically, and symbolically). 

Smart grid management progresses. 
Existing infrastructures and plant 
need replacement. High profile 

diffusion by grassroots innovators 
popularise these technologies. 

Substantive: greater investment in 
renewables 

Procedural: constructive technology 
assessment becomes the normal 

design procedure 
Structural: the sector moves to a 

decentralised technology paradigms 

Industrial 
structure 

Significant vertical 
integration; limited 

R&D; regulations order 
access to infrastructure 

and electricity 
distribution. 

A few major utilities divest from 
conventional energy sources and 
move heavily into green energy 

services. New entrants compete on 
the back of this strategic marketing 
from leading utilities. Awareness 

raising campaigns and endorsements 
help new entrants. 

Substantive: more green energy 
businesses enter the market 

Procedural: civil society 
representatives are legally required 

on the boards of utilities. 
Structural: community energy co-

operatives become the norm. 

User relations 
and markets 

Passive consumers buy 
units of electricity; large 
multi-national utilities 
dominate the market. 

Pilot studies suggest significant 
numbers of customers are willing to 
become active producer-consumers 
with small-scale technologies. Civil 
associations scale-up the advice they 

give to households. 

Substantive: growing numbers of 
consumers on green tariffs. 

Procedural: market rules made 
easier for green energy service 

providers. 
Structural: many householders 
become producer-consumers. 

Policy and 
regulations 

Focused on the 
operation of energy 

markets; environment 
and fuel poverty rising 

up the agenda. 

Environmental measures become 
pre-eminent and are backed with 

very large resources and high profile 
commitments from elites. Lobbying 

gives confidence to new elite 
opinion, and helps legitimise and 

support their decisions. 

Substantive: tighter environmental 
standards. 

Procedural: deeper public 
participation in policy formulation. 
Structural: environmental policy 

priorities drive economic policy for 
energy. 

Knowledge Engineering and neo-
classical economic 

knowledge dominate. 

Engineering knowledge is re-
oriented because environmental 
knowledge informs the guiding 

principles underpinning the 
electricity regime. Environmental 
charities advise on the content of 

new national training programmes. 

Substantive: more training 
programmes in green energy. 

Procedural: all professional and 
skilled trades need to study green 
energy as part of the qualification 

process. 
Structural: energy projects begin 
locally and build backwards from 

there. 
Culture Cheap electricity a 

largely invisible yet 
essential underpinning 

for modern life. 

As with smoking in public spaces, 
wasteful energy use becomes 
socially unacceptable. A new 

generation of environmentalists re-
present green values as highly 

attractive lifestyle choices. 

Substantive: growing environmental 
awareness. 

Procedural: environmental values 
become more prominent in the 

media. 
Structural: sufficiency rather than 
acquisitiveness provides meaning 

for modern life. 
(Note: regime dimensions are adopted from Geels, 2002) 
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The political process approach in social movement theory dwelt upon in this section seeks to 

influence conditions ‘given’ from above, in the way energy markets, infrastructures and 

policies are governed. However, new social movement theory provides a second line of 

enquiry which could be equally fruitful for understanding civil society in sustainable 

transitions. Here emphasis rests in the way social movements are much less instrumental, and 

simply manifest as expressions of identity in post-modern society and arenas for group 

problem-solving. Networks of people form shared identities and lifestyles for their own 

enduring sake. Wider structural change may be a consequence, or become a requirement, for 

the movement, but the initial impetus is to develop alternative spaces and communities from 

below (Scott-Cato and Hillier, 2010). 

 

Transition Towns, as an organised expression of a more diffuse movement for greener 

lifestyles, might be suited to this second approach. People join and take part because of the 

personal sense of belonging and community they attain, and because it helps them to achieve 

alternative lifestyle aims (Seyfang, 2009). This involves altering local practices, with 

consequences for energy demands, rather than purely supply-side issues of transforming 

energy policy and production. Whilst the cultural consequences can be difficult to tease apart, 

they are nevertheless important (Earl, 2004). They include altering the social norms by which 

different energy practices are judged and valued, as mentioned above, as well as redefining 

what energy infrastructures signify and mean in society, or what is an acceptable way of life 

for a community. Of interest here is the way new social movements like environmentalism 

provide a cultural milieu in which greener social and technological expectations help 

sustainable innovations take root. It is to the practical activity of creating socio-technical 

alternatives that we turn. 

 

Civil society nurturing niches 
 

The earlier example of home energy efficiency activities in the 1970s suggests a forgotten 

history of grassroots innovation in the UK (Smith, 2005; Seyfang & Smith, 2007). Analysis 

deriving from the strategic niche management literature can help us understand this activity 

in relation to sustainable energy transitions. There has been a flourishing of community-led 

sustainable energy projects in the UK in recent years. Community energy projects are the 
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focus in this section, though it is important to consider civil society nurturing niches in other 

ways too (figure 2).  

 

Community projects involve local groups developing sustainable energy solutions 

appropriate to local situations, and with community groups having ownership over outcomes. 

Examples include solar water heating clubs and insulation clubs, which provide mutual 

support for system installation; energy awareness and behaviour networks, which provide 

guidance and reassurance to neighbours on energy matters relevant to them; and co-

operatively-owned small-scale renewable energy systems, such as micro-hydro and wind. 

The most substantial research to-date identified over 500 community renewable energy 

projects in the UK (Walker, et al., 2007). Community energy demand projects are likely to be 

of similar order. 

 

The former New Labour Government’s Low Carbon Community Challenge attracted over 

500 expressions of interest for up to 22 large grant funding of community energy projects in 

2009. This measure joined a portfolio of policies helping innovative community projects. 

Ministers argued at the time that these measures would nurture local support for wider 

processes of low carbon energy transition. It remains to be seen how the new Conservative-

Liberal coalition government will develop this policy area.iv Given that the coalition 

government is committed to creating green jobs and facilitating a low carbon transition in the 

UK economy, then some form of engagement with local communities might be expected. In 

addition, the Big Society rhetoric of the Conservative Prime Minister, David Cameron, might 

potentially empower community initiative. But as community activists know only too well, 

and as decades of professional community development work can attest, communities need 

lots of public help. Energy projects can be especially tricky for community groups, since they 

can involve expensive investments and many technical, legal and business issues. If the Big 

Society really means withdrawal of state help, or less state pressure on businesses to help 

communities, then community energy might have a challenging period ahead. Public 

spending cuts to local governments and across many government bodies suggest any 

measures will have to be continued with much lower levels of finance. Whether communities 

have to rely more on self-help or state-help, there remains a need to better understand the 

processes by which innovative local energy projects are established and diffuse.	  
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Intermediary organizations, such as local and national energy agencies, or the Transition 

Towns and Carbon Net networks, span local groups through their technical advice, and help 

new groups access resources and networks. Are these networks of community-based 

approaches a promising component for sustainable energy niches? How might innovative 

community-led solutions help established energy businesses achieve low carbon goals? 

Whilst some research analyses processes of participation in specific community projects, very 

little considers whether, how or why these projects diffuse. Nor have there been any estimates 

of what contributions they make to the energy system overall, nor to public policy goals for 

sustainability transitions. Niche analysis applied to community energy could help us 

understand the diffusion of community energy in civil society, and explain its potential roles 

and influence within wider energy systems in the future. 

 

The processes by which similar projects replicate in different communities remain unclear. 

Opportunities for scaling-up projects so that follow-on projects benefit wider sets of local 

community are similarly obscure. And the possibilities that community-led innovations may 

provide adaptable and appropriable sustainability solutions that can be translated into 

mainstream energy market settings has yet to be seriously considered (Smith, 2007; Seyfang, 

2009). There is a tendency to treat community projects as marginal to energy regimes, rather 

than exploring how mutual adaptations may contribute to new sustainable energy system 

hybrids. 

 

We do know some of the intrinsic and extrinsic challenges facing community-led 

innovations. They often remain small-scale and fail to grow because of a lack of institutional 

support and long-term funds, whereas commercial technological innovations have an 

established infrastructure of assistance (Mulgan, et al., 2007). Reliance upon volunteerism 

means building upon existing social capital, which can leave little time and energy to build 

bridges with differently motivated groups and thereby create additional social capital 

(Seyfang & Smith, 2007; NEF, 2008). Additionally, community values can clash with 

commercial priorities, inhibiting the translation of knowledge and practices, and requiring 

careful negotiation by intermediaries (e.g. social entrepreneurs). Mainstream marketing of 

narrower forms of the original community innovation can represent failure to originating 

activists, but facilitates a shallower-yet-wider greening to less active groups. Processes of 

translating local knowledge and practice, first into mobile, adaptable forms, and then 
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relocating it in new contexts, are important (Smith, 2007). On this latter point, we have to 

look at community energy the other way around, from the perspective of the regime. What 

appropriable innovations do community energy niches offer businesses and policy-makers in 

the regime? How do these solutions perform in terms of regime concerns and criteria? 

 

These challenges are not insurmountable. Community-led innovation has diffused in the past, 

when conditions permitted (Hess, 2007), and as we saw in an earlier section. But are these 

rare exceptions? If renewed policy interest is to lead to effective institutional support, then 

evidence is needed about community diffusion processes, performance, and interaction with 

mainstream energy systems. Niche analysis of this kind of civil society activity has to be 

adapted in terms of: context (civil society rather than the market economy); their driving 

force (social and/or environmental need, rather than rent seeking); the nature of the niche 

(alternative values as opposed to incubation from market forces); organisational forms 

(diverse forms including voluntary organisations, cooperatives and community groups, rather 

than firms); and the resource base (grant funding, voluntary input, mutual exchange, rather 

than returns on investment).  

 

By conceiving networks of community energy projects as niches that nurture local-scale 

sustainable energy solutions, analysis can look for signs of successful development typical in 

niche theory. Niche case studies suggest that (see Schot & Geels, 2008 for a review): a) 

expectations contribute to successful niche building when they are robust (shared by many 

actors), specific, and of high quality (substantiated by ongoing projects); b) social networks 

contribute when their membership is broad (plural perspectives) and deep (substantial 

resource commitments by members); and c) learning processes not only accumulate facts, 

data and first-order lessons, but also generate second-order learning about alternative ways of 

valuing and supporting the niche (ibid).  

 

Research interrogating the behavioural drivers and perceptions of participants in specific 

community projects, finds that participants hold a number of expectations: boosting their 

local economy; enhancing local energy security; cutting carbon emissions; contributing to 

sustainable communities; catalysing wider environmental behaviours; and democratising 

energy (Walker, et al., 2007). Social entrepreneurs and intermediaries can help develop the 

social networks involved (van der Horst, 2008). Other research finds community projects 
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promoting social learning (Darby, 2006). The place-based significance of projects can help 

bring people together and generate local knowledge exchanges (NEF, 2008). However, 

research has not yet looked systematically above the project level, for evidence of 

expectations, networks and learning working across projects, and which would constitute a 

community energy niche.v  

 

The energy, carbon, social and economic performance of projects, including failures, inform 

learning processes in the development of subsequent projects, and thus niche development. 

Evaluations provide a check against future expectations, and influences who becomes 

involved in community energy networks. Sustainability transitions theory argues that niche 

performance is interpreted by actors situated in a wider context. Tensions emerging in 

mainstream energy regimes, such as security and environmental crises, cast niche solutions in 

a positive light, thereby attracting interest from policy-makers and businesses in the regime. 

Analysis of civil society in nurturing niches can test this theory by assessing its adequacy for 

community-led diffusion and influence (see figure 3).  
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Figure 3: Emerging level of niches in relation to local practices in projects (Geels and Raven, 

2006)  
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Whilst useful, this basic theory has problems. One problem that future research must counter 

is essentialising simplifications of niche-to-regime analysis (Smith, et al., 2010). The niche-

to-regime model simplifies a complex diversity of socio-technical configurations (i.e. 

community-led projects) into unrealistically homogenous niches working against an equally 

problematic homogenous regime (Genus & Coles, 2008). Frameworks have been developed 

for navigating the heterogeneity of community projects, in terms of: the form of community 

involvement in process and outcomes; in terms of the scale and type of technology; and in 

terms of social organization (Walker & Devine-Wright, 2008). These can help us identify 

broad patterns of community energy project. Self-replicating diffusion is challenging for local 

community projects, which need institutional support for project-to-project networking 

(Capener, 2009).  

 

This points to a related difficulty in the theory, which is the under-theorised relations between 

located socio-technical projects and the emergence of an abstracted, niche-level identity and 

interest, based around stylised socio-technical practices (e.g. community heat networks, 

community behaviour change clubs, community insulation programmes) (Raven, et al., 

2008). How do community projects reinterpret, reinvent yet reinforce the generic, mobile 

lessons and norms constituting a niche? What dedicated intermediating work is needed, and 
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by whom, for social learning to take place, expectations to develop, and supportive networks 

to build? Conversely, when is social learning ignored; when do expectations deflate; and how 

do networks fragment? The hypothesis behind civil society nurturing niches is that niches 

originating in these settings will grow through replication of projects in different community 

locations; that strategic learning across replicated projects facilitates scaled-up adaptations; 

and that elements of these translate into new business models and markets. However, there is 

nothing inevitable about this process. To the extent that they do exist in a way meaningful to 

practitioners, community niches do not provide blueprints, but rather reservoirs of ideas and 

practices; and that dedicated work is needed to transfer and adapt from across locations, 

scales and contexts (e.g. into commercial prospects). 

 

The second problem with a niche-based conceptualisation of local community energy 

projects relates to understanding how niches emanating from civil society influence 

incumbent regimes. How do strategic niches press for institutional reform? Research has not 

yet evaluated what influence, if any, community energy niche processes are having on 

institutional reforms to the energy system. Niche practices become influential to the extent 

that learning, expectations and networking processes become robust enough to influence 

wider institutional changes, such as policy support. Existing research identifies an 

instrumentality behind the limited and equivocal policy support for community energy in the 

UK to date (Walker & Devine-Wright, 2008). Community projects are assumed to promote 

social acceptability for larger sustainable energy technologies that really deliver deep carbon 

reductions. This is what government proclaims when discussing community energy policy 

measures; but it still needs validating.  This includes evidence that experience with, say grid 

connection, skills, or other infrastructure issues, gathered from earlier projects is being 

mobilized into demands for reforms to energy policy and business strategy on these issues. 

 

Whilst the literature argues successful niches prompt facilitating institutional reforms within 

the wider energy regime, it is unclear why this would happen given path-dependencies in the 

regime (see Shove & Walker, 2007). So what political roles do community energy niches 

need to play in order to influence these reform processes? This is where social movement 

theory might inform transitions theory and reveal the political roles niches must adopt in 

sustainability transitions. How do community energy niches develop collective identities and 

interests; and what repertoires of activism do they develop for exploiting opportunity 
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structures in the regimes and press for change? The regulation and provision of energy 

infrastructures in the UK has traditionally been highly centralised. A larger role for 

community-scale solutions for sustainable energy is likely to require institutional reforms 

devolving powers over energy infrastructures to local levels (Smith, 2009). Whether and how 

this might work could be informed by a strategic niche management approach to community 

energy; recognising that changes in government and business positions will be needed in 

order to realise decentralising institutional reforms (influenced perhaps by other civil society 

actions). State authority and economic power would need to take up and act upon community 

experiences in order to make these changes. This observation brings us back to the kind of 

analytical issues informed by social movement theory in the preceding section. Are niche 

promises sufficient for facilitating institutional reforms to be considered, such as devolution 

of powers over energy infrastructures? Or might the social, economic and political power to 

reform institutions in these ways reside elsewhere? 

 

Conclusions 
 

This chapter argues that the sheer scale and ambition implied by sustainable energy transition 

framings means civil society will be involved. Indeed, illustrations make the case that civil 

society is already active in sustainability transition processes. That activity is neither coherent 

nor well co-ordinated. Nor should we expect it to be. Civil society holds a broad set of values 

and visions for sustainable energy, diverse activities for realising those visions, and that have 

a variety of consequences. 

 

The multi-level perspective on socio-technical transitions provides a framework for mapping 

and ordering the diversity of civil society moves for sustainable energy. Clusters of activities 

can be conceived as contributing towards unsettling and delegitimizing regimes (and thereby 

opening windows of opportunity for sustainable alternatives), nurturing alternatives in niche 

settings, and helping solutions translate from marginal to mainstream settings. However, 

understanding how those contributions work requires additional analytical frameworks. 

 

This chapter has suggested that social movement theory, adapted to socio-technical regimes, 

might help us better understand civil society activity in the unsettling of regimes. Only deep 
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empirical research will tell if this suggestion is well-placed and fruitful. Such a cross-over 

was also considered to have potential in explaining how community energy niches attain 

identities and interests necessary for them to influence changes in these wider institutions 

necessary for their continued development. Niche theory provides a potentially helpful 

framework for understanding the diffusion of community energy in civil society; but does not 

seem so well equipped to explain the processes by which niche practices attain wider 

influence, if at all. Here it is the regime destabilising activities in civil society, and the 

demands that they make, which opens up opportunities for niche-informed reforms.  

 

Considering these processes together, others might be tempted to consider civil society 

activities as potentially contributing to coherent transition management processes. This would 

be going too far. Certainly, the diverse visions and activities within civil society could and 

should be better engaged in public deliberations over energy transitions pathways. Indeed, 

whether invited to such deliberations or not, developments amongst associations within civil 

society are always opening up socio-technical systems to new values, criteria and 

possibilities. However, whilst civil society is always an important presence in socio-technical 

systems and their transformations, it is important to remember that it is never a singular, 

manageable presence. If it were, then it would cease to be civil society. 
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Notes 
                                                
i Drax has a capacity of 3.96MW and generates around seven per cent of the UK’s electricity supply. 
ii At the time of writing, these plans had been shelved, ostensibly for market reasons. 
iii This is merely one of many typologies of social movement consequences (Earl, 2004). 
iv This chapter was written in May 2010, shortly after the General Election and formation of the coalition 

government. 
v Some research projects are beginning to do this, e.g. www.grassrootsinnovations.org 
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