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Abstract 
The paper describes the first implementation of the Unified 
Citizen Engagement Approach (UCEA), a newly developed 
design-oriented framework for citizen engagement in the 
energy transition. The preliminary testing and evaluation of 
several of its pathways in Groningen, the Netherlands, show 
that the role of design in the energy transition is not limited 
to the adoption of (co)design tools and methods. Instead, 
design should be integrated in the process in a more holis-
tic way and on multiple levels, taking into account broader 
issues than energy, the maturity of local initiatives, and effec-
tive communication with stakeholders. 
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Introduction 
The transition from fossil-fuels to renewable energy sources has 
become increasingly urgent, not only in the context of reach-
ing the climate goals, but also due to the recent rising costs in 
energy. Although the energy transition is often perceived to be 
the responsibility of (national) governments, regions or local 
governments such as municipalities, it is the citizens who play 
a pivotal role in the process, as in most cases they are the ones 
who will ultimately have to implement the appropriate sustain-
ability measures in their homes, change their energy production 
and consumption patterns and bear any financial consequenc-
es (Kalkbrenner & Roosen, 2016; Lennon et al., 2020). 

In several countries, such as in the Netherlands, the im-
portance of local energy initiatives, consisting of similar-
ly-minded citizens who have organised themselves in order 
to collectively address energy-related issues in their own 
neighbourhoods is acknowledged (Arentsen & Bellekom, 
2014; Hasanov & Zuidema, 2018; Soares da Silva & Horlings, 
2020). Oftentimes functioning as intermediaries, these ini-
tiatives act as repositories for knowledge and manage rela-
tions between stakeholders, while in some cases they can 
play an active role in the strategy formulation for the local 
energy transition of their district (Hargreaves et al., 2013).

Specifically, the citizen-centred perspective on the en-
ergy transition, has led to an interest in exploring the role 
of co-creation and co-design in the process (Ambole et al., 
2019; Rysżawska et al., 2021; Sillak et al., 2021), as the stake-
holders involved need to agree on a joint vision in order to 
successfully implement sustainable interventions, often 
consisting of (technically and logistically) complex, long-
term projects that can have significant impact on a neigh-
bourhood and its residents.

Citizen engagement approaches relating to energy tran-
sition are oftentimes designed to only address one actor or 
stakeholder, leaning towards either technological or social 
aspects. In the context of this study, the Unified Citizen En-
gagement Approach (UCEA) has been developed, ,  adopting 
a more integrated and designerly stance, by combining the 
perspectives of three main actors (the individual, the initia-
tive and the municipality), and by mainly consisting of (co)
design methods and tools. 

This paper will discuss the preliminary findings of the test-
ing of several ‘pathways’ that have been taken through the 
UCEA by local initiatives in the city of Groningen during the 
MAKING-CITY project during 2020-2022. The research pro-
vides a unique opportunity to evaluate this design-based citi-
zen engagement approach from the local initiatives’ perspec-
tive, by gaining insights into the implemented co-design tools, 
as well as into the strength of the model itself in practice. 

Background 
MAKING-CITY, a Horizon 2020 project funded by the Euro-
pean Commission, aims to demonstrate the possibilities 
of Positive Energy Districts (PEDs), which are districts that 
annually generate more (sustainable) energy than they 
consume (MAKING-CITY, 2023). Eight European cities par-
ticipate in the project, with Groningen in the Netherlands 
designated as a pilot city, along with Oulu in Finland. As 
co-designing the PED together with local residents was one 
of the main tasks in MAKING-CITY, the project partners in 
Groningen developed the UCEA, which was based on some 
of the partners’ existing approaches. These include the Cus-
tomer Journey to a Natural Gas-free Home  (De Koning et 
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al., 2020), the Cooperative Approach (Grunneger Power, 
2023) and the District Energy Approach (Municipality of 
Groningen, 2019). In addition, the Hanze University of Ap-
plied Sciences (HUAS) conducted social research, which 
supported the UCEA’s construction.

Co-design in citizen engagement approaches  
In the Netherlands, the importance of citizen engagement in 
the energy transition, particularly through local energy initi-
atives, has been acknowledged since the past decade (Hiss-
chemoller, 2012; Dóci & Vasileiadou, 2015). Therefore, several 

citizen engagement approaches have already been developed, 
such as the Smart Energy Cities (SEC) model (Smart Energy 
Cities, 2023), which integrates the technological and social 
routes. Other approaches focus on specific audiences, such 
as Becoming Sustainable Together with Residents (Kort et 
al., 2022), Moving Together Locally (Eerland et al., 2020), the 
Toolkit Engaging Entrepreneurs in the Energy Transition 
(Van Nijkerk et al., 2023) and the aforementioned Customer 
Journey, which focus on home owners associations, local in-
itiatives, entrepreneurs and individual citizens, respectively. 
Examples of approaches which include multiple stakeholders 
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Figure 1. The five phases of the Unified Citizen Engagement Approach (UCEA), outlining actions for the three main actors: the (I)ndividual,  
the (C)ooperative or initiative, and the (M)unicipality.
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include serious games such as the WE-Energy Game (Ouari-
achi, 2021) and Energy Safari (Ampatzidou & Gugerell, 2019).

Despite the increasing interest of involving a variety of 
stakeholders in the energy transition, implementing co-de-
sign in the process is currently far from being standard prac-
tice. In the citizen engagement approaches discussed above, 
for example, co-design is not an integral part of the process, 
or in some cases, is not included at all. Shortall et al. (2022) 
reviewed 28 recent EU-funded energy transition projects, 
discussing the extent of citizen participation alongside the 
associated methods and tools. Although the authors consid-
er co-design as one of most inclusive forms of participation, 
their review shows in only six projects a form of co-design 
was used, with only three projects taking a (co)design philos-
ophy as their departure point. 

The UCEA aims to go one step further, by including multi-
ple actors and integrating (co)design tools and methods in all 
of its phases as well as fostering the dynamic nature of the 
design process, which is reflected in its iterative approach.

The Unified Citizen Engagement  
Approach (UCEA) 
The UCEA consists of five iterative phases, or spaces: 1) Dis-
covering, (2) Initiating Action, (3) Exploring & Analysing, (4) 
Executing, Planning & Implementing and (5) Exploiting & 
Sustaining. Within each space, key activities are outlined for 
the (I)ndividual, the (C)ooperative or initiative and the (M)
unicipality, supported by (co-design) tools that can be used 
by these actors to reach the objectives within the respective 
phase (see figure 1).  In addition, each activity comes with as-
sociated (design) tools and methods (see table 1), which are 
aimed to help the actor move forward in the process.

The spaces can be initiated or accessed at any time, de-
pending on the questions or needs of the respective actor(s). 
Activities by different actors can occur simultaneously, both 
within a phase and in multiple phases. Similarly, going back-
and-forth between spaces is also possible, particularly in the 
first three spaces. This flexibility is inherent to the approach 
and was designed on purpose, since experience from the 
field has shown that citizen engagement often does not nec-
essarily follow a linear path. For example, if an activity in a cer-
tain phase did not yield the expected result, an actor could 
choose to initiate an activity from another phase or even take 
a step back to a previous phase.

 

Table 1. Excerpt of list of tools & methods for UCEA Phase 1 (Discovering),  
listing the relevant actors

Activity

Tools Raising awareness
(proactively)

Forming an 
opinion

(Collaborative-
ly) deciding on 

approach

Collective SWOT 
analy-sis

I  C  M I  C  M

Design charrettes I  C  M I  C  M

Ecosystem 
mapping

C  M C  M C  M

Fast idea gene-
rator

I  C  M

Methodology
The development of the UCEA was preceded by an exten-
sive social research phase conducted by a multidisciplinary 
research team in close collaboration with local citizen initia-
tives, which providing insight into various social aspects, such 
as social cohesion, sustainable behaviour and appropriate 
communication (Tjahja, 2022). These qualitative research 
studies, which were conducted during the development of 
the UCEA, informed the design process of the approach, and 
influenced the testing and evaluation process.

As it was not feasible within the scope of the project and 
the time span of the five UCEA phases to test the entire ap-
proach, since this would require several years and long-term 
commitment of stakeholders, a number of pathways through 
the model have been tested in three districts in Groningen: 
Hoogkerk, Oosterpark and Oosterpoort (see figure 2). The 
districts differ in terms of built environment, spatial develop-
ment and sociodemographics, and the key criterion for se-
lection was the willingness of the respective local neighbour-
hood initiatives to participate in the project.

All three districts started with the first phase of the UCEA, 
taking the perspective of the cooperative/initiative, as the 
pathways were designed in close collaboration with the col-
laborating local initiatives, considering their current progress, 
needs and respective local socio-economic context. In addi-
tion, each pathway consisted of activities spanning multiple 
phases, with some of the tools and methods being tested 
during co-creation events organised by the project partners 
in collaboration with the local initiatives. The tools were eval-
uated by means of surveys and interviews with some of the 
participating actors, such as key members of the initiatives 
and municipality representatives.

Findings
The main findings of the preliminary evaluation of the UCEA 
have been grouped in broader themes, which will be dis-
cussed separately in the following sections.

Broadening the focus 
Both the social research studies, as well as the evaluation of 
the implemented UCEA path in Hoogkerk, show that co-cre-
ation events with residents should have a broader focus than 
only energy transition. Oftentimes, issues related to sustain-
able energy are intertwined with other (social) issues in the 
neighbourhood, such as (energy) poverty, social exclusion 
and safety. Addressing these issues separately is therefore 
not conducive, necessitating the adoption of a more com-
prehensive approach. In Hoogkerk, the implementation of the 
integrated energy landscape approach (De Boer & Zuidema, 
2015; Picchi et al., 2019), in a number of participatory events, 
was particularly useful when co-designing a PED-district, as 
it takes into account the values assigned to the place by the 
local community.
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Figure 2. An example of one of the three pathways. In this case, the pathway tested in 
the district of Hoogkerk in Groningen (October 2021 – June 2022).



Maturity and flexibility 
The choice of tools and methods used in each stage of the 
UCEA process should be chosen carefully, as this decision de-
pends on the level of development and readiness (‘maturity’) 
of the local initiative and community in relation to local en-
ergy transition. Moreover, taking into account the other two 
actors and trying to connect and potentially include them 
within suitable moments of the emergent pathway, can be 
of great importance. Flexibility is recommended when imple-
menting these tools, as they may need to be modified to fit 
the needs of the initiative or other stakeholders, with some 
tools being more suitable for certain groups in particular 
phases or activities.

The evaluation of UCEA finds that while it is adaptable to 
different contexts, there are inherent restrictions when work-
ing with local citizen initiatives or cooperatives. The afore-
mentioned maturity level of the initiative, lack or resources 
(time, manpower) and their own planning may restrict the 
types of tools that can be applied. Additionally, initiatives may 
not follow the same timeline as municipalities or researchers, 
and their pace should be respected when organizing activi-
ties or events. 

Moreover, due to the long-term nature of the energy tran-
sition process and the variations in maturity of initiatives, it 
may not be possible to fully follow all five phases of the UCEA, 
and it is recommended to set up specific pathways instead. 
The UCEA should be used as a framework to support and 
guide the actors through the process, without enforcing a 
certain pace or deadlines, as there is a risk of initiatives aban-
doning the approach due to this. Additional tools and meth-
ods can be added as needed, but their value and impact on 
other actors and stakeholders should be considered as well 
as the added value they have over existing tools and how their 
input/output connects to the other tools in the UCEA.  

The importance of a solid communication strategy 
The purpose and goals of participatory events should be clear-
ly communicated to both the organizers and attendees, and 
an explicit framework outlining the process should be used 
and followed during events. Additionally, the events should be 
held consistently and on a regular basis, as the outcomes of 
one event can be used as input for future events. It is also im-
portant to consider the number and types of participants, as 
they can have a significant impact on what in/output is gen-
erated. When communicating with the local community, it is 
important to tailor the strategy to take into account local per-
spectives on the energy transition. The social research studies 
conducted in the preliminary phase have shown that events 
are oftentimes geared towards specific groups, such as home-
owners, while unintentionally excluding others, such as ten-
ants, students and landlords. In addition, when using a certain 
tool or method, it is important to clearly explain the intentions 
and reasoning behind these decisions to the local community 
and municipality and to involve them in the process.

Discussion
The findings show in the energy transition is not limited to the 
usage of (co)design tools and methods with stakeholders, but 
can play different roles on different levels. First, the expan-
sion of the scope to include broader societal issues than sole-
ly the energy transition, should also be reflected in the overall 
approach, necessitating the inclusion of holistic (co)design 

methods, such as the aforementioned integrated landscape 
approach. Consequently, suggested interventions based on 
these analyses will most likely have a broader (physical) im-
pact on the neighbourhood as well. The inclusion of the mu-
nicipality as an actor in the UCEA is therefore essential, as 
these interventions can have an impact on public space. 

Second, in addition to co-designing with residents one 
specific events, such as neighbourhood gatherings or events, 
the energy transition process as a whole should be a joint ef-
fort from its inception, which is evidenced by the fact that the 
maturity of the initiatives will determine the scope, feasibility 
and impact of the proposed (design) interventions. Moreover, 
since input and output of certain tools, in some cases, can be 
dependent on one another, a careful consideration is needed 
to determine which tool to use when and which actions to 
undertake next. By coordinating the sequence of tools within 
a pathway in an effective way, a local initiative could, for ex-
ample, also inspire the two others actors to contribute and 
encourage them to initiate action themselves.

Third, there is also a role for design in the communica-
tion activities surrounding the energy transition process in a 
neighbourhood, as how the interventions are communicated 
can potentially influence the awareness, perception, expec-
tations, and ultimately, the degree of support and participa-
tion of local residents. The social research studies conducted 
have shown that communication is often aimed at particu-
lar audiences, such as homeowners with a relatively high 
income, while inadvertently excluding other groups, such 
as social tenants, students and migrants. A comprehensive 
communication strategy, for example, through transmedia 
storytelling, which entails systematically conveying a narra-
tive through multiple channels, with each medium providing 
its own unique contribution (Jenkins, 2008), could be a suita-
ble means to address this issue. 

Conclusion
This preliminary evaluation of the UCEA has demonstrat-
ed that design can play a much broader role in the energy 
transition than traditionally envisioned. Furthermore, the in-
clusion of the three main actors enables fine-tuning of the 
process, which can have a positive effect on the effective-
ness of the tools used as well as the eventual outcome. Al-
though these initial results are promising, more research 
needs to be conducted to explore other pathways and test 
the strength of the of the approach itself by investigating the 
pathways’ sequences as well as the tools associated with 
them. The complete framework as well as its development 
is described in the project deliverable D3.11 New citizens’ en-
gagement strategies in Groningen and can be found on the 
MAKING-CITY website (makingcity.eu).
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