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Agenda

Tina  - Introduction – CREDS and the structure of this 
talk

Yael  - The evolution of demand-side: what might 
be the implications to society?

Brief questions / clarifications

Tina – Consumers, citizens or carbon-saving 
champions? Individuals and their place in net zero 
energy policy

Questions / Discussion
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Demand Side Evolution
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Demand-side distributed energy resources 

(“edge-of-the-grid”)

Consuming energy

Demand reduction => Negawatts

Microgeneration => Megawatts

Demand response => Flexiwatts

Storage => Storewatts

Consumers => Prosumers
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Future energy landscape: 
New actors & business models
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New Energy Landscape

Competitors
(prosumer market) 

Consumer 
(captured)

Customers 
(preferences 
and choices)

Business partners 
(microgeneration,  
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Centralized & 
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Decarbonized, 
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system
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What are the drivers 
and motivations?
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Megawatts:
FiT for generation
Net metering 

Storewatts:
FiT for storage (V2G)?

Negawatts:
Subsidies for 
Negawatts?

Flexiwatts:
DR programs

Resources at the grid edge improve resiliency (?)

Reactive
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Is it good for society?

Proactive
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Is highly distributed system good for society?

Competitor
(prosumer market) 

Consumer 
(captured)

Customer 
(has 
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system

Energy
communities

P2P 
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regulation, long-term planning, synchronization, control, quality 
Complexity 
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Cost EnvironmentAvailability Equity and fairness Resiliency 
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Traditional evaluation framework for the energy system:

The Energy Trilemma

Tradeoffs 
Policy & 

governance
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Carbon 

E-waste 

Biodiversity  

Quality of services

Affordability

Access

Extreme weather 

Redundancy 

Availability of 
energy services

Energy services 
poverty 

New (society-centered) Trilemma Tree and evaluation criteria 
for 3D energy systems

ResilienceWhat are the roles and 
responsibilities of people 
in this transition?

New 
tradeoffs? 

New policy & 
governance?
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Research themes

How are individuals conceptualised in UK energy policy -
active citizens co-creating the transition, passive consumers 
subjected to net zero policies, or something in between?

Which conceptualisations will help deliver effective policy 
for net zero?

Research methods

• Literature review

• Synthesis

• Policy analysis

Reading Hydro, Community 
Energy Scheme
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Context: IPCC Working Group III: 

Mitigation of climate change

First time there has been a chapter focusing on 
demand: Chapter 5: Demand, services and social 
aspects of mitigation

“FAQ 5.1 What can every person do to limit 
warming to 1.5°C? 

People can be educated through knowledge transfer 
so they can act in different roles, and in each role 
everyone can contribute to limit global warming to 
1.5°C.”
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IPCC Working Group III: Mitigation 

of climate change - Roles

Citizens

Role models

Professionals (e.g. engineers, urban planners, 
teachers, researchers)

Rich investors

Consumers (especially top 10% income globally)

Policy makers

Focus of much policy-making
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Language about individuals in the 

energy system

Consumer

Prosumer

Households

Citizen

Actor

Residents

Respondents, participants, interviewees

Other words: Customer, Voter….
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More on meanings (CREDS, 2022)

Consumer

The term consumer still seems to be the dominant framing to describe participants in the 
energy system and comes historically from the energy industry. It has two distinct senses but 
is often used interchangeably and without definition:

• consumer as a user: ‘one who consumes’ energy

• consumer to mean a participant with some economic value or potential agency.

Citizen

The term citizen is often used in the context of community energy – such as small scale and 
local projects – it tends to be interpreted as seeing people as less passive.   …there can be a 
tendency to view ‘citizen’ as a stakeholder or co-owner ‘motivated by non-market values’.
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Energy efficiency policy – focus on consumers

Energy efficiency policies are based on a variety of 
understandings of individuals, mostly rooted in 
economic and psychological perspectives. Individual 
response to policy is an important part of delivering 
higher energy efficiency and energy savings.

Policies include:

Energy / carbon taxation, Energy Company 
Obligations, Grants, Loans, Minimum energy 
efficiency standards, Labels, Information and advice
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UK government vision: people as active consumers in 

an energy market

The UK government sees value in people becoming 
more engaged in energy markets, but past efforts to 
engage the disengaged through appeal to economics 
and relying on market forces have largely failed (hence 
the introduction of the energy price cap, now re-purposed 
in a time of high prices). 

Without a clearer understanding of how and on what 
basis individuals can be engaged in future markets, 
including for flexibility, these benefits may not be 
delivered.

UK government view of 
engagement outcomes in a future 
market (adapted from BEIS, 2021)
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Limits of a consumer focus in governance: 

Energy price rises and energy markets
Citizens Advice report, Dec 2021

At that point almost 4 million 
household had seen their energy 
supplier go out of business.

Cost of failures = £2.6bn

Calls for regulator to move 
beyond ‘consumer’ and 
economics focus. 



www.creds.ac.ukPOLICY & GOVERNANCE

Is a focus on people as consumers preventing some policy 

initiatives? 

News headlines 7-9 Oct 22
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Beyond consumers: new technology adoption & use

The potential to deliver policies and changes that go 
‘unnoticed’ by the public is now limited.  

• Lower carbon heating cannot be achieved by more 
gas / oil boiler efficiency regulations, but by a switch 
to heat pumps or other systems dependent on zero 
carbon energy supply. 

• Vehicle owners must switch to EVs. 

The changes needed are so vast, that governments do not 
have the luxury of relying on ‘stealth’ policies. 
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Beyond consumers: Politics and legitimacy

People need to feel that they, their families and their 
communities are active participants in the transition –
not passive recipients or, worse, victims of it.

Approaches to tackling climate change need to give 
people a sense of agency in their own lives and 
communities and ensuring solutions are adapted to 
local strengths and ways of life, with strong local 
democratic control over solutions, and local benefits 
secured. 
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Beyond consumers: The energy saving imperative 

in the current crisis
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Policies characterised in terms of individual engagement and 

roles in the energy system

Citizen

Consumer

Advice 
campaign

Prosumer
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Issues raised by this characterisation of policy

Would it be easier if we 
only needed policy in 
this quadrant?

Is there really nothing 
here?

Effective policy doesn’t 
always need individual 
engagement

not everyone has the 
capacity to actively engage 
with the energy system – is 
that important for these 
policy quadrants?

Can policies in this 
quadrant deliver 
deeper change?



www.creds.ac.ukPOLICY & GOVERNANCE

Conclusions (1)

• UK energy policy primarily treats people as consumers – either as purchasers of 

homes / energy-using equipment or as energy users with habitual behaviours which 

can be changed, mostly through economic incentives and provision of information.

• This engages people with one aspect of the energy trilemma – affordability – but 

not with environment or security.

• Many policies require people to be active consumers, although one of the most 

effective policies – minimum efficiency / carbon standards – does not. (However, 

democratic consent is required for setting these standards – what will happen 

when the deadline for phasing out of natural gas / fossil-fuelled vehicles arrives?)
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Conclusions (2)

Policies which combine multiple levers of change, economic, social and psychological, 

and/or which move beyond efficiency to sufficiency, will be important in the energy 

transition. This will mean moving away from solely a consumer model, to frame 

policies for citizens. 

There are reasons in principle and practice to prefer engaged citizens. However, this 

puts more responsibility onto individuals, not all of whom have capacity to act. 

By looking at policy in this way, and focusing on the underlying theories of change, we 

can think about how policy design needs to evolve to deliver greater carbon emissions 

reductions, faster and fairly. 
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