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What do we mean?

• Community

– Geographical, interest, identity

– Self defining – what brings people together, not just 

a number of households

• Engagement/Participation

– Move from working in, to working with and led by

– Dialogue not instruction

– Adoption and adaptation of low carbon messages 

within community networks 

– Building community capacity (to act)

– Fostering a spirit of change – I (we) can do this!
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Why Communities?

• Current and future CO2 targets require:

– Increased take up rates

– Significant behavioural/lifestyle change

• Need greater identification with and 

commitment to both problems and solutions 

• Research emphasises importance of internal 

barriers to action - habit, agency, social norms

• Not easy to address through top down 

messaging 
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Why Communities?

• Community action offers the opportunity to:

– consolidate energy efficiency messages through 

multiple routes to individuals within a community

– generate greater local credibility and trust in any call 

to action 

– generate a sense of collective action, ‘I am not 

alone’

– generate a sense of purpose and agency, ‘I can 

make a difference’

– generate sustained interaction to address habitual 

behaviours 
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Linking Policy and Practice 

• DEFRA’s framework for Pro Environmental 

Behaviour (2008) & Third Sector Strategy 

(2008)

• CLG white papers: Strong and Prosperous 

Communities (2006) & Communities in Control, 

Real People, Real Power (2008)

• Local Strategic Partnerships, Sustainable 

Community Strategies & Local Authority 

National Indicators e.g. NI186

• Scottish Government’s Climate Challenge 

Funds & DEFRA’s Greener Living Fund

• Community Energy Saving Programme & CERT
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Current Practice
Approaches to Participation Energy Related Examples

Informing communities

Consulting with communities

Deciding together (delivery 
independent of community)

Acting together (delivery in 
partnership with community)

Supporting individual community 
led initiatives

Full community control

Isolated examples of energy supplier 
activities e.g. Scottish & Southern Energy 

& British Gas (Green Streets)

Trad. energy advice centre activities

Traditional area based insulation 
programmes (e.g. Warm Zones or 
Cornwall’s Home Health)

EE RDA (Cut Your Carbon), LA Climate 
Friendly Community initiatives e.g. 

Northampton, NESTA (Big Green 
Challenge), NGOs e.g. Marches Energy 

Agency, EST Green Communities

Examples include Transition towns and 
individual communities going for zero 

carbon status (e.g Ashton Hayes)

Wind energy development
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Role for Community 

Leadership?

• Mapping of applicants to NESTA’s Big Green 

Challenge suggests that community leadership 

offers:

– A strong match with (most of) government’s agenda

– Ambitious and holistic goals

– Major focus on lifestyle and behaviour change –

reaching the parts other programmes can’t reach

– Access to strong local networks

– Emphasis on coalition building and social interaction

– A desire to influence social norms and create a sense 

of collective response – we are in this together
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Potential Impacts

• Analysis of the British Gas ‘Green Streets’ 

project suggested that:

– Across the 8 streets, carbon savings averaged at 

20% and energy savings averaged at 30% over 

the year

– Whilst British Gas provided nearly £4k to each 

participating household for measures, evidence 

suggests that approx 50% of the savings came 

from behaviour change

– One of major benefits claimed by participants 

included increased interaction within street and 

enhanced community spirit
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Barriers to Effective 

Community Action
• Most common causes of failure 

– Imposing solutions – stamps on local creativity 

and ownership and reduces longer term impact

– Lack of clarity in communication, roles and 

expectations – confuses and disempowers

– Limited local visibility and early success –

dissipates enthusiasm and commitment

– Limited focus on capacity building – reduces 

community’s ability to take longer term action

• EST evaluation highlighted: 

– Identifying practical/feasible opportunities & lack 

of project management skills/capacity to deliver
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Creating the Conditions for 

Effective Community Action
• Creating the conditions within which 

community led action can flourish will require:

– Support for capacity building; funding, social 

enterprises, training etc

– Support for learning exchange; mentoring, peer 

networking etc

– Adapting existing carbon reduction programmes 

in order to:

– stimulate and support community leadership

– respond to community needs and aspirations 

– recognise and reward community endeavour

– Influencing the agenda for change – government 

(national and local) leadership
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Summary

• Delivering Low Carbon Homes requires a 

focus on the human dimension

• Community action is not the same as area 

based action

• Community action can generate a collective 

sense of purpose that could help underpin 

the social change required by climate change 

• There are a range of examples that are just 

beginning to scratch the surface

• The conditions for community action need to 

be improved in order to create the rapid 

scaling of impact required 
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