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Abstract
In this MSc thesis I explored the relationship between citizen participation and the legitimacy of the renewable
energy transition. The conceptual framework I used for the interviews and analysis was the legitimacy theory
by Schmidt (2012). This framework consists of inclusiveness and openness, transparency, accountability and
efficacy. I studied three cases where citizens participated in natural gas-free neighbourhood projects of the
municipality. In these cases, I interviewed participants and project leaders and observed their meetings. My
results show that citizen participation has a positive impact on the self-efficacy of participants and the
inclusiveness and openness of the projects to citizens. In order to increase transparency, accountability and
governmental efficacy, further development of citizens’ participation competencies is needed, as well as
increased communication and support from municipalities. This study emphasizes the importance of citizens’
participation competencies, in order to increase the legitimacy of the renewable energy transition.
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Beleidssamenvatting
In Nederland wordt er gewerkt aan aardgasvrije wijken, als onderdeel van het bereiken van de
klimaatdoelstellingen van Parijs. Om alle huizen voor 2050 van het gas af te halen moet er heel wat veranderd
worden in de Nederlandse woningen: er moet meer geïsoleerd worden, mensen moeten elektrisch gaan koken
en er moet een nieuw systeem komen voor de verwarming van water en het huis. Tijdens het congres
Aardgasvrije wijken in januari 2020 werd er regelmatig gesproken over het “achter de voordeur komen” bij
mensen thuis dus. Dit is een nieuw niveau van burgerparticipatie, welke een andere rol van
gemeenteambtenaren vergt, maar ook voor de mensen die bij die voordeuren horen. Burgerparticipatie is een
complex onderwerp en klimaatmitigatie is complex, neem burgerparticipatie en de energie transitie samen en
je hebt een cocktail van complexiteit die allerlei competenties vergen.
In mijn onderzoek heb ik de relatie tussen de legitimiteit van de transitie naar aardgasvrij (dus of
bewoners het eens zijn met de beslissingen hierover) en burgerparticipatie verder uitgediept. Legitimiteit
bestaat volgens Schmidt (2012) uit inclusiviteit en openheid, transparantie, verantwoordelijkheid en
effectiviteit van het proces. Daarnaast moet het beleid een reactie zijn op de zorgen van de burger en moeten
de uitkomsten van dit beleid effectief ten aanzien van deze zorgen (input- en output legitimiteit). Om de
relatie tussen legitimiteit en participatie verder uit te diepen heb ik kwalitatief onderzoek gedaan in drie
wijken, waar ik observaties heb gedaan bij burgerbijeenkomsten en interviews heb afgenomen met de
participanten en de projectleiders. Ik heb drie thema’s gevonden die de relatie weergeven tussen legitimiteit
van de warmtetransitie en burgerparticipatie en hier horen verschillende competenties bij. Ik deel deze
resultaten met u aan de hand van het beeld van een voordeur.
Achter de voordeur
Achter de voordeur bevinden zich de bewoners, een aantal van hen participeren in de warmtetransitie en
nemen kleine of grote stappen in de verduurzaming van hun huis.. In deze rol ontwikkelen mensen hun
zelfeffectiviteit in de politieke sfeer, door te participeren worden ze beter in participeren en is de kans groter
dat ze dit blijven doen. Daarnaast ontstaat er zelfeffectiviteit op het gebied van verduurzaming, participanten
doen op deze manier een hoop kennis en vaardigheden op. Dit motiveert hen verder te gaan met de
verduurzaming van hun huis, ze hebben plezier in het proces, merken het verschil in comfort en krijgen een
lagere energierekening. Deze zelf-effectiviteit het helpt ook bij het betrekken van hun buurtbewoners. Dit leidt
tot de volgende stap.
De deur openen
De bewoners doen vervolgens hun deur open voor de buitenwereld. Het hebben van fysieke voorbeelden, de
duurzame voorbeeldhuizen, en ervaringsexperts in de wijk helpt anderen ook stappen te zetten in de
verduurzaming. Dit is een onderdeel van de rol die participanten voelen, het vergroten van draagvlak in de
wijk.
Op verschillende wijzen proberen zij hun buren te betrekken bij de transitie, met wisselend resultaat.
Bewoners hebben niet altijd de middelen en methoden om wijkgenoten op een effectieve manier te
betrekken. Voor de openheid en inclusiviteit van de warmtetransitie is het daarom essentieel dat burgers
competenties opdoen voor het betrekken van hun wijk, of de middelen krijgen om hiervoor experts in te
huren. Als dit lukt kan dit ook helpen om de burgers meer input te geven in de zaken die hen het sterkst
aangaan, dit hoeft niet per se aardgasvrij te zijn, want dat interesseert niet iedereen. Maar door aan te sluiten
bij de wensen van bewoners kan draagvlak voor de transitie toenemen.
Door de voordeur naar buiten stappen
Burgers kunnen niet alleen in hun huis of buurt blijven, de gemeente verwacht ook interactie met de bewoners
voor het project. Hier ontstaat wel een uitdaging. Voor veel bewoners blijven de acties van de gemeente
onduidelijk. Wat precies hun doel en voortgang is, dat is niet bekend bij veel bewoners. Dit tekort aan
transparantie vormt een risico voor de legitimiteit van de warmtetransitie. Daarom is het van belang dat de
gemeente hieraan werkt en dat bewoners de vaardigheden hebben om de gemeente aan te spreken op dit
tekort aan transparantie. Hetzelfde geldt voor verantwoordelijkheid. Burgers en de overheid moeten
afspraken kunnen maken over de verantwoordelijkheid voor de nieuwe energiesystemen. Dit is voor burgers
een nieuwe rol, waar zij nog geen competenties voor hebben ontwikkeld en wat veel onzekerheid oproept.
Deze drie thema’s (actie ondernemen, draagvlak creëren en een relatie opbouwen en onderhouden
met de gemeente) zijn de dingen waar bewoners over spraken in hun gesprekken met mij over hun
participatie. Dit zijn ook thema’s die linken met de legitimiteit van de warmtetransitie. In sommige gevallen
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vormen ze een risico voor de legitimiteit, in het geval van transparantie en verantwoordelijkheid. Door dit te
weten kan er gewerkt worden aan de verbetering van deze thema’s: gemeenten moeten duidelijke afspraken
maken over de overdracht van verantwoordelijkheden voor het energiesysteem en burgers hierin begeleiden.
Daarnaast is communicatie over de interne voortgang van het proces erg belangrijk voor het geloof van
mensen dat de gemeente haar doelen kan bereiken.
In andere gevallen blijken de rollen van de participanten nu al een mogelijkheid om de legitimiteit
van de warmtetransitie te verbeteren, in het geval van openheid en inclusiviteit en zelfeffectiviteit. Burgers
kunnen als geen ander de rest van de buurt betrekken in een project en ze merken voordelen van hun
participatie door het opdoen van participatievaardigheden en de verduurzaming van hun huis.
Nu we bewust zijn van deze drie rollen en de mogelijkheden die deze bieden voor de legitimiteit van
de warmtetransitie, kan er verder onderzoek worden gedaan over het bijstaan van burgers bij deze
uitdagingen, om zo de energie- en warmtetransitie op een goede manier te laten verlopen.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
1.1 Background
Climate change is a global crisis that causes extreme weather events and sea level rise, which threatens life on
earth at an unprecedented scale. In order to prevent further devastating effects, it is essential to keep global
heating below 2° Celsius. Therefore, the Netherlands is working on a transition towards a zero-emission
renewable energy system by 2050. This aim is one of the investment priorities of the Dutch government, as
described in the Dutch National Research Agenda (2016). The current Climate Agreement of the Netherlands,
the country’s self-determined contribution to the Paris Agreement in 2015, states that carbon dioxide emissions
need to be decreased by 49% by 2030, and before 2050 seven million houses and one million other buildings
need to be well insulated and be supplied with renewable heating and electricity (Nationaal Programma
Regionale Energie Strategieën, 2018). The Netherlands, a long-time major gas producer, therefore, needs to
transition away from this greenhouse gas producing energy source, towards low carbon solutions. The goal is
getting rid of natural gas as an energy source for heating and cooking for all resident buildings by 2050.
Additionally, it was made forbidden to connect new residential buildings to natural gas in July 2018, and
therefore buildings must be designed with alternative solutions for cooking and heating.
Subsequently the national programme Natural gas-free Neighbourhoods (Programma Aardgasvrije
Wijken, PAW) was created. Within this programme 27 municipalities have received funds in 2018 to carry out
pilot projects, in order to learn about the development of natural gas-free houses in existing neighbourhoods.
Furthermore, the goal is to find out under which conditions scaling-up to disconnect 200.000 houses per year,
from the current rate of 20.000 per year, is possible (Beers, Oxenaar, & Notermans, 2019). Within these
projects collaboration between local governments, residents, housing corporations, energy suppliers and other
businesses is seen as the starting point (Blekemolen, Sanders, & van der Zwan, 2019). The second round of
pilot projects is being organised at the time of this research, with applications ending in April 2020.
However, the activities are not only happening within these pilot projects. Many municipalities all
over the country have started with experiments, creating their own natural gas-free neighbourhood pilot
projects, accompanied with drafting the transition vision heating, which each municipality in the country has
finish by the end of 2021 (Vereniging van Nederlandse Gemeenten, n.d.). drafted by the municipality. This type
of document describes the process, the timeline, the technology and the cooperation with other parties of the
heating transition in the municipality. With this vision the municipality also hopes to give home owners clarity
that changes are coming and that it is in their interest to start investing in the greening of their buildings, for
example improving insulation, or putting in solar panels, heat pumps and induction cookers, instead of
replacing current systems with the same technologies which will then need to be replaced soon after. For
some of these pilot projects the goal is purely to experiment, with others they are the starting point of an
application for a grant with the PAW.
Climate change policies, and thereby the transition to renewable energy, require a wide base of support
from society, since the resulting projects impact citizens’ daily lives. Citizen participation is increasingly
institutionalized in international and national policies (Reed, 2008). This can be seen in, for example, the new
Environment and Planning Act (Omgevingswet), where participation is made mandatory (Informatiepunt
Omgevingswet, 2019), and in the Regional Energy Strategies, in which regional and local governments are
responsible for effective inclusion of stakeholders (Nationaal Programma Regionale Energie Strategieën, 2018).
Citizen involvement in decision making processes, or in short citizen participation, is seen as a method to
deal with wicked problems (Fung, 2015). Wicked problems are problems that are not only complex and resistant
to solutions, but existing knowledge is uncertain and contested, the problems are linked to other problems, and
in the case of climate change, it lacks a concrete policy domain (Termeer, Dewulf, & Breeman, 2013).

1.2 Problem statement
Participation can be widely interpreted and carried out. Using participation as a solution is like using any tool in
a toolbox to repair a broken bicycle. There are many tools one could use, and there are many ways a bicycle
could be broken. And in this case, we are not even sure which tools we have in this toolbox, if they are the most
effective ones for the task, and even, what the exact problem is with this bike.
One of the problems that have been identified in academic literature is that currently, policymakers
practicing citizen participation mainly focus on conventional public hearings and -meetings (Chilvers, Pallett, &
Hargreaves, 2018). This is also seen in the assessment of natural-gas-free neighbourhood applications in which
is described that municipalities focus on informing and unburdening Residents; activities that correspond with
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the lower steps of the participation ladder (Overlegorgaan Fysieke Leefomgeving, 2019). These types of open
meetings have no explicit stakeholder selection. Therefore, the participants are often volunteers, and highly
interested in the topic. This group has a higher socioeconomic status and thus represents only a narrow range
of society (Fung, 2015). Inevitably, this vocal group, who trough their socialisation has the skills to bring forward
their specific interests within the participatory process, has the advantage over other participants to benefit
from the transition (Cho, Gimpel, & Wu, 2006), known as the Mattheüs-effect (Engbersen, Snel, & 't Hart, 2015).
When one group has advantage over other participants the participation process is not inclusive to the
others. Therefore, moving beyond conventional methods is necessary, this includes more citizen-led forms of
activism through to bottom-up forms of citizen action in community energy projects and co-production (Chilvers
et al., 2018). Such a process can lead to the change of leadership role, from planner to citizen centred decision
making.
These methods can enable more people to participate, however this also requires various skills,
knowledge and attitudes. Once we know which competencies play a role in meaningful participation,
participation processes can be made more inclusive by incorporating methods to help develop competencies
where these are lacking.

1.3 Knowledge gap
A knowledge gap in academic literature on participation is the relationship between legitimacy of government
acts and citizen participation. Fung (2015) points toward the need to pay continued attention to “the effect of
direct citizen participation […] on democratic legitimacy”, to see if participation “can indeed help to repair the
legitimacy of democratic governance processes”. Therefore, the core of this research is the link between
participation and legitimacy. Finding out the current state of legitimacy in projects that include citizen
participation forms the first step towards understanding what role participation can play in increasing legitimacy.
The next step is then to link these effects that participation can have on legitimacy to competencies
that are needed for citizens to fulfil this role. There lies a knowledge gap in the competencies that are needed
for meaningful citizen participation in sustainable development. There have been competencies formulated for
sustainable development experts, however these are aimed towards formal education, which is not what
citizens should need to be able to participate. Therefore, participation competencies are explored in this study,
so that in the future these can be studied in a more quantitative manner.
Taking these knowledge gaps into account, the focus of this research is the legitimacy of natural gasfree neighbourhood projects, and the relationship with citizen participation and the required competencies.

1.4 Research objective
In my research I want to study citizens’ ability to participate and the effects that this can have on the legitimacy
of the energy transition. I will study the participation- and sustainability competencies residents show during
citizen participation, in the context of natural gas-free neighbourhood projects. This case is important to study,
so that local governments can more effectively formulate participation procedures in order to incorporate the
development of their participants and thereby increasing the legitimacy and effectiveness of the energy
transition. An integral part of this energy transition is the transition to sustainable cooking and heating in houses,
called the heating transition.
The objective of this research is to contribute to the understanding of the role of meaningful citizen
participation towards legitimacy in the heating transition.
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1.5 Research questions
What is the relationship between legitimacy and citizen participation in the context of the heating transition,
and which competencies play a role in meaningful participation in natural gas-free neighbourhood projects?
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is legitimacy in the context of citizen participation and how can this be operationalised?
What competencies play a role in citizen participation according to academic literature?
Which competencies play a role in residents’ participation in natural gas-free neighbourhood
projects?
How do the competencies found in the natural gas-free neighbourhood projects relate to the
legitimacy of these projects?

1.6 Reading guide
After this introduction I describe the conceptual framework of the research. Based on literature research three
main concepts are used to guide this research, which are all described in this chapter: Legitimacy, meaningful
citizen participation and competencies. Afterwards, in chapter 3, the methodology of the study is described. In
chapter 4 I describe the case studies and in chapter 5 I share my findings. In the chapter after, the discussion, I
connect my findings to my conceptual framework and reflect on the broader context of academic literature,
after which the conclusions follow. In the appendix I have included the topic lists, observation plan and the
code tree from my analysis.
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Chapter 2. Conceptual framework
In this chapter the first- and second sub questions of this study will be answered, which are about what
legitimacy means in the context of citizen participation and which competencies are advantageous for
meaningful participation. First, a definition of legitimacy is given, legitimacy’s three phases are described and
the relationship between throughput legitimacy and participation is explained. Included in this explanation are
the effects that citizen participation is theorized to have on the legitimacy of environmental decision-making,
which points out the relevance of studying citizen participation.
Then the second sub question is answered, which links citizen participation to sustainability-,
citizenship- and boundary crossing competencies. Citizen participation can help increase legitimacy, however
for participation to reach these goals citizens need certain knowledge, skills and attitudes, which together are
called competencies.

2.1 Legitimacy
Let us begin with the first sub question: “What is legitimacy in the context of citizen participation and how can
this be operationalised?”. Legitimacy, according to Schmidt (2012), is reached when citizens voluntarily comply
with government decisions, even when they do not line up with their own desires, because they find the process
through which these acts are decided on acceptable. Legitimacy thereby refers to acceptance, by citizens, of
government acts and interventions. In this research this acceptance is towards the decisions the (local)
government makes and activities they undertake in natural gas-free neighbourhood projects. For example,
citizens allow changes to take place in their neighbourhoods and houses, or even take actions themselves,
related to the transition to sustainable energy sources. Furthermore, this means that at the end of the process
there should be no ongoing conflicts about this subject within the project groups or in the neighbourhoods.
As can be seen in the definition, the term legitimacy is a multilevel concept. It refers to both attributes
on the national level of governmental actions, versus the orientations of citizens on the individual level
(Weaterford, 1992). It can be difficult to link these two theory levels. The governmental level uses evaluation
terms like accountability, efficiency, transparency (Schmidt, 2012; Weaterford, 1992) and the individual level
uses more personal terms like political interest, beliefs about political responsiveness and trust (Johnson, 2014;
Weaterford, 1992). According to Weatherford, the link between these two levels is often missing in research,
since the two levels are studied separately by different disciplines. What I try to do in this research is using the
theory of Schmidt (2012), which refers to- and is used in the government level, and use it to study the perspective
of citizens on legitimacy. With this combination I hope to use the larger political theory, but also make it more
applicable to the individual level, in order to gain understanding of the individual’s relationship with legitimacy.
The theory of legitimacy will be further explained below.
Input (responsiveness of
decisions to citizen concerns)

Legitimacy of government
acts = citizens' acceptance of
the decision-making process

Throughput (inclusiveness &
openness, accountability,
transparency, efficacy of the
chosen process)

Output (effectiveness of
decisions for citizens)

Figure 1 Framework by which to evaluate legitimacy (adapted by author, based on Schmidt, 2012)

Schmidt (2012) divides legitimacy in three parts (visualized in Figure 2): input-, throughput- and output
legitimacy. The first phase, input politics are judged by the responsiveness of politics to citizen concerns. Input
legitimacy is about the phase before the decision-making process is started and refers to influence on elected
representatives, for example, through voting, protests, letter-writing and activism (Schmidt, 2012). The
influence of citizens on this type of legitimacy can therefore also be called political engagement. The second
phase, throughput legitimacy is about the decision-making process, this phase is explained further in the next
paragraph. The third phase, output legitimacy is about the phase after the decision is made, and the
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effectiveness of the resulting acts for the people. Basically, if the outcomes from the process still work for the
people.
According to participation theory, citizen participation could allow for improved input- and output legitimacy
since interventions can be adapted to local socio-cultural and environmental condition and it increases likelihood
that local needs and priorities are met through variety of inputs (Dougill et al., 2006; Martin and Sherington,
1997; Reed, 2007; Reed and Dougill, submitted for publication, as cited in Reed, 2008).

2.2 Throughput legitimacy
Throughput legitimacy is the focus of this research. It refers to legitimacy of the process that leads to decisionmaking. In this research I look at the effects of citizen participation in the decision-making process, therefore
this phase is the most relevant. Throughput legitimacy can be judged by looking at its 1. inclusiveness and
openness, 2. accountability, 3. transparency and 4. efficacy. This means that there needs to be: 1. a good balance
in access and influence among all actors; 2. the actors need to be open about- and take responsibility for their
actions; 3. accessibility of information about the process to the public and 4. the decision-making process itself
needs to be purposeful (Schmidt, 2012). Below, I will go further into these four themes.

2.2.1 Inclusiveness & openness
Inclusiveness and openness in the context of legitimacy refers to the access that civil society has to the decisionmaking process. On the larger scale that Schmidt (2012) writes about, inclusiveness and openness refers mainly
to the opportunities for interest representation in the European Union with ongoing consultation processes. On
the scale of local government, residents themselves can be part of the process directly, which is where the
connection between legitimacy and citizen participation becomes the most obvious. Citizen participation in a
project shows the openness of this process, since these citizens are able to join, and therefore should increase
legitimacy.
There are, however, challenges that come with inclusiveness and openness, this is mainly about
different access and influence between groups. Having a diverse group of stakeholders means that there are
differences in power and resources (Dewulf et al., 2005; Craps et al., 2004; Wenger, 1998, as cited in Brugnach
and Ingram, 2012) Citizen participation, in theory, can reduce marginalisation of those on the periphery of
society/decision-making by allowing a broader variety of stakeholders to be included (Martin and Sherington,
1997, as cited in Reed, 2008).

2.2.2 Accountability
Accountability is defined by Schmidt (2012) as politicians’ responsiveness to input by their constituents and that
they can be held responsible for their output (Schmidt, 2012). In connection to citizen participation,
accountability could be increase by participation since it allows people to build relationships, which can
transform adversarial relationships and makes people work together (Stringer et al., 2006, as cited in Reed,
2008). This enhancement of relationship between stakeholders allows for holding each other accountable

2.2.3 Transparency
Transparency means that citizens have access to (information about) decision-making processes and that the
decisions are made public (Schmidt, 2012). According to this theory, by opening the decision-making process to
participation, the transparency of this process is increased which has a positive effect on its legitimacy.

2.2.4 Efficacy
Efficacy is defined by Schmidt (2012) as adequacy of rules policymakers follow in policymaking. In this case
efficacy is about the institutional rules and processes that governments undergo in their decision-making
process. Since this research is done from the perspective of citizens, this definition remains quite broad, what
the institutional rules and processes are is not public knowledge, so perhaps a different definition would be
more suitable. Put more simply efficacy is the belief in the ability to accomplish a goal. Efficacy is used
interchangeably with efficiency and effectiveness. Shirk et al. (2012) define it as the features of an intervention
that enable intended outcomes. Blackwood, Terry, and Duck (2015) work with a similar definition, they state
that efficacy is whether the organisation is able to achieve the goal of their action. Interestingly, they add the
role of participation. They asked their research subjects whether they expect that their participation contributes
to the likelihood of attaining this goal. This is another connection between legitimacy and participation. Another
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explanation comes from De Moor (2016), who states that external efficacy are the beliefs about the
responsiveness of government to its claimants, which seems to fall more in the accountability part of Schmidt’s
theory. Efficacy is also named in literature on participation, in that the quality of the process that leads to the
decision needs to be high, in order to reach meaningful participation (Reed, 2008). Based on the above
definitions of efficacy, in this study efficacy will be considered as the belief of citizens about whether the
municipality is able to reach their goals towards the heating transition.
One might ask at this point: ‘So what? Why is legitimacy important in the context of the heating
transition?’ The premise of this research is that legitimacy is needed for the energy and heating transition.
Municipalities deal with multiple issues, not just climate change mitigation, and their time and resources are
limited. Furthermore, there are few regulatory requirements yet, which push municipalities and citizens to
action, although, they have been increasing lately with the various agreements that are being made. When an
issue has legitimacy, it has a better chance of being prioritized by municipalities and for plans to be acted upon
by them, and by citizens. Even though legitimacy on its own might not be enough to guarantee action, it is an
essential ingredient in the transition. If climate action is to be prioritized, legitimacy should be created or
enhanced (Cashmore & Wejs, 2014).

2.3 Meaningful participation
Recent studies on citizen participation question whether these various claims that are made about
participation, including legitimacy, better decisions, and increased support are actually met (Fung, 2015; Reed,
2008; Turnhout, Van Bommel, & Aarts, 2010). Day (1997) writes that it is difficult to evaluate empirical findings
about the impact of citizen participation, like the above claims, since studies on the subject use different
definitions of what constitutes successful participation. There is no consensus on what citizen participation is
supposed to accomplish. Furthermore, the context of the participation also impacts its outcomes, like urban
versus rural, the type of planning activity or the issue at hand (Day, 1997).
In this study successful participation builds on Hendriksen (2019), who used the concept of meaningful
participation. Meaningful participation entails the participation in a process that meets throughput-legitimacy
requirements, and thus creates outcomes that are accepted by citizens. Furthermore, this participation creates
increased social cohesion, or as Day (1997) put it: “Collective decisions are more easily accepted by the
individual, and a sense of belonging in the community will be fostered” (p. 425). This process of citizen
participation provides an ongoing dialogue between citizens and decisionmakers, which is less sporadic than
other opportunities like voting and demonstrating, and therefore more meaningful (Rich, 1986 as cited in Day,
1997).
Note that participation in this definition does not necessarily mean influence. Participation refers to direct
involvement of the public in decision-making, however views can be ignored by decisionmakers (Schatzow, 1977,
as cited in Day, 1997). Arnstein (1969) answers this dilemma by referring to citizen power, where citizens hold
(part of) the decision-making power. To add to this discussion, citizen participation can be divided into two
facets: degree and quality (Shirk et al., 2012). The statement of citizen power through participation falls in the
facet of ‘degree of participation’. This facet can be measured in terms of duration of involvement, degree of
effort, number of people participating and their diversity or the power that participants have over the decisions
and the process. What should be noted about this last point is that normatively the standpoint is often taken
that more citizen power is meaningful participation and less power is exploitative, but this does not always
reflect participants’ experience. For example in biological monitoring, participants do not always want to be the
ones setting the goals of the research, but do like putting time and effort towards the goals that researchers
have set (Shirk et al., 2012). So, in short, discussions about the degree of participation do not always capture all
important dimensions from the viewpoint of citizens. Quality of participation, the second facet, can describe this
dimension, which Shirk et al. (2012) define as “the extent to which a project’s goals and activities align with,
respond to, and are relevant to the needs and interests of public participants” (p. 4). This links to the original
definition of legitimacy, in which the input and the throughput process together lead to outcomes that are
effective to- and accepted by citizens.

2.4 Competencies
Stating that a process should be legitimate is one thing, but meeting these requirements is something else. The
various actors that play a role in these decision-making processes have to meet these requirements or can
influence them. As seen in the previous paragraphs, meaningful citizen participation can add to the legitimacy
of projects. However, citizens being able to participate in a meaningful way perhaps requires a certain set of
skills, knowledge and attitudes.
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Meaningful citizen participation can be operationalised by looking at the competencies that they need.
Competencies refer to someone’s ability to perform a certain task and the perception of effectiveness in carrying
out actions (Avelino, Dumitru, Cipolla, Kunze, & Wittmayer, 2019; Van der Klink & Boon, 2002). For example, a
process might be public, but if the people are not able to express their opinions or lack technical knowledge,
inclusiveness and openness is not reached. There can be transparency by the government about the project, but
if a person cannot understand what is shared with them, transparency is not effective.
Therefore, in this study I will look at which participation competencies residents need, connected to
the
requirements of throughput legitimacy (inclusiveness & openness, accountability, transparency and efficacy).
We dive deeper in the concept of competencies to answer the second sub question: “What competencies are
needed for meaningful citizen participation according to academic literature?”
Competencies are a complex of knowledge, skills and attitudes that enable effective task performance
and problem solving (Glasser & Hirsh, 2016; Trencher et al., 2018; Van der Klink & Boon, 2002; Wiek,
Withycombe, & Redman, 2011). The strength of the concept of competencies is that even though it is a broad
term it gives certainty that knowledge, skills and attitudes matter while leaving space for interpretation on how
this exactly works: competencies are a measurable output of learning, while also giving hints on the way learning
processes can be organised to reach this output (Van der Klink & Boon, 2002).
Competencies are sometimes criticised for focusing too much on isolated abilities, instead of on the
whole functioning of professionals and for not giving enough attention to situation specific elements (Van der
Klink & Boon, 2002). That is why including the context of learning is important when studying competencies.
Furthermore, in Agenda 21, chapter 36, non-formal education was named “indispensable to changing people’s
attitudes so that they have the capacity to assess and address their sustainable development concerns. It is also
critical for achieving environmental and ethical awareness, values and attitudes, skills and behaviour consistent
with sustainable development and for effective public participation in decision-making”(Nations, 1992). Nonformal education refers to educational activities outside the formal system, together with informal education
they form the process by which people acquire knowledge, skills, attitudes and insights (Coombs & Ahmed,
1974). Citizen participation in decision-making is one of these non-formal educational activities (Turnhout et al.,
2010). Fischer (2006) argues that this learning helps to move beyond the structure of the decision-making state,
by letting citizens formulate “critical perspectives that can serve as the basis for solidarity and political
opposition to particular state policies and practices”.
Participation competencies

• Sustainable development
• Citizenship
• Boundary crossing

Meaningful citizen
participation
(throughput legitimacy)
•
•
•
•

Inclusiveness & openness
Accountability
Transparency
Efficacy

Legitimate government acts

• Heating transition
• Natural gas-free
neighbourhoods

Figure 2 Relationship between the concepts of this thesis

2.4.1 Sustainable development competencies
Little theory exists to guide policymakers, participants, and researchers in understanding which competencies
are needed for meaningful collaborative processes and -outcomes, in these non-formal educational activities.
In this case the projects happen in the context of sustainability, therefore, I looked at the competencies
formulated in formal education for sustainable development. These competencies often remain rather broad
and complex (Glasser & Hirsh, 2016), which makes them difficult to observe in non-formal settings. An
example of this can be found in Wiek et al., (2015), who based on aggregation of all current articles on
sustainability competencies in formal education on sustainability, proposed the following five sustainability
competencies:
Systems thinking competence
Futures thinking (or anticipatory) competence
Values thinking (or normative) competence
Strategic thinking (or action-oriented) competence
Collaboration (or interpersonal) competence
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The list which remains the least abstract, but which does include these five themes, are the sustainable
development-related competencies proposed by De Haan (2010) called ‘Gestaltungskompetenz’, who
formulated these based on the OECD 2005 competency categories. The full list can be seen in table 1.
The competencies are divided into subject and methodological competencies, social competencies and
personal competencies. Subject and methodological competencies relate to acquiring and dealing with
knowledge about sustainability issues (which can be incomplete and complex). Examples are: “dealing with
incomplete and overly complex information” and “integrating new perspectives”. Social competencies are the
ability to co-operate and function in, sometimes dilemmatic, decision-making processes. For example, the ability
to “participate in collective decision-making processes”. Personal competencies are about self-reflection and
showing empathy. The full list of competencies can be found in table 1, at the end of this chapter. Surprisingly,
these competencies mainly refer to process competencies like collaboration and reflection, rather than on
sustainability knowledge and -abilities or certain political skills. However, as can be seen from the themes that
are reflected in these competencies, the variation is quite broad, they do not refer to a single set of abilities but
are about perspective, strategy knowledge, role, values, communication and taking action.

2.4.2 Citizenship competencies
Next, I looked at citizenship competencies, in order to see whether there was more to be found on political
participation competencies. Citizen competencies are moral and social skills that enable people to perform well
within the community they are part of (Maslowski, Breit, Eckensberger, & Scheerens, 2009). I will describe two
main theories.
On the one hand are the four C’s by Jansen, Chioncel, and Dekkers (2006), which together give shape
to the practice of active citizenship: capacity, context, connection and challenge. Capacity refers to participatory
competencies, which are the ability to communicate effectively and gain access to practices. These abilities are
learnt in practice, so promoting access to citizenship practices can help citizens gain these competencies.
Context is about critical competencies, knowing when and where to act, it is about citizens’ ability to understand
their- and society’s biases, which is learnt through the practice of situating experiences in their wider context.
Connection refers to moral competencies, which allows citizens to relate to each other whilst also being an
autonomous actor, being accountable and responsible in their role. This type of competencies can be learnt
through social learning. Challenge refers to biographical competencies which is the ability to connect one’s own
identity to the context in which the one operates, like social- and sustainability issues. These abilities are
connected to self-reflection and dialogue and are learnt through creative learning, which is the transformation
of experiences into motivations and affinities. These competencies seem quite broad, but in their formulation,
they refer to just two themes, which are communication and values.
On the other hand, there are the competencies proposed by Maslowski et al. (2009), which can be
divided into action competencies, normative competencies and values. Action competencies are the ability to
listen to the arguments of others and discuss them, the ability to weigh arguments and the willingness to reach
consensus or compromises, the strategies that are used to convince others, and the willingness and ability to
express their own viewpoints. Normative competencies concern issues of morality, tolerance and trust and
citizenship values are about sustainability, identity and human dignity (Maslowski et al., 2009). This competency
framework is broader than the previous framework, the competencies range from relating to communication,
to perspective, accountability and role. Both lists can be seen in table 1.

2.4.3 Boundary crossing competencies
In education for sustainability a similar question is being asked as the question that is addressed in this study:
Which competencies do people/students, need to deal with sustainability issues? Gulikers and Oonk (2019)
call the main competency that is needed in this process boundary crossing. They created a rubric with which
students can be assessed on their boundary crossing abilities. This rubric is used in transdisciplinary learning in
sustainability education, in which “students work on real world wicked problems, as well as collaborate across
disciplinary and institutional boundaries to work towards knowledge co-creation, innovation and
transformation” (p. 2). What is interesting about transdisciplinary learning, is that it prepares students for the
exact situation that is studied in this research. As participants in the heating transition, citizens are members of
project groups that work towards innovation and transformation. Moreover, these projects require multistakeholder collaboration, since participants work with an external commissioner (the municipality) and
experts. Therefore, these competencies are relevant to consider, since it combines competencies concerning
collaboration with working on sustainable development.
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The rubric is subdivided into four phases, which do not necessarily happen after each other, but are part
of an iterative process. The first phase is identification, in this phase the student identifies one’s own expertise
and limitation and identifies the different relevant perspectives in- and outside of the project group. In the
second phase, coordination, other people are contacted and actively collaborated with. In the third phase,
perspective-making and learning from each other, the different perspectives and knowledges within and
outside of the group are reconsidered and used to stimulate learning. In the last phase, transformation, the
students work on developing new practices and on integrating perspectives and expertise in a final product, in
this phase next steps are also planned. This framework covers a wide variety of themes as well, similar to the
sustainable development competencies, however they are more adapted to a group-work context, which is
similar to the context of citizen participation.

2.5 Chapter conclusions
Part of the legitimacy of the heating transition, that is needed to give it the priority in decision-making that it
needs, is throughput legitimacy. To reach this, meaningful citizen participation can be advantageous. However,
meaningful participation is not a given. In this study competencies that are needed to reach meaningful
participation and throughput legitimacy are studied.
As can be read in the description of the theories, and the comparison of competencies in table 1, there
is some overlap between these competencies: all three lists include some form of communicative skills and the
ability to reflect on one’s own, and other’s perspectives and roles. This is also reflected in literature. Fischer
(2006) argues that learning helps to move beyond the decision-making state where planners ultimately decide
what happens. The upper rungs of the often-used participation ladder aim towards processes where citizens
have the final say. Learning increases the opportunity to reach this state through citizens formulating critical
perspectives, which can create a stance against current state policies and practices. Furthermore, strategic
thinking comes into play since residents must deal with an uncertain future, other competencies relate to direct
actions citizens can take, and others relate to knowledge acquisition. Lastly, there are some overlapping values,
for example in equity and sustainability.
Table 1., on the next page, shows the three frameworks described in this chapter and the
corresponding competencies. This table is a first attempt to create a list of participation competencies, which
is used to guide this research. In the third column I added a theme based on the contents of the competencies,
in order to show the overlap between these competency frameworks, these themes are used in the analysis of
the data.
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Table 1 Overview of participation competencies and themes

Theme
Sustainable development (de Haan,
2010)

Citizenship (Jansen et al., 2006;
Maslowski et al., 2009)

Boundary crossing competencies
(Gulikers & Oonk, 2019)

Competencies
Gather knowledge in a spirit of openness to the world,
integrating new perspectives
Think and act in a forward-looking manner
Acquire knowledge and act in an interdisciplinary manner
Deal with incomplete and overly complex information
Co-operate in decision-making processes
Cope with individual dilemmatic situation of decisionmaking
Participate in collective decision-making processes
Motivate oneself as well as others to become active
Reflect upon one’s own principles and those of others
Refer to the idea of equity in decision-making and action
planning
Plan and act autonomously
Show empathy for and solidarity with the disadvantaged
Ability to listen to arguments of others, weigh them and
discuss them
Willingness to reach consensus/compromises
Ability to convince others
Ability to express own viewpoints
Normative competencies: morality, tolerance, trust
Citizenship values: sustainability, identity, human dignity
Ability to communicate effectively
Ability to gain access to participatory practice
Ability to understand own and society’s biases
Ability to relate to others while staying autonomous
Being accountable and responsible in their role
Ability to connect one’s own identity to the context in
which one operates
Identify one’s own expertise and one’s own limitations
Identify other perspectives relevant for the project and
problem at hand
Contact other people
Collaborate purposefully with other people
(Re)consider perspectives
Learn from other people
Stimulate others to learn
Intend to develop a new sustainable practice
Envision new practices during project process
Integrate various perspectives, interests or expertise in
the final product
Stimulate a follow-up on project results

Theme
Perspective
Strategic
Knowledge
Knowledge
Communication
Role
Communication
Taking action
Perspective
Values
Taking action
Values
Communication
Communication
Communication
Communication
Values
Values
Communication
Communication
Perspective
Role
Accountability
Role
Role
Perspective
Communication
Communication
Perspective
Knowledge
Taking action
Taking action
Strategic
Perspective
Strategic
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Chapter 3. Methodology
In this chapter the methodology of this study is described. First the research design is explained, followed by the
data collection and analysis methods, lastly the validation of the study is described.

3.1 Research design
The paradigm underlying this research is that of Social Constructivism, which assumes that there are multiple
realities, which are co-constructed between the researcher and the participant. Within this paradigm
experiences and values of both the researcher and the participants are honoured and negotiated during an
inductive study, using qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Qualitative research is used to explore a certain phenomenon, and to develop theories where these are
lacking (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This type of research is best suited for the research questions, since the goal is
exploring the participation competencies of residents, which includes variables that cannot be easily measured
and includes hearing marginalised voices (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Using qualitative research also allows me to
see the context of the phenomenon, going to the locations where the phenomenon takes place and allows
participants to tell the stories without being restricted by predetermined expectations (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
In this case it helps deepen the concept of legitimacy, which could be considered as a normative concept, but
by finding the meanings the themes have for citizens will deepen our understanding of participation from the
perspective of the participant.
The research approach that has been chosen for this study is a multiple case study. Case studies provide indepth understanding a phenomenon or programme, using various data sources (documents, interviews, direct
observations). Multiple cases were studied to allow for direct replication, with the goal to explore the practice
of participation by residents in natural gas-free neighbourhood projects that are currently active.

3.2 Data collection
The group that was studied are residents, those who live in the neighbourhood where the transition to natural
gas-free takes place. Data collection happened connected to project group meetings, since this is where
participation is most visible, and competencies can be observed. The specific location of the neighbourhoods
was not a selection criterion. Important was that they were citizens participating in a municipality project,
instead of the projects being citizen initiatives, in order to keep the legitimacy of the government as a focus.
Project managers of natural gas-free neighbourhood projects (found via LinkedIn) were emailed a letter to
introduce the research and called afterwards to ask for possibilities to join meetings for observations and
interviews. When the chosen projects were unable or unwilling to participate in the study another project was
contacted. The project leaders from the municipality contacted the residents to ask for permission or shared
their contact details with me so I could contact them myself. I continued contacting people until three cases
were secured.
Interviews were secured with the project leaders or key informants on the day that observation took
place, to get some insight in the project before observing the group. The sampling method called ‘snowballing’
was used to select key informants, since the project manager knows which people in the group could provide
the necessary information. Data collection happened in four stages for each case study.
The first phase was the preparation. Project documentation was read by the researcher, which was
either found on the websites of the municipality or shared by the interviewees when making the appointments
for the interviews.
The second phase was the interview with the project leader or key informant. This happened either in
the municipality, before heading to the meeting location, or on the meeting location before the other
participants arrived. In these interviews the first topic list was used (Appendix I A or II A). These interviews
lasted between half an hour and an hour. These interviews were used to gain insight in the project before
observing the meetings and were used in the project descriptions. In the cases where the interview was with a
key informant (a participant with a project leader role) their experiences were also used in the findings.
The third phase was the observation of the project group meeting, which lasted between one and a
half and two and a half hours. When possible, I introduced my research before observation and approached
group members, before and afterwards, for an interview. During the meetings elaborate notes were taken,
since it was not always possible to gain consent from all the participants to record the meetings. All subjects
and the different discussions that took place were described as well as the environment and the roles that the
people played in the meetings. Appendix III was used as a framework to take notes. In a later stage these notes
were transcribed into vignettes, which is a method used in cultural anthropology and is a short story which
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gives an impression of a certain situation. In the fourth data collection phase an interview was done with one
of the other participants in the project group, either at the location after the meeting or by phone in the week
following the meeting. These interviews typically lasted between half an hour and an hour.
Anonymity was guaranteed to the interviewees, so that they felt free to talk about the process thus far
without worrying about consequences for the project and the group members. The description of the cases
therefore is without the names of the locations and the people.

3.3 Operationalisation
For the interviews a topic list based on the conceptual framework was used. Participants were asked
about their experiences as a participant connected to competencies. Competencies were described to them as
skills, knowledge and attitudes. The various competencies from the conceptual framework were simplified to
help prompt participants to reflect on the practice of participation, instead of using the whole list of
competencies which would influence them, and the researcher, too much, which takes away from the
exploratory nature of the study.
To create the topic list, I went back to the overarching themes of the research: meaningful participation,
throughput legitimacy (openness & inclusiveness, accountability, transparency and efficacy), competencies
(attitude, skills, knowledge) and the context of learning these competencies. It was important to understand
what meaningful participation entails for the citizens themselves. Therefore, I asked them questions like the
following: How did you get involved in the project and why? What does it mean for you to be a participant?
When are you content with your participation? With these questions I hoped to get a sense of their views on
the meaning of participation and their level of acceptance of the project. Throughput legitimacy was
operationalized by asking about the tasks that participants had and the responsibilities of the municipality
(accountability), about communication with them from the municipality (transparency), feelings about their
ability to take part in the discussion (inclusiveness & openness) and about the process thus far (efficacy of the
process). Competencies were operationalised by asking participants about whether they had acquired new skills
and knowledge during the project, if they saw any changes in their behaviour, attitude or values, and lastly by
asking them directly what attitude, skills and knowledge they think are needed to meaningfully participate in
the project. The context of their participation and learning was operationalised by asking the participants about
their functioning in the project group and asking about the process so far.
The topic lists are included in Appendix I and II.

3.4 Analysis
During the observation notes were taken and afterwards written out in a vignette, this vignette could be
consulted later when extra contextual information was needed to either understand the process or to provide
examples.
The interviews were recorded with a voice recorder and fully transcribed, except for stop words by
the interviewee and yeses that served to show the interviewee the interviewer was listening. Details about
persons and locations were removed from the interview to make sure the data was anonymous. Then the
transcriptions were e-mailed to the participants with a request to check, within a week, whether they still
agree with their statements, and to correct any mistakes. If an answer was not received within a week, I
emailed the participant a reminder. In the end, all interviewees checked and agreed on the transcription.
Then four phases of thematic content analysis were followed based on Bryman (2012). In the first phase
the transcript as a whole is read, during transcription if this is done by the same person as who analyses the
data. During this reading the researcher looks for major themes and unusual issues. In the second phase the
text is read again, and important things are marked, notes are made in the margins, key words are highlighted.
In the third phase the text is coded systematically, from start to finish, through which is indicated what chunks
of text are about. Then the codes are reviewed, and repetition is eliminated. The researcher thinks of
groupings. This phase may result in a lot of codes. In the fourth phase the codes are related to general
theoretical ideas. The researcher’s interpretation is added, interconnections are made between codes and
they are grouped. In this phase the codes are related to the research questions and the literature.
This method fit the research objectives, since the study has an inductive character, therefore literature
was not used to develop the codes, but the grouping of codes, however, was linked to literature.
The analysis was done with the computer program Atlas.ti, which allows the researcher to import transcripts
and other documents and has an easy interface to create the codes across these various documents and the
option to group them, and shuffle this around when needed.
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3.5 Reliability and validation
Reliability and validity in research are criteria to assess the quality of the research. Reliability in qualitative
research refers to whether the study is replicable (external reliability) and whether multiple members of the
research team agree about what they see (internal reliability) (Bryman, 2012). In order to have as much reliability
in this study as possible, I described my methods in this methodology chapter, as well as sharing my topic lists
and observation framework, so that my study can be repeated. During research I talked about my findings with
other students and my thesis supervisor, which helped create some internal validity, however since this is an
individual research project this of course remains limited.
Validity refers to a good match between observations and the theoretical ideas that are developed from
them (internal validity), and whether the findings are generalizable (external validity) (Bryman, 2012). Creswell
& Poth (2018) recommend selecting at least two validation techniques out of their list of nine procedures, in
order to have the data match reality as well as possible. In this study, firstly, multiple data sources were used
(interviews, observations and grey literature), which is called data triangulation. Secondly, there was prolonged
engagement during the case studies, spending as much time with the participants as possible and member
checking, asking participants whether the transcriptions were correct, was done throughout the study. When
desired, notes of the observation were shared, to make the relationship between the researcher and the
participants more reciprocal, since they could use these notes in their next meetings. Thirdly, the case was
described fully, including notes on the context and atmosphere, so that as much data as possible was collected
and external researchers would be able to analyse the data without having been in the field to collect it
themselves (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By using these techniques, the best quality of data was collected which
represented the various realities of the participants as completely as possible. Using this data therefore is more
likely to meet the requirements of internal validity. Since this is an exploratory multiple case study, the
generalization of the results is somewhat limited perhaps, as is often the case with qualitative data (Bryman,
2012).
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Chapter 4. Description of the cases
Many municipalities all over the country have started with their own natural gas-free neighbourhood pilot
projects, separate from the national grant programme. Often these pilot projects do work towards the grant
application for the second round in April. These projects are relevant to study, since they have not secured
funding yet, but are using citizen participation in the preparation of the project. This means that participation
is used in an early phase of the project. This allows me to explore the concept of legitimacy in the early, and
relatively uncertain, phases of the projects.
In this study I observed and interviewed participating residents and project leaders of three of these
neighbourhoods. All three of these neighbourhoods were urban neighbourhoods and had a project group of
residents that were working on the transition from natural gas to more sustainable alternatives. They were
invited by the municipality to do this and project leaders of the municipality were either member of this group
or were kept up to date by the participants through individual contact and presentations. I selected
neighbourhoods that were already active for some time, instead of groups that were just starting, so that the
participants had more experiences with participation to share with me. Furthermore, the group had to meet in
the time that I carried out the fieldwork, so that I could observe their meetings and interview the participants
following this meeting. Meetings took place in participants’ homes and public spaces that were rented for the
afternoon/evening.

4.1 Case A
The first neighbourhood I studied was a neighbourhood of about 2.200 residents (Centraal Bureau voor de
Statistiek, 2019). The project group consists of 30 participants, both men and women, aged between 40 and
70. Of this group about 20 members were the most active, and were seen as the core group. The project group
started since there was some activity in the neighbourhood already, concerning the environment and
collectively buying solar panels. This resulted in the neighbourhood being chosen by the municipality as a pilot
case to try out in which way they could promote the transition to gas-free. Towards this, the municipality hired
an external bureau to facilitate residents’ participation in this process. The goal was to, together, create a
neighbourhood plan within six months.
The group has come together seven times in the period between July and December 2019, from which
four meetings were open to the whole neighbourhood. Each of these meetings were supervised by a person
from an external bureau. This bureau has developed a package of materials and a schedule to work towards
creating neighbourhood plans. This neighbourhood was one of the first projects that this bureau supervised
and tested their methods with.
The project group also created subgroups which have also met a couple of times in this period. These
subgroups were created to divide the challenge into more manageable steps, which are the heating network,
insulation and the establishment of a neighbourhood association.
The meetings have indeed resulted in a neighbourhood plan that was presented in the meeting that was
observed by the researcher. This neighbourhood plan outlines the wishes of the residents about their
neighbourhood and gas-free, describes the steps the group wants to take to work towards these goals and sets
the agenda for the next year and the negotiation with the municipality. To give an idea about the meeting, an
excerpt is given from my observation notes:
“The meeting took place in a local cafe, on the edge of the neighbourhood between 19:30 and 21:30. It is
an old white building, with a classical interior: stone floor, dark brown furniture, the ceiling beams are
visible throughout the space. Tea and coffee were available for free in thermos. There were a couple of big
tables for around 12 people and seats near the screen. The people in the room had an above average age,
both men and women, and they seemed to know each other, speaking with each other in groups. There is a
camera crew and a photographer. On the tables there are copies of the neighbourhood paper and
handouts of the presentation slides. That seems useful, since the screen is small and all the way in the
back. Some younger people of around 30 come in. There is a comfortable atmosphere.” (Observation A)

4.2 Case B
The second neighbourhood I visited was a neighbourhood with about 4.500 residents (Centraal Bureau voor de
Statistiek, 2019). The project started with three information evenings in the beginning of 2019, because the
initial invitation resulted in over a hundred registrations, which would not fit in the location that was arranged
for the meetings. Residents shared their questions and worries, using sticky notes. Following this meeting
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residents together with the municipality organised an information market, where various organisations and
businesses helped answer residents’ questions about going gas-free. In April 2019 the municipality organised
another three meetings to share the first version of their heating vision. At this moment the exact details of a
heating network are being calculated by an external bureau, who could also build this system. Additionally, for
10 representative houses in the neighbourhood a plan is made, consisting of three scenarios, on how to make
their house gas-free. Nine of these ten households are working towards carrying out this plan, one of the
residents moved to a new house so they left the project.
A project group was started based on people the project leader already knew in the neighbourhood,
from the information market and other neighbourhood activities. The group currently consists of seven people
and one, or both, of the project leaders from the municipality are also always part of the meeting. The project
members are people who live in one of the representative houses, are part of the neighbourhood association,
have jobs in a relevant field, are starting an energy cooperation or give a critical view based on ideas that live
in the neighbourhood.
The goal of this project according to the municipality is to see in what way the transition can be
affordable for residents, while also allowing them to choose when to join the new heating system.
The municipality hopes to have their heating vision finished by the 1st of February 2020; this plan will
be presented in the neighbourhood. Before the 1st of April 2020 they hope to apply for the gas-free
neighbourhood grant. As noticeable from this description, this case is more government led than the other
projects where the participants organise themselves instead of being called together by the municipality. To
give an idea about the meeting, an excerpt is given from my observation notes:
“The meeting took place in a conference room in the local church, quite a modern building, between 16:00
and 17:30. On the big table in the middle of the room are two chocolate letters, broken in pieces by the
project leader, who got them from work. The building manager brings in tea and coffee in thermos.
Residents trickle in, everyone wants a cup of tea. They talk about the thickness of the building’s windows
and its level of insultation. They joke a bit about a sign with a religious message, that it should be about
warmth, relevant to this meeting. The project leader opens the meeting and sets the agenda.”
(Observation B)

4.3 Case C
The third and last neighbourhood I visited has about 3.400 residents (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek,
2019). This neighbourhood was invited by the municipality to start the transition towards gas-free due to the
presence of a neighbourhood association and street ambassadors who were working on a neighbourhood
vision for the future. This opened op communication with the municipality, which moved them into the gasfree trajectory.
The municipality hired an external bureau to organise a first participation session for the
neighbourhood. This bureau did a SCRUM session and about 80-100 people showed up. During this session
residents were able to share their concerns and questions. After this session, with a few months of radio
silence in between, a project group was created by residents who organised information evenings for the
neighbourhood based on the needs from the first session. So far, they have met three times with the
neighbourhood, the first session, a session to talk about insulation, and a session about renewable energy
generation. The last meeting with the neighbourhood, about collective energy generation was cancelled due
to a dwindling number of residents showing up to these meetings. The project group therefore decided to
meet by themselves and figure out a strategy first.
The initial initiator has decided to step back because of family reasons. This project group now consists of
five to seven people, there are still people filtering in and out. Meetings happen at one of the participant’s
houses. The group intends to meet every three weeks. So far, the have had multiple meetings with the
municipality and with each other, however always in variations of the group. The night where I observed was
the first official meeting of this group composition. Since then another meeting has already taken place.
Below, a short excerpt from my notes about the meeting:
“I arrived on location a bit earlier for the interview. The meeting took place in one of the participants’
homes. Around 8 o’clock in the evening the first two participants arrived, the rang the doorbell, hung up
their coats and greeted the host and me. After a few minutes some other people arrived. In total four men
and a woman. The host of the evening made coffee and tea, we sat at the kitchen table, which had some
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bowls with Christmas chocolates. The emails of the last weeks were discussed and the Wi-Fi password was
shared. Then the host opened the meeting. The meeting ended around 22:30.” (Observation C)

4.4 Differences and similarities
Overall, the cases were similar in that they were working towards the same goal of creating support in their
neighbourhood and that they were exploring which practical steps they could take now, and in the future,
towards going off natural gas.
There were some differences between the groups as well, their size and steadiness differed, one of
the groups consisted of around 30 people another of five, some groups were the same during the whole
process, others had members moving in and out. The main difference between the groups was their level of
supervision. The participation process of case A was supervised by an external bureau, hired by the
municipality, case Bluebell was supervised by the project leader of the municipality and case Crocus was
working independently, their participation process was done without supervision, although they did join the
opportunities where the municipality invited them for presentations by experts, or opportunities to present
their progress.
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Chapter 5. Findings
Reflecting on the stories the participants shared with me during their meetings and interviews, I think of them
as citizens who have a passion that they use to improve their surroundings and in doing so touch their lives
and the lives of others. These citizens deal with complex projects, projects that require knowledge, or at least
the perseverance to acquire and understand complex information.
From the interviews and observation three themes were found, which are connected by a common
thread in that they represent the roles participating residents play in the natural gas-free neighbourhood
projects. The themes were inductively found from the data, by seeing what the most apparent struggles were
for participants in their meetings and which subjects and occurrences they spoke about in the interviews. A
part of this process was the thematic analysis of the interview transcripts, results are given in Appendix IV
Code tree. Then I coded the observations, by hand, to gain insight into the meetings that I attended and to find
commonalities with the data from the interviews. Below, I describe the three themes using excerpts from my
observation notes and the interview transcripts. In the last paragraph, partial conclusions are given, derived
from the findings, which are used in the discussion, where the links between these themes and legitimacy and
competencies will be described.
The three main roles that citizens have in the projects are: 1. creating support in their neighbourhood,
2. taking action towards sustainability and 3. maintaining or creating a relationship with the municipality.

5.1 Participants create support in their neighbourhood
Participating residents represent only a narrow slice of their neighbourhood. In the cases that I studied, the
neighbourhoods consisted of 2.200-4.500 people, but only five to thirty people actively participated in project
groups towards natural gas-free. However, this small selection of residents becomes responsible for creating
support amongst their neighbours for the changes that will take place in their streets and even beyond their
front doors. From the viewpoint of the neighbourhood this group of participating residents are representatives
of the project. They are the experts on the subject and can be viewed as the ones responsible for the choices
that are made. From the viewpoint of the municipality this group of residents are representative of the
neighbourhood, they are the voice of the citizens’ demands and at times the voice of their opposition.
Participants take on the role of including their neighbourhood without questioning it. In the conversations I
had with the participants they spoke about various ways that they approach their neighbours, inviting them to
become members of (sub) groups through newsletters, during meetings and writing emails to neighbours. One
of the goals that lie behind this contact between participants and the rest of the neighbourhood is to increase
the number of citizens participating, in a way binding them to the project. This can be seen in these two field
notes from my observations of the project group meetings and an excerpt from one of the interviews:
“[participant, founder of energy cooperation, case B] tells that four people signed up for the energy
cooperation, in response to the advert they put in the municipality’s gas-free newsletter. The
participant seemed somewhat disappointed and says they hope that more people will follow.
Discussion arises in the group about the most effective place in the newsletter of such a request.”
(Observation B)
“He [key informant, case A] points at the posters in the back, where people can register to be included
in the project, “without any obligation”. […] Then there is an official moment where [key informant,
case A], [two project leaders of the municipality, case A] sign a big plaque with which they show their
intention to continue the project in the following year. The rest of the residents are also invited to sign,
before they head home. […] One of the participants calls out: “register on the mood boards near the
door!” […] Around nine o’clock the presentation ends. People chat for a bit. Not everyone signs the
boards. “I’ll have a think about it.” one of the residents tells me.” (Observation case A)
“My appeal in that article was, let’s, who joins me to start a working group. I sent that to many
people. And I didn’t get any replies [laughs]” (C2)
These passages show the participants actively trying to increase members of their project groups, either the
main project group or sub-groups, but without great success. This indicates how hard it can be to create
movement in a neighbourhood towards sustainability. It is a goal that the project group feels responsible for,
but which is not easy to achieve, and for which they do not have much, if any, experience or techniques.
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Therefore, participants try multiple ways to get closer to their neighbours. Another way, besides
asking them to join the project group, is arranging neighbourhood meetings. One of the participants, told me
about the declining turnout of their neighbourhood meetings. In their neighbourhood eighty to a hundred
people attended the opening meeting, however, after a couple of meetings only twenty people showed up.
This was due to the variation in expertise amongst residents, some of them were beginners in greening their
house, others were more experienced and had already taken some steps. Members of both groups stopped
coming to the meetings, because for the beginners it was too advanced, and for the mediors it was too simple,
and they felt like they were ahead of the curve and could sit back. This gap between groups was also
mentioned in another case, where the interviewee told me:
“You have to be careful that as a project group, you are not just facilitating a select group, which later
will do really well, who are enthusiastic, while the rest of the neighbourhood thinks, or actually gives
kind of a counter reaction, because they have to defend why they did not do it, and that creates a
greater gap.” (A2).
Strategically it is therefore important to know where people stand in this process, to be able to address them
correctly. One interviewee mentioned that using an external bureau for the facilitation of neighbourhood
meetings also helped create that initial big turnout, they can enthuse people about the process and know how
to include different experiences in the process, making these people more open to discussion. Another
participant also mentioned the use of external parties to include the neighbourhood, they were planning on
sending an LED light expert into people’s houses. This person can open the discussion within households for
next steps. In the same case study street ambassadors also were seen as a way to include their street into the
discussion, by being a middleman between the project group and their street.
A third method that was used is that participants try to create more spaces and opportunities where
their neighbours meet each other. Interviewees say that a lack of contact between neighbours causes missed
opportunities in the collaboration towards sustainability. On the other hand, increased social cohesion turns
the neighbourhood into a unit that works together and subsequently reaps the benefits that come with that
collaboration, like sharing their knowledge and discounts on materials and services. This requires from the
participants that they organise locations. In one of the project meetings one of the participants proposes a
plan, which another participant also mentions in the interview:
“[Participant case C] names the possibility to rent a classroom in the primary school, for an hour every
two weeks, to bring neighbours a little closer to each other and address each other’s questions.”
(Observation C)
“a method we easily choose is a consultation evening, yes perhaps that is not the most fruitful ground
for starting a conversation with the people you really want to include in the conversation. […] the
primary school, maybe we should have a meeting once a month there. Because then the school is
included. Well, we can even go a small step further, we can find a few people who want to prepare a
meal, a neighbour meal, so people can just have a nice meal together in the evening.” (C2)
This example shows how participants take concrete actions towards including their neighbours in the project.
They see opportunities in their neighbourhood because they know which public spaces are available and who
goes where on a regular basis. Next to increasing spaces where people meet, participants also try to broaden
the subject matter so that these meetings become more inclusive to people who might not be interested in
sustainability, but who could benefit from it, nonetheless. An example is mentioned in this excerpt from an
interview:
“Should you start the conversation with energy, or insulation materials? I don’t think so. […] The
question is, what do people find important, and can- is that the local football game or the children
who go to that primary school, and can we not start the conversation there to see how people can
help to develop a plan to change the mind of the housing corporation? […] The citizen, society, people
should be on the central stage […] Let’s not get tangled up in our own stories [as a project group] and
thereby exclude others. It is the intention to participate in the stories of others.” (C2)
This last excerpt, which refers to connecting to people’s interests to increase participation and support, is
something that was mentioned on various occasions by interviewees. Questions and concerns about ageing,
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food and safety can be addressed by talking to neighbours. The bridge to sustainability is easily made once the
connection with the neighbours is established.
A counter effect on neighbourhood support comes from messages in the news and other media about
going gas free. Like this excerpt from one of the interviews:
“(name tv-programme) covered a natural-gas free neighbourhood three weeks back, a neighbourhood
with a heating network from which everyone is suffering and for which they have to pay a lot. So,
there are various wrongdoings circulating about it and these have quite an impact on people who are
sceptical about this anyway. […] Every negative story in the newspaper is fuel to the fire. And if doesn’t
come out in the papers then there is another outlet that covers it.” (C2)
Negative messages from the media, or even from acquaintances, can strengthen adversity for the transition,
since it creates more uncertainty about the right technologies to use. This creates more discussion in projects,
slowing down decision-making and reduces support for the transition.

5.2 Participants take action towards sustainability in their direct environment
Interestingly, the movement within the neighbourhood towards sustainability was more like a domino effect
rather than residents really focussing on the goal of getting off natural gas in 2050. It was more a bottom-up
individual process rather than a top down organised change. Taking small measures, like installing better
windows, more efficient lights and increasing insulation, helped motivate people on their path to sustainable
heating. It works on two levels. Changing things in the house leads to energy savings and thereby a reduced
energy bill. Participants noticed that their house became more comfortable to live in. These improvements
made participants want to take even more measures. Furthermore, it also has the effect that their house and
their knowledge become an example in the neighbourhood, which helps others take steps as well. Let us dive a
little deeper into these two effects.
One of the interviewees was actively greening their house. For them it was a passion, something to do
to increase the comfort level in their house, and because they care about sustainability because of their
children’s future. Through this process they learnt a lot about sustainable techniques and the state of their
house, as can be seen in this excerpt:
“Glass is the first thing you win back, that leaks the most. And I have quite a lot of glass, because I
have a corner house. But when you’re doing the glass you notice that the walls aren’t good. And when
you start to work on that, this is a house from ’79, for that time it is well insulated, but for the new
norm... and that is not easily fixable, so you look for other possibilities.” (C1)
They invested time and money in their house and went to sustainability events to learn about new techniques
to use in their home. However, to get to this level they need to be able to find solutions instead of being halted
by negative messages about one system. For example, when I mentioned noisy heat pumps to one of the
interviewees they answered:
“Yes, depends where you put them, I think. I think it’s not too bad. I think probably as much as an aircon.
And everybody installs aircons. You have very good and bad quality. If you install a budget aircon it will
rattle and bang, that won’t make you happy. The same counts for a heat pump. Actually, it is kind of
the same device.” (C1)
This excerpt shows that while this person is aware of negative messages about heat pump, they know that this
does not apply to all of them. This attitude is needed to overcome the challenges that come with choosing
between the various energy technologies.
By participating in this project group, participants hoped to inspire their neighbours to take action as
well. This leads us to the next level. Perhaps not everyone in a neighbourhood will invest as much in their gasfree transition as this person, but what was interesting is that this type of active person in a neighbourhood
should not be considered as separate from their neighbours. Their actions can cause a ripple effect, and some
participants even said this type of person is essential to have in the neighbourhood for the expertise.
Furthermore, it helps if someone has already done the groundwork in finding all the information to choose
which technologies to use, so that that process is not another reason for residents to postpone the transition.
This sharing of knowledge is one of the effects of individuals taking small steps:
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“The participants try to solve uncertainty by including the neighbourhood, since there already is a lot
of knowledge in the neighbourhood, it is important to share that with each other.” (Observation case
C)
Next to sharing knowledge, physical availability of gas-free examples also helps. In various occasions,
people told me they benefit from physical examples, to make the transition seem more manageable. They
need to see someone cook on an induction cooker, or even try it out themselves, they need to experience the
comfort of a well-insulated house, they want to see heat pumps or heating networks in action, look at triple
glazing and feel underfloor heating. And the ones they trust the most to show them these technologies are
their neighbours, who live in similar houses, have similar budgets and similar lifestyles. Having knowledge in
the neighbourhood, by having experts through experience, is a game changer. And if this is not available,
organising an energy market where companies show their sustainable techniques, or even having an example
house, helps people get used to the changes they someday will have to make.
“The marketplace earlier this year was mega popular. People want to physically see someone, and the
materials. You need to address people as well, don’t just stand passively behind your stall.”
(Observation case B)
Furthermore, using technology like thermal cameras or getting a heating scan done helps residents feel that
this project also concerns them.
“[Participant case B] says that the heating scans should really be done, because then residents will start
feeling the urgency.” (Observation case B)
“Two women of the project group take the floor, instead of doing a thermal camera walk in the
neighbourhood (it’s raining) they tell their story using photos they have made over the last weeks. […] The
women state that these photos motivated them to measures in their house, like hanging a curtain or
sticking a weather strip on their door. “You immediately see the results on the photo!” they say
enthusiastically.” (Observation case A)

5.3 Participants build and maintain a relationship with the municipality
For the participants in the project groups building a trusting relationship with the municipality was at times
difficult. This had five reasons. One, the goal of the municipality for this project was not always clear to them.
Two, the municipality’s progress in the project was not communicated well enough and there were disruptive
messages about other projects that they were undertaking. Third, the future for this project remained unclear,
especially related to funding. Fourth, their own plans were not set in stone yet, which made it difficult to
negotiate with the municipality. And fifth, the traditional roles within the energy system can and are changing
in this transition, which creates questions with citizens about the accountability for these systems. Not having
made agreements about accountability makes it difficult to talk about next steps.
The first factor is that the goal and the vision of the municipality for these natural gas-free
neighbourhood projects remained largely unclear to the participants. At times the participants were uncertain
about what exactly they were participating in. One of the interviewees, from case A, on multiple occasions
asked for clarification about the aim of the municipality for this project and the aim of the external bureau
they hired to supervise the participants, however they never received an explanation. The project group from
case C, only heard from the municipality that they were competing with other neighbourhoods for the national
grant application, half a year after the start of the project. In some cases, participants even feel like they are
not part of the equation at all, as shown in this excerpt:
“I think that the municipality, governmental organisations, and I talk from experience, they are
working on really important things. So important that they forget to include the people that the
project is about.” (C2)
The second factor is the seeming lack of progress at the municipality, and disruptive messages about
other policies. In case B, to the residents the project seemed to get stuck:
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“The participants also say that the municipality seems to lack a vision, from the perspective of the
neighbourhood. The heating plan should have been here half a year ago. That makes people lax or
even disgruntled, they state.” (Observation case B)
This note shows that the residents do not know what the municipality is working on, stating that they are not
doing much at all. This is not what the project leaders from the municipality said in their interview with me.
They explained that an external bureau is carrying out a major study about a heating network in the
neighbourhood. This shows that there is a disconnect between the municipality and the neighbourhood in the
communication about the progress the municipality is making. Furthermore, there are rumours that the
municipality already made investments into biomass plants, which they cannot get out of. Another disruptive
message is that the municipality has to replace the gas pipes will be replaced in the neighbourhood before
2025:
“The project leader takes the word and tells the group that there has been an explosion in The Hague,
so now the national government says that these brittle gas pipes, which lie all over the country, need
to be replaced before 2025, while we go gas-free in 2030. The project leader adds that this does fit
with the plans of the municipality to give residents free choice [to go gas-free]. One of the participants
laughs out loud. There is disbelief in the group. [name participant, case B] says that it costs little extra,
but it is a hard story to tell.” (Observation case B)
Messages like these two demotivated the residents, since it makes them question their actual input in the
project, to them it seems like a path has already been laid out and they do not have much say about what
happens in their neighbourhood. Another example that caused a lack of trust in the municipality was that in
case A, the municipality seemed to steer the residents in a certain solution direction, the creation of an energy
cooperation. The participants had to take some time to think about what their wishes and demands were
instead of following what others might want from them.
The third factor is the future of the project. There are questions about investments from the
municipality, whether the municipality will actually invest in the neighbourhood towards natural gas-free, or
even if they will invest in the process of the project groups, or if they rather put that money into other projects
or other neighbourhoods.
“The group worries about what will happen with the project if they are not chosen by the municipality
for the national grant.” (Observation case C)
Other actors can also cause this type of uncertainty, for example a housing corporation. In one of the
neighbourhoods the housing corporation had plans to improve their buildings and make them gas-free.
However, due to the corporation being bought out, these plans were put on the long track. This demotivated
the residents of these houses, they lost their initial motivation to go gas-free and decided to wait for the
corporation to make the first move.
Fourth, one of the interviewees mentioned that uncertainty complicates talking with the municipality
about their plans towards going gas-free. The participants are not entirely certain about their plans and should
not be certain either since they still need to create support in the neighbourhood. This makes negotiation
about funding with the municipality challenging.
“Talking through the scenarios with the municipality, that is something that will take longer. And
maybe we will not have a conclusive scenario within the year. The future is permanently changing, so
maybe that is not even feasible. Maybe we should address it in terms of highest probability.” (A2)
Fifth, in the transition from natural gas to renewable energy systems for heating, another transition
happens in the traditional roles within the energy system. Natural gas is organised by businesses and overseen
by the government, whereas with renewable options these roles could be transferred to citizens. It changes
from a two-party system of market and state, when this third actor joins in: civil society. This prompts a lot of
questions with participants, about who is going to build these systems, pay for them and who will be the
owner. When citizens pay for a system, they expect it to come with a certain degree of ownership. But with
ownership comes responsibility. This is a role that is new to citizens. These scenario’s and roles need to be
negotiated with the municipality, which puts responsibility on the shoulders of the participants to make the
right choices for their whole neighbourhood. It is unclear to many participants what the role is that the
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government is going to take in this new situation. Are they going to pay for it? Are they going to be overseeing
it and making sure it is safe and working as promised? In some situations, the municipality even has the public
opinion against them, in cases where, for example, waste collection is not executed as promised, citizens do
not trust that the government will deliver on their promises surrounding the organisation of a heating
network. However, the alternative is that the heating network is fully owned by citizens, which comes with
challenges. A main argument is the size of the project, participants feel comfortable cooperating with their
close neighbours, but for a heating network to be affordable many people need to join.
“When you do it from a cooperation, which is financed by neighbourhood residents, you first need a
certain momentum, you first need to know how many people will join, will all these people commit to
it? Will they all have their homes insulated to a certain degree at that entry point? And will that heat
pump be ready? I do not see that happening with 150 houses. […] the biggest barrier is of course that
they all must join at the same time. So if you, the alternative is that the municipality says, okay, we
think it is our role because it happens in public space, which the municipality manages, we think it is
our role to implement the heating network, a bit like glass fibre happened from door to door, and the
resident decides on the moment they want to connect to it. That can take a while, but it is a lot easier
to implement in the neighbourhood, than if it needs to happen all at once.” (A2)
Perhaps citizens are not ready to organise this big of a system on their own. In the next interview excerpt the
interviewee shares their worries about being responsible for a heating network as a citizen:
“If that heating network is not achievable, if we cannot get it warm enough, or if the costs keep increasing,
then I am part of that neighbourhood where I am one of the people responsible for it. I’ll get angry
neighbours after me, I’ll be sitting in the cold if it doesn’t work, and if I am co-owner of the cooperation, I
have huge financial losses.” (C1)

5.4 Chapter conclusions
From the findings above can be concluded that there are three main roles that citizens play during their
participation in natural gas-free neighbourhood projects.
The first being that they are the ones responsible to include the rest of their neighbourhood.
Participants try various methods to increase the inclusion of their neighbours, some with more success than
others, since this is still a new role for them. Overall, the main point is that participants are able to create
spaces of participation for their neighbours, both physically (locations), and more abstractly (more diverse
subjects).
The second role is that participants take steps themselves towards sustainability. This requires a lot of
knowledge, which the participants need to have the motivation to gain during this process. Once they have
mastered the subject to a certain extent, these citizens are an example to the rest of the neighbourhood,
which helps others take steps as well. The actions of the participants have the opportunity to cause a domino
effect in the neighbourhood.
The third role of the participants is building and maintaining a relationship with the municipality and,
to a lesser degree, other external parties like housing corporations. In building these relationships participants
run into issues of unclarity of the interests of these parties in, what feels like, the participants’ projects.
Furthermore, there is a change in ownership and role of these new energy systems, which participants are
unsure about how to deal with.
These three roles, based on the findings from the observations and interviews, will be taken to the
next chapter in which these findings are related to the conceptual framework.
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Chapter 6. Analysis and discussion
In the previous chapter the findings from this study were described. The main results that are taken along to
this chapter are the three roles that citizens play while participating in natural gas-free neighbourhood
projects: 1. Creating support in their neighbourhood, 2. Taking action towards sustainability and 3. Building
and maintaining a relationship with the government. These themes were inductively found in the data from
the interviews and observations. The next step is to relate these findings back to theoretical framework of
legitimacy and competencies, which is done in this chapter.
First, I’ll briefly revisit the important concepts. Then a paragraph follows in which the findings are linked to
this conceptual framework. The third paragraph is about my reflections on the concept legitimacy. The
paragraph after concludes the analysis and described the strengths and limitations of the study.

6.1 Conceptual framework revisited
Legitimacy refers to the level of acceptance by citizens of governmental acts (Schmidt, 2012). In this study
legitimacy is the acceptance of citizens of the heating transition. This concept was subdivided into three
phases by Schmidt (2012), input legitimacy, throughput legitimacy and output legitimacy. The first phase, input
legitimacy, is about the responsiveness of the government to citizen concerns. The second phase, throughput
legitimacy is about whether the process through which policies are created is acceptable to the public. And
third, output legitimacy, is about the effectiveness of the resulting acts for citizens and society. The legitimacy
of the process, or throughput legitimacy, can be further separated into the four concepts: 1. inclusiveness and
openness of the process to citizens, 2. transparency of the process to the people, 3. accountability,
government’s responsiveness to input and responsibility for their output, and 4. efficacy, whether the people
belief if the government is able to reach their goals. In this study the focus is on this throughput legitimacy,
since the process of creating natural gas-free neighbourhoods, with citizen participation, is still ongoing.
Why is legitimacy important? The premise of this research is that legitimacy is needed for the energyand heating transition because it motivates citizens and the government to take action. Municipalities deal
with multiple issues, so their time and resources are limited. Furthermore, there are few regulatory
requirements which push them to action. However, when an issue, in this case the heating transition, has
legitimacy, it has a better chance of being prioritized, by citizens and the government (Cashmore & Wejs,
2014). Therefore, the enhancement or creation of legitimacy is a relevant subject in these transitions. In
Schmidt’s legitimacy theory the process seems to go from input by the people to throughput by the
government, ending with output for the people. However, citizens are increasingly part of the decision-making
process, therefore the effect of citizen participation on legitimacy is the focus of this paragraph.

Input

Throughput

Output

• Concerns of
citizens

• Inclusiveness &
openness
• Transparency
• Accountability
• Efficacy

• Heating transition
that works for the
people

Figure 3 Legitimacy framework, based on Schmidt (2012), adapted by the author.

6.2 Throughput legitimacy
In this paragraph the three roles from the findings (creating support, taking action, relationship with
municipality) are linked to the four aspects of legitimacy (inclusiveness & openness, transparency,
accountability and efficacy Where possible, indications towards participation competencies are given.
Therefore, this chapter helps answer the last sub question of this study, which asks how the competencies that
were found in the natural gas-free neighbourhood projects relate to the legitimacy of these projects.
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6.2.1 Inclusiveness and openness
In the case studies I found that citizen participation increased inclusiveness and openness of the decisionmaking process, because participants are able to open this process to the rest of their neighbourhood. In
general, only a narrow part of society tends to participate, which is one of the main pitfalls mentioned in
participation literature (Chilvers et al., 2018; Reed, 2008). However, this study shows that through the
participation of this small group, opportunities arise for broader inclusion of residents. In the findings I called
this the role of “creating support”. Participants use their abilities to include their neighbours into the process,
for example by inviting them to join project groups, creating more opportunities to participate by organising
different locations and subjects and collecting neighbours’ concerns and representing these in the project
group. Through these actions, participants make the process more open and inclusive to other citizens.
A prerequisite of increased inclusion is not only speaking about going gas-free but broadening the
subject matter to include issues that affect people the most. Not everyone might be interested in
sustainability, for them climate change or renewable energy is not one of the main goals in their life to act
upon. This is called the science-action gap (Moser & Dilling, 2011). The science-action gap refers to the issue
that increased awareness about climate change problems does not directly result in behaviour change by the
people (Moser & Dilling, 2011). This point, that citizens do not directly change their behaviour because of
climate change knowledge, is similar to my findings. Not all residents focus on preventing climate change, even
though the majority is aware of it, but the residents do care about comfort in their house, their children, lower
monthly bills and healthy ageing. Connecting the heating transition to citizens’ concerns, during the process,
can help increase participation of a wider part of society and increases legitimacy for those who are not as
motivated by climate change as the municipality or a small group of residents.
Citizens increase the inclusiveness and openness of the process by using their abilities to include their
neighbours which leads to more support. This is also mentioned in literature about citizen participation. Hajer
et al. write in an essay about natural-gas free neighbourhoods:
“By including as many people and ideas in this way you seemingly make the problem more complex,
but precisely in this way you bring the solution closer. So that people will say: “Yes, if this is possible,
then I want it as well!”” (Hajer, van den Hurk, Buitelaar, & Pelzer, 2019) (p. 1) (translated from Dutch
by the author).
Therefore, including citizens in the problem setting stage is a good starting point for projects that need citizen
support, however, this is not always applied in practice. Public hearings are the most common method used to
include citizens (Chilvers et al., 2018), even though this is seen as the least effective to include citizens by
policymakers (Berner, 2001) and scholars due to their timing. Usually these open hearings take place late in
the process, which means that citizens have little chance of influencing the project. When citizens are
consulted too late, participants are placed in a reactive position, since they are asked to consider proposals
which are perceived as final decisions, instead of being able to join the discussion of alternatives (Chess &
Purcell, 1999).
When citizens’ concerns are taken into account at an early stage their variety of perspectives can
inform the project design and thereby increases the chances of the project meeting local needs and priorities,
this has been frequently mentioned in participation literature (Hendriksen, 2019; Luyet, Schlaepfer, Parlange,
& Buttler, 2012; Reed, 2008; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Solman & Smits, 2018).
According to Rowe and Frewer (2000) a criterion of early involvement is that citizen participation
should happen when value judgments become important. They state that it may not be sensible to have
citizen participation in making decisions about highly technical issues, but in the phase where choices based on
values becomes important it is essential to include citizens. My findings somewhat diverge from this statement
in that citizens want and need to be included in technical issues as well. They want to be part of the decisionmaking on the energy systems in their neighbourhood. Excluding them from the technical discussion results in
incomprehension about the choices that the municipality makes. In the natural gas-free transition, technical
issues and values often overlap. For example, in my case study, citizens wanted to be updated on the process
when an external bureau was calculating the heating net location and costs, if the municipality was able to
include them in the process that leads to choosing or not choosing a heating net, the project would have a far
bigger chance of being supported by the neighbourhood.
By allowing citizens to be part of the problem definition they become part of the creation of these
proposals and the various criteria that are considered when comparing these solutions (Hendriksen, 2019).
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Perhaps, municipalities should challenge their constituents, include them in highly technical discussions and
see what happens, since we know that including citizens too late does not work.
In terms of competencies, in the cases that I studied; participants were still developing themselves to
become better at their role of “creating support”. Three competencies were identified in this study. Firstly,
participants need to be able create new spaces of interaction between neighbours. A part of this competency
is that participants need to be aware of opportunities in the neighbourhood where meetings with residents
can take place and they need to be able to use these spaces, which links to the competency of “contacting
people” (Gulikers & Oonk, 2019).
The second competency is effective communication with the other residents in the neighbourhood. In
some cases, participants will need to give a sales pitch, to have more residents join the project group, in other
cases communication will be about collecting concerns and incorporating this in the project. This competency
is similar to the competencies found in literature about effective communication (Jansen et al., 2006;
Maslowski et al., 2009) and being aware of- and including various perspectives (de Haan, 2010; Gulikers &
Oonk, 2019).
The third competency is the ability to understand one’s own limitations and be able to identify a
relevant expert to fill this gap. In some cases, residents find it hard to increase support in the neighbourhood.
They might not have developed the right competencies yet. In this case it is important to be to arrange
supervision by an external bureau, this can help since these organisations have tried and tested methods to
include participants.

6.2.2 Transparency
In the case studies participants had the role to “create and maintain a relationship with the municipality”.
However, participants encountered the issue that the goals and progress of the municipality remained unclear.
This issue refers directly to the throughput legitimacy requirement ‘transparency’.
Transparency refers to the accessibility of information about the decision-making process to the public
(Schmidt, 2012). The case studies are an example of opening the decision-making process to the public, but
they also show that just opening them is not enough to reach transparency, as was argued in the conceptual
framework. In the case studies, the process that the municipality goes through within the project is not clear
to the participants: there was a lack of communication about the goals and progress in some cases, and in
other cases this is shared to a certain degree, but not necessarily well-understood or well-received by the
citizens. Therefore, transparency is something that municipalities should take on board to develop their role
further, they should be clear about their aims for the project from the start and have more regular
communication with the participants about their progress, otherwise citizens will assume that the silence
means that the municipality is stuck and not making progress.
A possible explanation for this lack of transparency is that it is caused by uncertainty, since
governments do not have complete plans yet for the heating transition, and do not want to create opposition
by changing their plans all the time. This inaction also plays a role in the German energy transition according to
Nordensvärd and Urban (2015) who state that there is a lack of action and responsibility from the government,
due to uncertainty in policy and legal- and financial systems. In the Dutch national policy stakeholders also find
that the government shows a lack of commitment, consistency and continuity of policy (Kern & Smith, 2008).
These articles show that this uncertainty and inaction is part of the energy transition, not just in the heating
transition. This uncertainty leads to governmental inaction, sometimes in actions towards the transition, and
sometimes in communication with citizens.
I agree with Busch and McCormick (2014), who recommend scholars to include concrete suggestions of how
municipalities can deal with limiting factors such as financial constraints or a lack of know-how. Being able to
deal with uncertainty seems to be the cause of the lack of transparency and communication, which is essential
to the creation of trust and acceptance (Süsser, Döring, & Ratter, 2017). My concrete suggestion is therefore,
that it is important that the municipality tells the participants that they are learning about going gas-free too,
that this is new for everyone and they will not always have the answers. Citizen participation forms an ideal
opportunity for the municipality and citizens to learn together.
Increased transparency also requires competencies by the participants. Participants do ask the
municipality about their perspective in a few cases however, they did not gain enough clarity from this.
Furthermore, the larger part of the neighbourhood does not contact the municipality with their questions but
instead speculates about their (lack of) progress. A competency is therefore that participants need the ability
to effectively contact the municipality for information and the persistence to keep asking the municipality for
clarification until a satisfactory degree of transparency has been achieved. The closest matches with
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competency literature are the perspective competencies: “reflecting upon one’s own principles and those of
others” (de Haan, 2010) and “Collaborate purposefully with other people” (Gulikers & Oonk, 2019). A new
addition is perseverance as an attitude in this process in order to gain clarity.
In short, to increase transparency of the process the municipality needs be clear from the start of the
project about the aim of the project and the reason for citizen’s participation. Furthermore, they need to
increase communication with the participants about their project progress, for citizens silence means a lack of
progress whilst the municipality might be doing further research that will give a big boost to the project.
Participants need persistence and effective communication skills to uncover more information when needed.

6.2.3 Accountability
In the same role, “creating and maintaining a relationship with the municipality” another issue became apparent
in the case studies, which is the new role division in the energy system. Participants are unsure about the level
of responsibility they should take for the new systems, for example on issues like the choice for the system, the
costs of installing and maintenance, guaranteeing its safety, or whether this role will remain with government
and market parties. This issue links to accountability. Accountability is the responsiveness of the government to
citizen concerns and that they can be held responsible for the outcomes of policy (Schmidt, 2012). In my study
accountability issues were wider than that, increased ownership of citizens for new energy systems in their eyes
meant that they became accountable for these systems instead of the government.
The findings show that participants are aware of the change of accountability that comes with the
change in responsibility of energy systems. They however do not have solutions or answers to the questions
about their wants and needs, and do not know if they can be responsible for these systems. All the participants
I interviewed mentioned that they prefer that this accountability stays with the government. This links to the
findings of Pidgeon, Lorenzoni, and Poortinga (2008) who state that people desire institutional accountability.
When there is a lack of institutional accountability, and people have little belief in their own abilities to work on
the transition (see self-efficacy, next paragraph), there is a science-action gap, which means that people are
aware of the problem but do not take action to remedy it.
Citizens want institutional accountability: they want the government to take responsibility for the new
energy systems and the costs. In short, they want to be unburdened. However, this might not be realistic in the
energy transition. Governments have learnt that accountability for energy systems comes with costs
(earthquakes in Groningen) and with the new decentralised opportunities for energy generation citizens could
take up part of the accountability. However, my case studies teach us that a government cannot just pass this
accountability over to its constituents, this process needs supervision and communication. The government
needs to explain what changes and why and there needs to be communication about these new roles. Perhaps
the definition of accountability will change, from the government being responsible for the energy system, to
governments acting responsibly for the outcomes of their policy: supporting citizens toward their new role of
energy managers.
In terms of competencies, in my case studies participants said they had to take some time to think
about what their wishes and demands were in the project instead of following what others might want from
them, like companies and the municipality. The next step for them was to then negotiate with actors, like the
municipality, housing corporation and sustainable technology businesses, about their role and needs. This will
become increasingly important when a neighbourhood will transition to decentralised energy generation. Their
role will change, and in this process, they will need institutional accountability until they take over the
responsibility.
In the case studies, working with scenario’s helped participants deal with uncertainty about their
accountability, since they didn’t have to predict one outcome, but could work with multiple options and address
the future in the form of highest probability and discuss these with the municipality. Using scenario’s was also
mentioned in literature, Hendriksen (2019) states that the strength of using scenario’s is that it helps participants
think about possible futures, this minimizes surprises and it helps include their various perspectives.

6.2.4 Efficacy
Efficacy refers to the belief of citizens that the government can reach their goals. This term appeared in the
case studies in three ways.
First, efficacy was mentioned in my case studies was a situation where the government had public opinion
against them already. In this case, waste collection was not executed as promised. This caused a lack of trust
with citizens that the government can deliver on other promises. For example, surrounding the organisation of
a heating network. This shows a lack of belief in that the municipality can achieve their goals. This connects
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with the theory of Schmidt (2012), that once throughput legitimacy is violated, in this case efficacy, “can have
a major negative impact on public perceptions of legitimacy” (p. 9). This negative belief of citizens about the
government bleeds into other projects that the government is trying to execute. In this case the municipality
needs to work on their throughput legitimacy in this project, or in others, in order to restore efficacy beliefs
and be able to gain back support from citizens.
The second way efficacy was mentioned was that the lack of transparency, as described in paragraph
6.2.2, negatively affected the efficacy beliefs. For example, in the case studies the government did not
communicate that an external party was hired to calculate the costs of a heating net, this was taking several
months. During this time there was no communication that this progress was being made, so one of the
participants told me they thought that the government was stuck and unable to make progress towards the
transition. A lack of transparency causes a lack of belief that the government can achieve their goals, since
there is no indication, from the viewpoint of the citizen, that any progress is being made. This example also
shows that transparency and efficacy beliefs are interconnected, a lack of transparency affects efficacy
directly.
The third relation with efficacy is a new addition to legitimacy theory by Schmidt (2012). Efficacy is
connected to the role of “taking action towards sustainability”. This theme can be linked to internal efficacy
and self-efficacy, which refer to the belief that citizens are able to understand and participate in politics (De
Moor, 2016) and that they have confidence in the ability to exert control over their own behaviour and
environment (Bandura, 1992). “If people believe that they can take action to solve a problem instrumentally,
they become more inclined to do so and feel more committed to this decision.” (p. ix).
Self-efficacy forms a new addition to the theory of legitimacy by Schmidt (2012). Legitimacy is largely a
relationship that leads from citizens (judging) to the government (being judged). However, efficacy also plays a
role within the citizen in two ways: 1. in their sense of being able to participate in the political process and 2.
being able to act on climate change.
Self-efficacy in participation in politics refers to the belief that one can add something to the discussion,
that it is meaningful that they participate. Research shows that participation is also a learning experience, in
that participation leads to the increase of participation abilities (Glasser & Hirsh, 2016), for example taking
control over decision-making (Cornwall, 2008), and helps retain participants (Shirk et al., 2012). This means
that participants that were participating already are developing their ability to participate, which increases
their self-efficacy and thereby the likelihood that they will continue to participate. The heating transition forms
an opportunity for citizens to participate in decision-making and have their perspectives included, but also to
increase their ability to participate in political decision-making.
There is also the second connection, between self-efficacy and acting on climate change. According to
Pidgeon, Lorenzoni, and Poortinga (2008) many citizens believe that climate change is too large and complex to
act upon individually, unless they are enabled to do so by institutions like the government.
However, in my case studies citizens were able to take action towards sustainability already since they had
a level of self-efficacy already which was further developed through their mastery of the subject of greening
their house. Self-efficacy in acting on climate change was increased in participation by citizens mastering the
greening of their house. Showing their experience to their neighbours, or having examples by external experts,
seems to help other residents in their sense of self-efficacy as well, in that they feel able to make these changes
in their homes as well.
In order to take action towards climate change some participants have to be able to deal with complex
information and be able to make changes in their home and their behaviour. Competencies that come into play
in the role of “Taking action towards sustainability” are 1. Technical abilities in the own household towards
sustainability, 2. Communicating experiences with the neighbourhood, 3. The ability to critically assess whether
the technologies they were presented with by companies suit their needs and wants, instead of being swayed
easily by a sales pitch. And 4. Participants needed to be able to deal with differing opinions about technologies.
These four competencies, which this participant already developed, help citizens deal with contradicting
messages and see the bigger picture of sustainable technology development.

6.2.5 Paragraph conclusions
The legitimacy of the projects was found to currently be precarious in my case studies, since transparency and
efficacy were lacking and there was an ongoing discussion on the accountability of the new energy system. This
means that just having participation does not immediately improve the legitimacy of a process, because citizens
and the government are still developing their competencies. Further development of the role of the government
and the competencies of citizens are needed to create more transparency, efficacy and accountability. On the
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brighter side, inclusiveness and openness are already increasing through citizen participation, even while citizens
are still developing themselves in this role. Participation is also beneficial for people’s self-efficacy, both in their
political participation and their ability to act on climate change. Increased self-efficacy, together with
institutional support in which the government supervises the process towards going gas-free, helps increase
legitimacy of the heating transition.
The competencies that play an important role in legitimacy are technical competencies, in order to take
action towards sustainability on the individual level, communicative competencies, in order to create support in
the neighbourhood and gain insight in the process of the municipality and being able to include various
perspectives in the project.

6.3 Discussion on legitimacy
This paragraph is about my reflections on the conceptual framework of legitimacy. First I will explain the
debate on the definition of legitimacy related to my findings, then I follow up with the trouble of evaluating a
process instead of a policy and I reflect on the usefulness of the concept on the case study level I applied it to
and the overlap that happens between the four aspects. I end with my conclusions and a recommendation for
the future use of the concept.
The definition of legitimacy that was used in this study is ‘the level of acceptance of government
action by citizens’, this was based on the definition that Schmidt (2012) used in her framework. However, this
definition is contested in academic literature. One of the critiques is that legitimacy is often seen in terms of
public approval for governmental actions, as Schmidt does, rather than how citizens evaluate the
governmental decision-making process (Weaterford, 1992, p. 152). I followed this, perhaps limited, definition
in my research: defining legitimacy as the acceptance by citizens of the energy- and heating transition, since
increased support is what governments are striving for when they apply participation in the energy transition.
However, the more theoretically interesting issue is how citizens evaluate the process that the government
undertakes in these transitions. The question arises whether a project is legitimate when citizens accept it, a
black or white acceptance or rejection, or rather if the more in depth evaluation of the process from citizens’
perspectives is more important, since this gives insight in what could be improved. The question on the larger
scale is whether citizen acceptance is what governments should strive for. As stated by Johnson (2014),
legitimacy helps people accept government actions without them necessarily being happy with the outcome.
This can be hard to measure, when someone is unhappy with a policy, how can you tell if they still accept the
process that lead to these decisions? This is where the framework from Schmidt proved useful in my study. In
short, even though the definition of Schmidt was too limited, her framework helped to look further than
acceptance and see legitimacy as a broader evaluation of the political process (throughput legitimacy), using
the various aspects of openness and inclusiveness, transparency, accountability and efficacy.
In the beginning of my research it was challenging to work with the concept of throughput legitimacy,
since it is a concept that is used to evaluate a governmental process. This is challenging because of two
reasons: the discipline of environmental policy analysis usually evaluates outcomes instead of the process, and
second, because I apply this political science theory to the smaller citizen scale. I will go further into these two
reasons.
Evaluating a process (throughput) that creates policy is a challenging part of environmental policy
analysis. Policy is usually evaluated after it is introduced or implemented, to test its results. My research took
place before that stage, since the consequences of the policy are still unknown, heating transition policy is
currently being created. Judging the process rather than the outcomes made it challenging to fully apply the
concept throughput legitimacy early in my project. Throughout the study my perspective changed, especially
in terms of ‘legitimacy of what?’. I started out by looking at legitimacy to judge participation, the main aim of
my research was ‘to contribute to the understanding of legitimate citizen participation’. During the process I
realised what made more sense was to study the effects that citizen participation has on the legitimacy of the
heating transition, since legitimacy is about the judgement of citizens of governmental actions, which in this
case is the heating transition. Therefore, in my study I viewed legitimacy from the perspective of citizens, so
that their possible role in the legitimacy of the heating transition could be explored.
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The second challenge was to apply the political theory of throughput legitimacy to the citizen level in
my case studies. Legitimacy uses terms that appear in political sciences and are used to judge system
performance, while on the individual level in sociology personal/citizenship traits are used, see figure 4. These
two systems somehow need to meet in the middle, since citizens judge and have an impact on the legitimacy
of the government. However, these systems rarely meet in research because of the separate disciplines and
their differing methods. This is a theoretical gap that Weaterford (1992) identified, between political theory on
the larger scale and the individual scale of citizens.
In this study I used the political theory of legitimacy by Schmidt (2012) on this citizenship level, by
combining it with competencies. With this approach I operationalised the legitimacy aspects into skills,
knowledge and attitudes that citizens need in order to increase the legitimacy of a project. This addition
helped gain insight into the actions that citizens take in projects (creating support, taking action towards
sustainability, building and maintaining relationships with the municipality), which I was then able to link to
throughput-legitimacy. The operationalisation of citizenship traits into roles was a step that was easy to take,
but it was not possible to do this on the detailed level of competencies, as I had hoped. Competencies are
formulated in education to help teach students specific traits, these competencies do not ‘appear in the wild’
as such, they cannot be observed
without formulating them beforehand.
So instead I focused on the actions
citizens took and which situations they
struggled with, translated this into
roles and connected these roles to the
impact they had or could have on
legitimacy. Then some competencies
were formulated based on abilities
citizens needed in these roles, or
lacked, as mentioned by themselves.
These were, when possible, linked to
the list of competencies in table 1,
based on competency literature.
Looking back to figure 4, there
are multiple connections between the
two levels: in order to build a trusting
relationship between citizens and the
Figure 4 The dimensions of legitimacy based on Weaterford (1992) and
municipality, there is a need for
Schmidt (2012) adapted by author
increased communication between
these parties about accountability,
together with increased transparency by the government and increased self-efficacy of citizens. Increased selfefficacy also leads to opportunities to create more support and participation in the neighbourhood, which
leads to increased inclusiveness. Furthermore, the figure shows the interconnection between accountability,
transparency and efficacy, these governmental performance indicators affect each other, since a lack of
transparency and accountability causes citizens to disbelieve their government’s ability to attain their goals.
My study led me to another insight into the concept of legitimacy, which is that its four aspects were
rather intertwined and not as clearly definable as Schmidt (2012) made it seem. In the results some of the
aspects of legitimacy overlapped. Transparency seems to be a prerequisite of efficacy, since a lack of
transparency about the process makes citizens belief that there is no progress, which diminishes their beliefs
that the government can achieve its goals. Additionally, accountability was closely linked with self-efficacy,
through the science-action gap theory, since a lack of institutional accountability combined with a lack of selfefficacy can lead to people not taking any steps towards climate mitigation, even though they are aware of
climate change issues. Furthermore, input legitimacy was linked to inclusiveness and openness, since a lack of
input legitimacy (responsiveness to citizens’ concerns), could be mitigated by including citizens’ concerns later
in the project. This in turn helped to increase participation levels in the neighbourhoods, since citizens were
more interested in these other subjects and therefore saw the benefit of participating. These examples show
that even though the four aspects can be distinguished on the scale of citizens, they cannot be entirely
separated.
In short, Schmidt’s conceptual framework was proven to be useful in my study to guide research into
the legitimacy of projects using input-, throughput- and output legitimacy. The four aspects of throughput
legitimacy proved useful to evaluate people’s perspectives on the legitimacy of the project as well as finding
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where they could have an impact through their participation. This included the four aspects of legitimacy, with
the addition of self-efficacy. The definition of legitimacy, however, should focus more on evaluation rather
than acceptance by the public, since this gives more interesting insights into legitimacy and encompasses what
her framework helps to achieve.

6.4 Strengths and limitations
A limitation of this study is that the cases that were studied are not a representative sample of the whole
heating transition in the Netherlands. I studied three cases that I found through snowballing of contacts via my
network and LinkedIn. Whenever the projects were available in my fieldwork period, I was able to include
them in my research. This resulted in three cases, without clear selection criteria other than that they had
been active for some time and that they would meet during the time I was doing my fieldwork. Studying more
cases would increase the external validity of the results, since the theories would be more generalizable.
Furthermore, it would create the opportunity to compare cases with each other, in situations where the cases
are selected on certain characteristics, like urban versus rural neighbourhoods.
However, in this stage of research into the subjects of competencies, participation and legitimacy, this
research needed to be explorative. Since there is not a lot of knowledge about citizen participation
competencies yet, this exploration gives insight into new research pathways to discover.
A strength of this study was the focus on the individual level of meaningful participation whilst
connecting it to the larger political theory of legitimacy. This was at times challenging, as mentioned in the
previous paragraph, but helped gain new insight in the relationship between citizen participation and
legitimacy. At this point it was not possible yet to formulate concrete competencies or tally the competencies
from table 1, since the main focus of the research became the exploration of the relationship between
legitimacy and citizen participation, rather than a quantitative study on participation competencies.
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Chapter 7. Conclusions
In this chapter I make four main conclusions, related to the research questions of this study. Firstly, I will give
some short conclusions on the operationalisation of legitimacy and participation competencies. Secondly, I
summarise my findings on the relevant competencies in each of the three roles that citizens play during their
participation. Thirdly, I answer my main research question by concluding on the main relationships between
legitimacy and citizen participation.
Firstly, concerning the operationalisation of legitimacy in citizen participation, legitimacy in this study
was operationalised to throughput legitimacy, or: the acceptance of citizens of the process that leads to
governmental actions and policy (Schmidt, 2012). Throughput legitimacy is judged by its openness and
inclusiveness, transparency, accountability and efficacy.
The operationalisation of competencies was challenging, since competencies play a role in formal
education but needed further operationalisation for citizenship participation in natural gas-free
neighbourhood projects. The main competencies mentioned in citizenship competencies, sustainable
development competencies and boundary competencies were the need for communication skills, the ability to
include various perspectives, being aware of one’s own role and limitations, strategic insight into the project,
having personal values related to sustainability and knowledge acquisition abilities.
Secondly, in the case studies I found that competencies can be hard to describe individually in these
processes, since not all members have to execute the same tasks. However, there are some competencies that
seem to be important to have within the group, in order to carry out the three roles of creating support: 1.
creating support in the neighbourhood, 2. taking action towards sustainability and 3. building and maintaining
a relationship with the municipality.
In terms of creating support, in my case studies participants as no other were able to include their
neighbours in the project. The creation of support amongst neighbours is something that participants were still
learning. Citizens in this role need two main abilities. Firstly, the ability to create spaces of participation where
citizens meet each other and communicate about their needs and wants in the neighbourhood. They need the
ability to create new spaces of interaction between neighbours by being aware of opportunities in the
neighbourhood and communicating with the relevant people to make these plans reality. And secondly, they
need to be able to talk about what is important to neighbours so that this can be incorporated in the project.
These competencies were a new addition to the competencies found in academic literature.
In terms of taking action towards sustainability, it is important that citizens have three abilities.
Firstly, being able to critically assess whether the technologies they were presented with by companies suit
their needs and wants, instead of being swayed easily by a sales pitch or negative messages in the media.
Secondly, in order to take steps towards sustainability participants need to be able to deal with complex
information and be able to make changes in their home and their behaviour. Thirdly, citizens needed to
understand their own limitations and be able to identify a relevant expert to assist them when their own
abilities are not enough.
For a successful relationship with the municipality participants need to be able to contact the
municipality and gain clarity and insight into their interest in the project and the progress that they are
making. It is therefore important that participants keep asking until everything is explained to a satisfactory
degree. This relates in some degree to the competencies from academic literature about perspective, being
able to integrate others’ perspectives, however, to gain this insight the participants need persuasive
communication skills and persistence, which was not mentioned in the competency literature. Furthermore,
with the changing responsibility for energy systems, participants need to be able to negotiate scenario’s and
roles with the municipality.
An additional note on competencies in citizen participation is that the act of participating forms a
nonformal learning environment, it gives participants the opportunity to develop themselves. Natural gas-free
neighbourhood projects have various actors, like the project team, fellow neighbours, external experts and the
municipality, there are opportunities to share knowledge with each other and develop communication and
negotiation skills. This environment showed to be inducive to participants increasing their self-efficacy.
And thirdly, my last conclusion point, is to answer the main research question of this study about the
relationship between legitimacy and citizen participation in the context of the heating transition and the
relevant participation competencies in this process. I found evidence that citizen participation can influence
the legitimacy of the heating transition in the Netherlands. In some cases, residents’ participation shows
where legitimacy is lacking, in the case of transparency, efficacy and accountability. The participants that I
interviewed were confronted with a lack of transparency from the government, which reduced the legitimacy
of the project for them. Furthermore, citizens had questions surrounding the accountability for new energy
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systems, which were not resolved yet. These aspects of legitimacy in some cases negatively affected the belief
of citizens in their governments’ efficacy. In these cases, awareness and role development of the municipality
and the development of relevant citizen participation competencies can help the improvement of these
aspects, and thereby the overall legitimacy.
In other situations, participation already helps the legitimacy of projects, in the case of openness and
inclusiveness, and self-efficacy. Participants play a positive role in including their neighbours in the project,
even though they are developing themselves in this role. Inclusion of neighbours’ perspectives even helped
mitigate a lack of input legitimacy. Participants’ self-efficacy increased in my case studies with the increase of
experience towards sustainability: personal mastery of greening helped participants take following steps and
mastery within the neighbourhood helped other citizens in their beliefs that they too could work towards
sustainability in their homes.

Recommendations for future research
In this study participation proved to be an opportunity for personal development, since it is a nonformal
learning environment. Citizens were able to increase their self-efficacy in terms of sustainability and political
competencies. Further development of a framework of participation competencies in these nonformal settings
could benefit citizens’ development in their new roles. A requirement of this framework is that these
competencies need to be formulated in a way that is relevant for nonformal education settings, so that they
can be observed without the need for assessments like in formal education but that they can be used as a
starting point for communication about role divisions and plans for development and education of participants
and government officials.
Observing additional project meetings of natural gas-free neighbourhood projects with two observers would
make it possible to tally participation behaviours and -competencies, based on table 1. Furthermore, a session
with participants to co-create competencies together would give insight in specific participation competencies
that are required, from their perspective, in these projects.
That there are possible effects of participation on legitimacy was shown in this study, which could be
further quantified by citizen evaluations of legitimacy of the natural gas-free neighbourhood projects they
participate in, in combination with interviews with the project leaders from the municipality to gain more
insight in their actions in the four aspects of throughput legitimacy.
An addition that could be useful in future research about legitimacy is that the current definition focuses
on acceptance of governmental actions, however, increasingly citizens shape their own environment, for
example in local energy initiatives. I recommend testing this framework in these contexts as well, to evaluate
the legitimacy of citizens’ own projects.

Recommendations for policy
The findings from this study show that the most important aspect that the municipality can improve upon is its
transparency. Municipalities need to keep the participants up to date on their progress, even at times when
they are uncertain. An important aspect is to communicate with participants that the transition to a gas-free
neighbourhood is new for both parties. Both citizens and the municipality are learning, and citizens have a
unique opportunity to make an impact on the energy transition. When both parties know that there are
uncertainties and they are in this together and through this form a learning community, transparency about
the process can be greatly improved.
In terms of accountability, in cases where the municipality transfers some responsibility for the
energy systems to citizens, there needs to be communication about both parties’ accountability and there
needs to be supervision from the municipality during this process of changing responsibilities. This way, both
parties agree on their new roles and have enough time to develop themselves to carry it out effectively.
In terms of further development of competencies, during the project there should be communication
about which project members are responsible for which of the three roles, and perhaps for other roles than
those found in this study. Furthermore, there should be resources available for citizens to develop themselves
further in their role.
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Appendix I Topic lists English
A. Topic list project leader
Start of the project
How did the project start?
How did you join the project?
What does being a project leader mean to you? What do you see as your tasks?
What were your expectations beforehand about citizens participating? Do you have experience
with projects like this?
How were the group members selected?
What are the activities that you undertake with the project group? (participation methodology)
Context
What kind of project meetings have taken place so far? Which activities have you undertaken as a
group?
How would you describe the group?
Are there people who speak a lot more than others? Or some who haven’t been as prominent?
What are your views on the project? How has it gone so far? Easy parts, hard parts?
Competencies
What competencies would you say that residents need to meaningfully participate?

B. Topic list residents
Becoming a participant
How did you first hear about the project?
How did you join the project?
What does being a participant mean to you? When are you happy with your participation? (What is
meaningful participation?)
What were your expectations beforehand about your participation?
Context
What is the connection like with the other participants?
Are there people who speak a lot more than others? Or some who haven’t been as prominent?
Being a participant
What kind of project meetings have taken place so far?
Do you have certain tasks, what are they?
How has it gone so far? Easy parts, hard parts?
How did you feel during and after participating?
Competencies
What have you learnt so far? Knowledge, skills?
Have you changed your attitude and behaviour within the project, or at home?
Knowledge:
-

Did you gain new knowledge or insights into the subject(s)?

Skills:
-

In what ways have you been able to express your opinions?
Communication skills:
▪ Co-operation
▪ Joint decision-making
▪ Motivating oneself and others
▪ Express opinion/views, convince others
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-

▪ Listening
Have you had to deal with difficult situations?
o Personal values
o Incomplete information
o Conflicts

Attitude:
-

Do you think you have thought more about your own values and biases? In what way? Have they
changed?
o Empathy, tolerance
o Equity
o Sustainability
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Appendix II Topic lists Dutch (used for interviews)
Schuingedrukt staan de links met de onderzoeksvragen en het conceptueel framework, voor de analyse. Dit
wordt niet met de geïnterviewden gedeeld.

A. Topic list projectleider
Persoonsgegevens
Datum: 25 november 2019
Naam project: Buitenpepers aardgasvrij
Interview met: key informant, lid van Meedenkteam
Opstarten van interview
Bedankt dat u tijd wilde vrijmaken voor dit interview, fijn dat u wilt meewerken.
Dit interview is onderdeel van mijn afstudeeronderzoek bij de universiteit van Wageningen, naar
burgerparticipatie bij duurzame energieprojecten. Ik onderzoek welke vaardigheden, kennis en houdingen
nodig zijn voor burgers om op een betekenisvolle manier te kunnen participeren in deze projecten. Tot nu toe
is er veel gekeken vanuit het oogpunt van de planner bij bijvoorbeeld de gemeente, ik ben juist benieuwd naar
het perspectief van lokale inwoners in zulke projecten.
Het interview zal ongeveer een half uur duren.
Eerst zal ik wat vragen over hoe u bij dit project betrokken bent geraakt, daarna over hoe het project tot nu
toe gaat en daarna sluiten we af met wat vragen over competenties van burgers.
Uw gegevens worden anoniem verwerkt, uw naam zal niet verschijnen in mijn rapport. Wel zou ik graag dit
interview op willen nemen, zodat ik zeker weet dat ik alle informatie meeneem in de verwerking. Deze
opnames worden nadat ik ze heb uitgewerkt opgeslagen in een niet publiek-toegankelijke
universiteitsdatabase om betrouwbaarheid van onderzoek te borgen. Vindt u het goed dat ik dit gesprek
opneem?
Start van het project
1. Hoe bent u betrokken geraakt bij het project?
2.

Wanneer is dit project van start gegaan en wat was de aanleiding daartoe? (Niet in PAW, door
gemeente gekozen als pilot toch?)

3.

Wat is het doel van het project?

4.

Wat is uw rol? (Wat betekent het voor u om projectleider te zijn?) Wat ziet u als uw taken?

5.

Hoe zijn de burgers betrokken bij het project? Hoe ging de selectie van burgers?

6.

Wat waren uw verwachtingen vooraf van burgerparticipatie? Had u ervaring met vergelijkbare
projecten?

7.

Wat is volgens u de rol van burgers in dit project? Hoe kunnen zij betekenisvol bijdragen? Hoe gaat
dat verder in de toekomst, met de rest van de buurt?

Context
Research sub question: What are the contextual factors that help residents develop their competencies during
participation in natural gas-free neighbourhood projects?
8. Wat voor participatie bijeenkomsten zijn er tot nu toe geweest? Bent u bij iedere bijeenkomst
aanwezig eweest? Wat zijn de activiteiten die u onderneemt met de (burgers in de) projectgroep
(bepaalde gepreksvormen)?
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9.

Wat is uw mening over de voortgang tot nu toe? Zijn er obstakels? Dingen die makkelijker gingen dan
verwacht?

10. Hoe zou u de groep omschrijven? (Grootte, leeftijden, m/v verhouding, diversiteit)
11. Wat kunt u zeggen over de aanwezigheid van de bewoners in het gesprek? Zijn er mensen die meer
op de voorgrond zijn dan anderen? Wat voor mensen zijn dat?
Competenties
Research sub question: Which competencies do participants show, and which are developed throughout the
process of citizen participation in natural gas-free neighbourhood projects?
12. Welke kennis vindt u dat burgers nodig hebben bij het project, om betekenisvol mee te kunnen doen?
o Welke kennis doen de burgers op gedurende het project?
13. En welke vaardigheden zijn volgens u nodig binnen dit project?
o Welke vaardigheden doen burgers op gedurende het project?
14. Welke houding helpt burgers om mee te kunnen doen?
o Heeft u hierin veranderingen gezien?
15. Wie is volgens u een interessante participant om te bevragen over hun ervaringen en ontwikkelingen
binnen dit project? Waarom?
Dit waren alle vragen die ik heb voor u. Bedankt voor uw tijd en inzichten. Zou ik eventueel nog contact mogen
opnemen bij onduidelijkheden? (Gegevens uitwisselen)

B. Topic list inwoners
Persoonsgegevens
Datum:
Naam project:
Interview met: participant
Opstarten van interview
Bedankt dat u tijd wilde vrijmaken voor dit interview, fijn dat u wilt meewerken. Ik ben Arniek Doornbos, ik
studeer milieubeleid aan de Universiteit van Wageningen. Dit interview is onderdeel van mijn
afstudeeronderzoek naar burgerparticipatie bij duurzame energieprojecten. Ik onderzoek welke vaardigheden,
kennis en houdingen nodig zijn voor burgers om op een betekenisvolle manier te kunnen participeren in deze
projecten. Tot nu toe is er veel gekeken vanuit het oogpunt van de planner bij bijvoorbeeld de gemeente, ik
ben juist benieuwd naar het perspectief van lokale inwoners in zulke projecten. Het interview zal ongeveer een
uur duren. Eerst zal ik wat vragen over hoe u bij dit project betrokken bent geraakt, daarna hoe het is om een
participant te zijn, en welke ontwikkelingen dat bij u veroorzaakt, we sluiten af met wat volgens u belangrijke
kennis, vaardigheden en houdingen zijn om te participeren. Uw gegevens worden anoniem verwerkt, uw naam
zal niet verschijnen in mijn rapport. Wel zou ik graag dit interview op willen nemen, zodat ik zeker weet dat ik
alle informatie meeneem in de verwerking. Deze opnames worden nadat ik ze heb uitgewerkt opgeslagen in
een niet publiek-toegankelijke universiteitsdatabase om betrouwbaarheid van onderzoek te borgen. Vindt u
het goed dat ik dit gesprek opneem?
I. Een participant worden
1. Hoe bent u bij het project betrokken geraakt? (Openness, inclusiveness) Waarom? (Values)
2.

Wat waren uw verwachtingen over deelname vooraf?

3.

Wat betekent het voor u om een participant te zijn? (Meaningful participation)

4.

Wanneer bent u tevreden met uw participatie? (Meaningful participation)
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II. Een participant zijn
1. Wat voor bijeenkomsten zijn er tot nu toe geweest? (Participation methodologies, equity)
2.

Heeft u vaste taken? (Responsibility, accountability)

3.

Hoe is het gegaan? Wat is er makkelijk/moeilijk/onverwacht?

4.

Hoe wordt er met u gecommuniceerd vanuit de gemeente over dit project? Wat vindt u daarvan?
Weet u het belang van dit project vanuit de gemeente? (Transparency)

5.

In hoeverre kunt u meedenken en meepraten binnen het project? Op wat voor manieren? Voelt u
zich gehoord? (Openness, inclusiveness)

Context
Research sub question: What are the contextual factors that help residents develop their competencies during
participation in natural gas-free neighbourhood energy projects?
6. Wat helpt binnen de projectgroep om u goed te laten functioneren?
III. Ontwikkeling binnen het project
Research sub questions: Which competencies do participants show, and which are developed throughout the
process of citizen participation in natural gas-free neighbourhood projects?
Kennis
7.

Heeft u nieuwe kennis opgedaan in het onderwerp duurzame energie? (Technisch, financieel, leef
comfort) Had u al een basis hierin?

Vaardigheden
8.

Hoe is de samenwerking? Hoe is het om gezamenlijk keuzes te maken?

9.

Zijn er mensen die meer of minder spreken dan de rest? Wie zijn dit? Weet u anderen hun meningen?

10. Heeft u te maken gehad met moeilijke situaties binnen het project?
Persoonlijke waarden
Incomplete informatie
Conflicten
Houding
11. Is uw houding of gedrag binnen het project veranderd, of thuis? Kunt u hiervan voorbeelden geven?
12. Heeft u nagedacht over uw eigen waardes omtrent duurzaamheid en gelijkheid? Zijn deze veranderd?
13. Had u bepaalde oordelen die niet waar bleken te zijn? Of die juist bevestigd zijn?

Competenties (self-reported)
Research sub question: Which competencies do residents find that they need to successfully participate in
natural gas-free neighbourhood projects?
14. Welke houding is volgens u belangrijk om te hebben binnen projecten als deze?
15. Zijn er nog vaardigheden of kennis die volgens u nodig zijn voor participatie, waar we het niet over
hebben gehad?
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Dit waren alle vragen die ik heb voor u. Bedankt voor uw tijd en inzichten. Zou ik eventueel nog contact mogen
opnemen bij onduidelijkheden? (Gegevens uitwisselen).
Indien nodig: wie van uw mede-participanten zou u mij aanraadden om ook te interviewen over dit
onderwerp?
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Appendix III Observation plan
Fieldwork notes

Where are you
and what do you
see?

Diary
(what do you think
about/what do you
experience/which
theories)
Who are there
and how many?

What are people
doing and who
does it?

Logbook
(which method,
place, time)
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Appendix IV Code tree
In this appendix the code tree that resulted from the analysis of the transcribed interview in Atlas.ti are
described. The analysis resulted in the creation of 355 codes. These were grouped based on contents, in
connection with the conceptual framework. First, I will shortly explain the different code groups and what they
were based on. Then, each theme will be further elaborated on, showing the results from the interviews and
observations.
Participants spoke about the process of their project thus far; this was a way for me to get insight into
the project and was the way in which most interviews started. Furthermore, the participants spoke about the
conditions for (their) participation, factors that motivated or hindered their participation. Another code group
that came out of the data were the conditions that people had to changing their house to a gas-free home, this
was a subject that all participants had an opinion about.
Three of the themes out of the theoretical framework of legitimacy also appeared. Participants spoke
about transparency, accountability and outcome legitimacy. Transparency refers to the availability of
information to the participants from the municipality, and accountability refers to actors taking responsibility
in their roles. Output legitimacy refers to the effects that the resulting decisions have on citizens. Input
legitimacy, inclusiveness & openness and efficacy did not inductively come out of the analysis. These themes
will be discussed in the next chapter, since they are indirectly referred to.
The rest of the codes were divided into skills, knowledge and attitudes, based on the three parts of
competencies. However, these groups were too broad and resulted in a high density of codes, making them
difficult to analyse and describe. Therefore, based on the idea that a well-formulated competency combines
attitudes, skills and knowledge, the groups were combined again. Based on the conceptual framework,
competency themes were formulated, see the table 1 in chapter 2.8. These are the groups: communication,
knowledge, perspective, role, taking action and values. The codes were subdivided into these groups.
In table 2 the amount of codes per code group are given as well as a description per code group.
Groups were further subdivided in cases where there was too much variation in the codes within these groups.
For example, in the code group communication the main themes that were discussed by participants was
creating support within their neighbourhood, communication in the project group and negotiation with
external groups. Instead of one group of 57 codes, this left me with three subgroups of 10-24 codes, which
represent in a clearer way what the participants shared.
Table 2 Code tree resulting from the analysis of the interviews

Code group
Process of Case A
Process of Case B
Process of Case C
Conditions natural gas-free

Factors motivating gasfree
Factors hindering gasfree
Conditions of participation

Description
Descriptions of the process of
each of the cases.
In this group participants describe
conditions that they have for
becoming natural gas-free.

-

-

Factors motivating
participation
Factors hindering
participation

Accountability

Amount of codes within group
A: 42
B: 6
C: 7
49

12
37
In this group participants describe
conditions that allow
people/make people want to
participate.
Codes where participants explain
reasons to participate.
Codes where participants explain
the factors that hinder
participation.
In this group participants describe
their opinions and questions
surrounding responsibility and
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36
10

19
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Transparency (of the government)

Outcome legitimacy

Communication

-

Mobilizing support

-

Project group

-

Negotiation external
parties
Knowledge

Perspective
Role

Strategic

Taking action

Values

accountability for the new energy
systems and the process.
In this group participants describe
the (lack of) transparency of the
government about the project.
Also based on legitimacy
literature. This group describes
effects of participation for the
participants.
All codes relating to
communication within the group,
the neighbourhood and the
outside world.
Codes relating to mobilizing
support from the neighbourhood.
Codes about communication in
the project group.
Codes about negotiation with
external parties.
Codes where participants
describe where they get their
knowledge and how they deal
with (lack of) knowledge.
Codes where participants talk
about different perspectives.
Codes where participants talk
about their own expertise,
limitations, identity, principles.
Codes where participants speak
about strategies they use or plans
they make in the project.
Codes where participant speak
about practical measures they
have taken.
Codes where participants talk
about why they participate.

26

4

55

23
22
10
24

26
9

25

12

4

