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Project description 

The project is a follow-up of preliminary research conducted for the interdisciplinary special interest group 
Citizen Engagement and Urban Sustainability (CITEUS). The assistantship will focus on conducting 
individual interviews, on co-organising co-creation workshops, and on co-authoring a scientific report. 
 
Many challenges that community energy initiatives face in their interactions with local stakeholders are 
related to issues of democratic legitimacy: democratic values and their role in creating legitimacy. For 
instance, they fail to reach, include and represent a diverse group of citizens, and the complex and 
technical nature of energy production limits the possibilities for broad and direct participation. 
Community energy initiatives also experience challenges in the cooperation with the municipality. 
Common legitimacy issues found in the interaction between energy initiatives and the municipality are: 
internal and external accountability issues; distrust and tendency to control; and a mismatch in goals and 
expectations. The municipality also has an influence on the democratic legitimacy of energy initiatives, via 
its subsidy allocation, network steering function and regulatory framework. The proposed research 
project aims to 1) gain understanding of democratic innovations in community energy initiatives that have 
been applied in other parts of Europe; and to 2) use these insights to co-develop innovative approaches 
to strengthen the democratic legitimacy of energy initiatives in Utrecht and that can 3) increase 
democratic legitimacy in the collaborative governance of municipalities and energy initiatives. In our 
search for democratic approaches, we will focus on issues of participation, representation, transparency, 
accountability and responsive decision-making. 
 
Methodology 
Together with local stakeholders (initiators and participants of energy initiatives, non-participating 
citizens, local NGOs, local government officials, researchers) we will engage in a community-up process of 
transdisciplinary research to identify and prioritize the key issues, to discuss the desired situation and to 
jointly find solutions in terms of concrete actions to enhance democratic legitimacy. We will act as 
facilitators of this transdisciplinary research process by organizing focus groups and workshops to create 
mutual understanding and trust among the stakeholders. During the first months of the project, we ask 
the assistant to conduct a (literature) review of formalized types of citizen participation processes in in 
different places in Europe, and explore the opportunities to address legitimacy issues and see how they 
can be suited for energy initiatives. In the first place, we considered deliberative types of democratic 
innovations (i.e. citizens’ assemblies, citizens’ juries, mini-publics), but also some hybrid forms can be 
discussed. Then, we will run co-creation workshops in which we will discuss such innovative approaches, 
their strengths and weaknesses, and challenges to their implementation. Ultimately, we aim to co-create 
approaches to more legitimate forms of citizen initiatives-city government interactions in energy 
governance. 

 

mailto:h.l.p.mees@uu.nl
mailto:n.w.r.jochemsen@uu.nl
https://www.uu.nl/en/research/transforming-cities/research/citizen-engagement


Project proposal Bright Minds Assistantships February 2023 

   
 

Job requirements 

The assistant should demonstrate a keen interest in research, with the ability to conduct interviews. The 
assistant should have good writing and communication skills and preferably a background in sustainable 
development and environmental governance. Although the supervisors are heavily involved, the assistant 
should be able to work relatively independently. Dutch language is preferred but not obligatory.  
 


