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A B S T R A C T   

Energy citizenship is an emerging concept in policy and practice. Yet scientific theorising around energy citi-
zenship is scarce, and rarely bundled in interdisciplinary discourse. In this article, we present an interdisciplinary 
definition of energy citizenship as people's rights to and responsibilities for a just and sustainable energy tran-
sition. Energy citizenship contains multiple aspects and allows for various approaches, of which we zoom into 
psychological, legal, and economic perspectives on the topic. From a psychological perspective, we construct an 
empirically testable sub-definition of energy citizenship based on previous psychological theorising. A legal 
perspective shows, exemplarily for the EU context, that energy citizenship qualifies as an EU citizenship because 
it consists of a bundle of rights and duties of the individual in the context of a committed, just and sustainable 
energy transition. An economic perspective reveals how energy citizenship already takes shape in current EU 
directives, and how this implies a new – more collectivist – economic model. Drawing on the three perspectives, 
we then sketch energy citizenship as an interdisciplinary research field. As a conclusion, we present a trans-
disciplinary definition of energy citizenship that is suitable for policy makers, energy communities and citizens, 
as it explicates a co-responsible process of people and governments.   
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1. Introduction 

Global environmental crises such as climate change [1], depletion of 
natural resources [2,3], and biodiversity loss [4,5] stress the need for 
new approaches to the energy transition. Past approaches have largely 
focused on people as passive consumers in a top-down transition [6]. 
They built on a deficit view of the public, assuming that people lack the 
knowledge, capabilities, and willingness to actively participate in the 
energy transition [7,8] (but see [9]). Yet such approaches might limit 
the possibilities for actual change to take place, as they do not 
acknowledge the manifold roles that people can take in the energy 
transition, as users, consumers, prosumers, (political) supporters, pro-
testers, and citizens of a specific region, nation, or the EU [10]. In order 
to reach the EU's ambitious 32 % renewable energy target for 2030 [11], 
governments urgently need to address these manifold roles and mea-
sures through which people living in the EU can actively participate in 
the energy transition. 

To acknowledge people's manifold roles in a novel approach to the 
energy transition, psychologist Devine-Wright [7] introduced the 
concept of energy citizenship. He defined energy citizenship as ‘a view of 
the public that emphasises awareness of responsibility for climate 
change, equity and justice in relation to siting controversies as well as 
fuel poverty and, finally, the potential for (collective) energy actions, 
including acts of consumption and the setting up of community 
renewable energy projects such as energy co-operatives’ (p. 71/72). 
From a practical perspective, EU growth strategies and visions regarding 
a low-carbon economy have started including citizen participation and 
engagement [11–14]. Additionally, growing numbers of renewable en-
ergy projects in Europe show that many citizens are indeed increasingly 
interested in participating in the energy transition [15]. However, from 
a research perspective, energy citizenship is still an underemphasised 
part of the energy transition that lacks theorising as well as empirical 
studies in various scientific disciplines [6,16]. In the light of practical 
trends but scarce scientific investigation, it is crucial to understand, 
question, and discuss the role of citizens in the energy transition, and to 
examine how a citizenship approach can unfold its full potential. 

There are several conceptual gaps currently surrounding the concept 
of energy citizenship. Throughout his article, Devine-Wright [7] laid out 
many possibilities of how energy citizenship could be conceptualised, 
for example, by highlighting the roles of perceived responsibility, jus-
tice, and energy actions. Yet it remains largely unclear whether some of 
these ideas are part of the core concept of energy citizenship, variants of 
it or only connected to it [11,17]. Moreover, energy citizenship was 
defined as a view of the public [7,18]. However, it remains unclear 
whether ‘a view of the public’ signifies (1) how the public is perceived, 
(2) beliefs about how the public should be, or (3) beliefs that the public 
itself has. Even greater challenges arise if one tries to approximate the 
concept from various disciplines that involve completely different un-
derlying research traditions and assumptions. While we find a number of 
studies representing a sociological perspective on energy citizenship 
[6,10,17], other disciplinary perspectives are scarce. Additionally, cur-
rent research often views energy citizenship as active participation – and 
thus immense responsibility – of individuals in the energy transition, 
thereby neglecting the crucial role of politics and governments for the 
energy citizenship concept [17,19]. The question remains what exactly 
constitutes energy citizenship. 

We address this question with an interdisciplinary scoping review, 
based on a cooperation of psychologists, lawyers and economists, 
inherent to our project [20]. While many other disciplines could have 
contributed equally useful ideas, a combination of these three disci-
plines might offer some novel starting points. While psychological 
research focusses on the behavioural aspects of the energy transition 
(micro-level), research in economics and law are related to changes in 
macro-level factors of the energy system. Integrating these comple-
mentary perspectives into an interdisciplinary understanding of the 
energy transition should thus provide a feasible approach, both for 

theoretical development as well as for practical application. We adapted 
our interdisciplinary process to previous frameworks [21,22]. At first, 
we gathered concepts relevant to the subject of energy citizenship, and 
opened interdisciplinary debates to build common ground. At the centre 
were four concepts: People's rights (i.e., entitlement with energy services 
and participation opportunities in the energy transition), people's re-
sponsibilities (i.e., commitment to promote and participate in the energy 
transition), the aim of a just energy transition (i.e., accounting and seeking 
to overcome structural barriers, fairly distributing benefits and burdens, 
and creating a representative and inclusive energy decision-making 
process [17,23,24]), and the aim of a sustainable energy transition (i.e., 
seeking long-term stability of the environment and economy by inte-
grating environmental, social, and economic concerns throughout the 
decision-making process [25–28]). In a second step, we used these 
concepts to construct a preliminary interdisciplinary definition of en-
ergy citizenship: Energy citizenship is citizens' right to and responsibility 
for a fair, just, and sustainable energy transition. This definition would 
form a parsimonious basis for disciplinary examinations. Third, we 
decided on our core research question: How is the concept of energy citi-
zenship featured in psychology, law, and economics? 

In a fourth stage, psychologists, lawyers, and economists wrote 
disciplinary reviews targeting the core question as well as further 
scoping questions, rooted in disciplinary traditions. They reflect the 
structure of this paper. From a psychological perspective, we were inter-
ested in how energy citizenship could be transformed into an empirically 
investigable construct with psychological dimensions (Section 2). Our 
legal perspective asked how current EU law is shaping energy citizenship 
in a context of an overall expanding concept of citizenship (Section 3). 
From an economic perspective, we reflected on the implications of energy 
citizenship for the economic model within the EU (Section 4). Energy 
communities, defined as initiatives aiming to collectively promote a 
sustainable energy transition in a local area [29], presented themselves 
as prominent examples in which central aspects of energy citizenship are 
featured. All disciplines therefore elaborated on the connection between 
energy communities and energy citizenship. 

In a fifth step, we discussed commonalities, differences, and learning 
potential between disciplines, thereby sketching how an interdisci-
plinary research field of energy citizenship could look like (Section 5.1). 
Sixth, our team engaged in co-creation processes with diverse stake-
holders (e.g., policy makers, energy community members, scientists 
from other disciplines, citizens) to discuss our preliminary definition. 
Based on these activities, we concluded that a transdisciplinary defini-
tion of energy citizenship needed to be more comprehensive, and should 
make way for a co-responsibility of both governmental authorities and 
individuals (Section 5.2). In a last step, we determined our final inter-
disciplinary definition of energy citizenship that all disciplines were able 
to work with: Energy citizenship is people's rights to and responsibilities for a 
just and sustainable energy transition (Fig. 1).1 The ideal outcome of such a 
transition would be an equitable and regenerative energy system. As we 
represent only three among many disciplines that are relevant for the 
study of energy citizenship, this review aims at opening the interdisci-
plinary discussion around energy citizenship. 

2. Energy citizenship from a psychological perspective 

Energy citizenship has not yet been systematically studied as a psy-
chological construct. This is possibly due to the innovative and uncon-
ventional conceptualisation of energy citizenship. Yet we do find studies 
in environmental psychology on related concepts such as environmental 
citizenship. Typically, psychological studies conceptualised environ-
mental citizenship as a single-faceted subtype of pro-environmental 
behaviour in the tradition of Stern et al. [31]. Environmental 

1 In the associated deliverable [30], we provide a detailed reasoning on why 
we chose this definition. 
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citizenship in this stream solely includes behaviours, for example, 
‘writing letters to political officials, joining and contributing funds to 
movement organisations, and reading movement literature’ (p. 82) or 
signing a petition to benefit the environment [31–37]. In contrast, 
Devine-Wright [7] described energy citizenship as a multifaceted 
construct, including many aspects, among them rights, responsibilities, 
awareness, positive feelings, and willingness to act. In some ways, it 
resembles Schultz et al.'s [38] three components definition of environ-
mental attitude that contains beliefs, affects, and behavioural intentions 
(see also [39,40]). Similarly, Hadjichambis et al.'s [12] concept of 
environmental citizenship entailed several facets such as awareness, 
environmental literacy, and motivation for individual consumption and 
collective action as the implementation of citizens' environmental rights 
and duties. 

At the basis of our psychological review is the assumption that en-
ergy citizenship should be conceptualised as a multifaceted concept that 
goes beyond energy behaviours. Public behaviours such as signing a 
petition have been studied extensively in previous psychological 
research [35,41]. Part of the innovative potential of energy citizenship 
lies in the idea that it is a conglomerate of beliefs and motivations 
related to the energy transition. Only when conceptualised as a 
conglomerate can energy citizenship offer new perspectives on already 
existing psychological theories, methods, and applications. To be a 
viable multifaceted concept, energy citizenship must have clear facets, 
and explicitly distinguish its facets from its predictors. Based on all of the 
facets mentioned by Devine-Wright [7] and Hadjichambis et al. [12], we 
arrived at the essence of energy citizenship: Energy citizenship from a 
psychological perspective is people's belief that they as individuals and as 
collectives have rights and responsibilities for a just and sustainable energy 
transition, and their motivation to act upon those rights and responsibilities. 
This definition enables researchers to investigate how energy citizenship 
relates to actual energy behaviours such as involvement in an energy 
community, and other well-known psychological factors (e.g., values). 
In the following paragraphs, we describe why a viable psychological 
concept of energy citizenship should (1) include the aims of a just and 
sustainable energy transition, (2) centre around the beliefs that people 
have rights and responsibilities, (3) include a motivation to act, and (4) 
consider individual and collective aspects of these beliefs and motiva-
tions (Fig. 2). 

2.1. Energy citizenship has the aim of a just and sustainable energy 
transition 

We argue for an understanding of energy citizenship that binds 
certain beliefs and aims to an action (motivation). While research in 
environmental psychology typically focusses on the aim of environ-
mental protection, energy citizenship broadens this perspective to more 
general sustainability aims (but see, e.g. [42]). For example, former 
concepts of energy citizenship highlighted social justice as a key element 
of energy citizenship [7]. The aim of a just and sustainable energy 
transition accounts for and seeks to overcome structural barriers to 
participation, thereby ensuring a global energy system that fairly dis-
tributes both the benefits and burdens of energy services, and contrib-
utes to more representative and inclusive energy decision-making 
[17,23,24]. It aims for stability of collective environmental, social, and 
economic interests [25–28]. Energy citizenship should equally reflect 
this potential for aligned or conflicting collective aims within the indi-
vidual. Investigating how people's diverse collective aims interact might 
lead to new research angles and a better understanding of their overall 
motivation. 

We further suggest that energy citizenship should not only include 
the aim of social justice but should be explicitly justice-based, in that it 
takes reasoning about justice into consideration [43]. We focus on 
perceived rights, responsibilities, and motivations (and not behaviour), 
as these are probably less affected by legal or economic constraints than 
actual behaviour (see intent- vs. impact-oriented approach [44]). A 
motivational approach thus allows for a more inclusive definition of 
energy citizenship. 

Energy communities are a suitable example to illustrate how the 
three aims of energy citizenship (environmental, social, economic sus-
tainability) are targeted. While energy communities across the EU vary 
substantially [45,46], some common aims stand out. Energy commu-
nities usually evolve around people's environmental sustainability goals 
[47–50] (Fig. 3). This entails the promotion of renewable energies, for 
example, by collectively purchasing solar cells, implementing energy 
saving programs, and providing renewable energy surplus to the grid. 
Furthermore, energy communities often aim at more equitable and 
democratic energy systems (e.g., [19,51–54]). Limited access to financial 
resources (in order to invest in energy communities) or perceived lack of 
competence to engage in energy issues are potential barriers to partic-
ipation in the energy transition. Energy communities hold great poten-
tial to reduce these barriers, thus making them potential catalysts for 
promoting energy citizenship [55–57]. For example, they can poten-
tially create the possibility to promote inclusion by allowing more and 
different types of people to participate in energy transitions.2 Many 
energy communities additionally aim to contribute to economic sustain-
ability in that they mean to foster local economic development [59], 
enhance resource independence [57,60,61], and produce economic 
benefits for their members [62–64]. Next to ecological, social, and 
economic aims, energy communities are further characterised by their 
bottom-up formation by community members [65], open and voluntary 
participation, and effective control by citizens, local authorities and 
smaller businesses [11,66]. This example of energy communities shows 
how energy citizenship aims might be pursued. 

2.2. Energy citizenship centres around the beliefs that people have rights 
and responsibilities 

Central to the definition of Devine-Wright [7] and a psychological 
perspective is that energy citizenship is about people's perceptions that 
they have rights and that they are responsible for a just and sustainable 

Fig. 1. Interdisciplinary perspective of energy citizenship with four 
key aspects. 

2 We acknowledge that more systematic evidence is needed about the out-
comes of energy communities. Energy communities could potentially also lead 
to negative unintended consequences such as exacerbated inequalities [58]. 
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energy transition. Despite its relevance for democratic societies, the 
concept of beliefs regarding specific rights is not yet truly captured by 
constructs of social and environmental psychological theories. The 
concept of beliefs about rights can point to (at least) three psychological 
aspects. First, it can refer to the perception of being formally granted a 
right by the government, for example, having the right to vote. Second, 
it can also link to the belief that one should have a specific right if it has 
not yet been legally implemented, for example, a woman in the 1910s 
might have thought that they should have the right to vote. Third, 
perceived rights can also represent the extent that a person feels they can 
actually make use of a right. For example, a person might have the right 
to go to university, but the financial situation of their parents affects 
their chances to actually make use of this right. Even if the formal right 
exists, there might be economic and legal barriers impeding the ability 
to contribute to the energy transition. This third aspect shares some 
similarity with the concept of (collective) self-efficacy [67], defined as 
people's belief that they as individuals or as collectives can perform 
certain actions to achieve certain aims. (Collective) self-efficacy has 
been a key predictor of both political behaviour [68] and collective 
action [41,69–72]. In the energy transition, these three aspects of rights 
might interact. If people perceive to have a right and the ability to enact 
this right, this could predict involvement in the energy transition 
through political participation processes as a form of exercising one's 
energy citizenship. Yet if a person perceives that they actually have a 
right but are not able to enact it, this could represent a rights violation 
and prompt resistance and protest as other ways of exercising one's 
energy citizenship [73–75]. People's perceived rights in the energy 
transition as well as their interplay might offer novel psychological 

Fig. 2. Psychological perspective of energy citizenship with three pillars (beliefs, motivations, aims) and two levels (personal and social identity).  

Fig. 3. Overview of common characteristics of energy communities.  
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research angles, as they are central aspects of energy citizenship. While 
perceived rights seem to be an underemphasised topic, perceived re-
sponsibility is a core construct in multiple theories that aim to explain 
pro-environmental behaviours (e.g., norm-activation model [76], value- 
belief-norm theory [31]). It has been found to be predictive of sustain-
able energy behaviours [77–79]. However, the impact of perceived 
(collective) responsibilities in an energy transition that aims not only at 
ecological sustainability but also social justice remains to be studied. 

2.3. Energy citizenship includes a motivation to act rather than actual 
behaviour 

While research on organisational citizenship behaviour, explicitly 
refers to behaviour (rather than a motivation to act) [80,81], previous 
theoretical work on energy citizenship argued that it should be regarded 
as a potential for action rather than a behaviour [7]. We agree with the 
second stance, as action motivation is more suitable for an energy citi-
zenship concept highlighting social justice and inclusivity. Most people 
can build motivation but not everyone can engage in specific behav-
iours, for example, afford to put solar panels on one's roof or make time 
to volunteer for an energy community initiative. Energy citizens do not 
just react to extrinsic triggers or incentives. Instead, their actions are 
based in self-determined goals such as environmental protection and 
social justice [82,83]. For example, if someone joins an energy com-
munity, but derives their motivation merely from personal financial 
incentives, this might be a sign of pro-environmental energy behaviour 
but not of energy citizenship. Then again, if someone cannot afford 
joining an energy community but still feels responsible and willing to 
promote a just and sustainable energy transition whenever possible, this 
could be seen as a sign of energy citizenship, as the person is motivated to 
act. While an approach focussing on specific energy behaviours might 
find that structural factors constrain energy citizenship, a motivational 
approach to energy citizenship can focus on psychological predictors 
apart from structural constraints, and might therefore be more appro-
priate for psychological research [44,84]. Another core advantage to 
defining energy citizenship as a motivation (and not behaviour) is that it 
allows researchers to investigate energy citizenship in direct relation to 
specific behaviours. Thereby, it is generative in providing explanations 
for various psychological responses beyond personal behaviour that are 
of pivotal importance for the energy transition, for example, policy 
acceptance, inclusion, protest, and social identification with specific 
pro-environmental groups. 

While we argue that energy citizenship should be a motivation to act 
(rather than a behaviour), the question remains which actions are 
constitutive of this motivation. Stern et al. [31,32] defined environ-
mental citizenship as a form of non-activist public behaviour, and pre-
sented examples such as signing a petition. For them, environmental 
citizenship contrasted to more passive policy acceptance, to riskier 
environmental activism, and private-sphere environmentalism such as 
individual energy consumption (see also [33–35,37]). Again, Stern 
et al.'s [31] empirical operationalisation diverged from Devine-Wright's 
[7] theoretical conceptualisation. Devine-Wright [7] explicated that 
while earlier understandings of citizenship mainly concentrated on 
public and activist behaviours such as energy community membership 
[85], later definitions highlighted the need to include private con-
sumption and ideas of the ecological footprint [86,87]. We agree that 
only a more complex understanding of energy citizenship can capture all 
possible pathways to a just and sustainable energy transition in which 
individuals play their manifold roles (see also [7,12,88]). Consequently, 
energy citizenship needs to include the motivation to act – privately (e. 
g., saving energy, using renewable energies in one's household), and 
publicly (e.g., voting, petitioning, protesting, volunteering in an energy 
community). 

2.4. Energy citizenship considers individual and collective aspects of 
motivation 

From a psychological perspective, a typology of energy-related be-
haviours may not only distinguish between private and public/activist 
behaviours, but also between personal and collective behaviour. Ac-
cording to the social identity approach [89,90], an action can be un-
derstood in terms of personal action or collective action. While personal 
action is rooted in people's individual beliefs and motivations, collective 
action is defined as individuals' actions as group members and on the 
ground of collective cognitions, affect, and motivation [69,71,91,92]. At 
the centre of collective action is people's social identity, that is, the part of 
an individual's self-concept that arises from their group memberships 
and its emotional valence, thereby creating the human capacity to define 
the self as we [71,93]. Social identity theory posits that people can 
flexibly shift between various personal and social identities [94]. 

While previous theorising conceptualised energy citizenship on a 
local, regional, national, and global level [7], we extend this perspective 
and suggest that individuals can have collective energy citizenship with 
respect to a broad range of social identities. In other words, they would 
perceive responsibilities, rights and action motivation as a local citizen, 
consumer, a voter of a specific party, an EU citizen, a global citizen, a 
member of a specific energy community, and many more [95]. A col-
lective perspective is necessary as individual and collective notions of 
energy citizenship might diverge. For example, a person might believe 
that they as an individual have only a limited amount of responsibility 
for an energy transition, but that they as a local community have the 
shared responsibility to promote an energy transition that is both sus-
tainable and just for members of their community. Also, public energy 
supply is not typically a task for individuals but rather for collectives (e. 
g., the municipality). Thus, defining oneself as a group member should 
be important for determining an individual's actions in the energy 
transition [71]. 

What is interesting in the study of collective energy citizenship is that 
specific social identities will be more central than others, with possible 
consequences for their relation to actual behaviour. Previous meta- 
analytical research indicates that identification with a politicised and 
pro-environmental group could be of particular relevance for the moti-
vation to act upon one's rights and responsibilities as energy citizens 
[69,96,97]. Other identities might be less connected, or only show 
strong relations if their specific context matches. For example, a strong 
EU citizen identification might be connected to energy citizenship be-
liefs, affects, and potential actions at the EU level, but less at the local 
level. Place-bound collective energy citizenship could offer valuable 
insights into the relationships between individuals, collectives, and 
governments. A social identity as a consumer might even have adverse 
consequences for energy citizenship. In a framing experiment, cueing a 
consumer identity (e.g., by labelling a task ‘consumer reaction study’ as 
compared to a ‘citizen reaction study’) led to less perceived re-
sponsibility and trust [98]. These findings support Lennon et al.'s [17] 
notion that the deficit model of individuals portrayed as consumers may 
undermine energy-related action, and highlight that the potential of the 
citizen-based approach may lie only in certain social identities. Ulti-
mately, self-identifying as an energy citizen could become a relevant 
social identity for people who (strongly) support a just and sustainable 
energy transition (see [88]). 

As energy communities and energy citizenship have large overlaps in 
what they aim for – environmental, social, and economic sustainability – 
energy communities represent one of the key social identities for energy 
citizenship. By studying energy communities, the interplay between 
motivations on the collective and individual level becomes visible. 
There are (at least) two perspectives one can assume when thinking 
about their relation: energy community involvement as either outcome 
or predictor of individual energy citizenship. Previous research indeed 
has shown that individual beliefs and motivations regarding ecological 
sustainability are associated with joining an energy community (i.e., 
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energy community involvement as outcome). For example, people with 
a stronger pro-environmental motivation, that is rooted in their envi-
ronmental self-identity and biospheric values, are more likely to join an 
energy community [29,99–102]. Then again, energy communities can 
become and shape relevant social identities, affecting members' and 
non-members' beliefs and motivations to act in accordance with this 
identity (i.e., energy community involvement as predictor). Research 
suggests that those involved in energy communities generally develop 
stronger pro-environmental attitudes [64] and behave more sustainably 
than people who are not involved [99,103]. Moreover, the more 
strongly a person identifies with the energy community, the more they 
will be motivated to act in line with perceived energy community aims 
[65,99,104,105]. 

2.5. Summary of psychological perspective 

Taken together, we combined previous research on energy and 
environmental citizenship with psychological and justice-based theo-
rising. We reasoned why energy citizenship – from a psychological 
perspective – should be conceptualised as people's belief that they as 
individuals and as collectives have rights and responsibilities for a just 
and sustainable energy transition, and their motivation to act upon those 
rights and responsibilities. Energy citizenship can be viewed through the 
lens of many personal and social versions of the self. Thereby, energy 
community membership seems to be a key element of a just and sus-
tainable energy transition, as it can both build upon and shape energy 
citizenship. 

3. Energy citizenship from a legal perspective 

Beyond conceiving of energy citizenship as a set of beliefs and action 
motivation held by individuals, we will show that energy citizenship is 
also an emerging legal concept within the EU.3 We are aware of the fact 
that citizenship is also a political and philosophical concept, yet in the 
following we are looking into citizenship from a legal point of view, 
therefore focusing on legal norms. In our legal analysis, we thus focus on 
EU law, as the concept is currently developed and promoted in this 
context [11,13]. In the following sections, we first describe the essence 
of citizenship and briefly explain how rights and responsibilities, from a 
legal perspective, can be understood as liberal and republican aspects of 
citizenship. Second, we explain that EU citizenship can be understood as 
a multi-layered concept of citizenship including a political, economic 
and justice layer. We then investigate how current EU law actually in-
corporates energy-related rights and duties, which allows us to infer an 
energy layer and the concept of energy citizenship. Finally, we define 
energy citizenship, from the legal perspective, as a bundle of rights of 
the individual, framed by a strong legal commitment of the EU towards 
the goal of a sustainable energy transition. To our knowledge, energy 
citizenship has not been examined as a legal concept in literature until 
now. In this article, we illustrate how energy citizenship can be derived 
from certain legal norms in the EU context. The significance of a legal 
notion of energy citizenship should not be underestimated since energy 
citizenship from a legal point of view is about rights of citizens to 
actively participate in the energy transition. 

3.1. The focus of citizenship is expanding beyond traditional aspects 

In order to conceptualise energy citizenship, one needs to have a 
proper understanding of citizenship and its current developments. In 
this section, we describe ‘traditional’ citizenship concepts from a legal 
point of view and argue that citizenship is becoming an increasingly 
open and flexible concept. A legal view on citizenship helps to focus on 

rights and duties of individuals which, other than the philosophical and 
political view on citizenship, highlights the actual possibilities of 
citizens. 

Traditionally, we find various definitions and conceptions of citi-
zenship in the legal context [107,108]. Often the following four main 
aspects of citizenship are identified [107,109]: first, citizenship is seen 
as linking the individual to a nation state. Second, citizenship has a po-
litical dimension encompassing political rights, for example, the right to 
vote. Third, citizenship includes civil rights aspects, which overlap with 
political rights [110]. Civil rights entail, for example, the right to own 
property or a right to justice [110]. Fourth, scholars point to the psy-
chological aspect that citizenship might lead to a feeling of membership 
and of belonging to a certain community [109]. 

These main aspects of citizenship are neither set in stone, nor clearly 
cut as the evolution of the law shows. Recent legal developments point 
at the softening and opening of the concept of citizenship. EU citizenship 
is an excellent example of such a development [111,112], because EU 
law softens the connection between citizenship and the nation state. This 
is reflected in literature. For example, O'Leary [113] does not rely on the 
nation state in her definition of EU citizenship but uses the term com-
munity instead and defines it as ‘a juridical condition which describes 
membership of and participation in a defined community [… carrying] 
with it a number of rights and duties which are, in themselves, the 
expression of the political and legal link between the [… community] 
and the individual’ (p. 13). Conceptualising citizenship as a link be-
tween an individual and a community (and not necessarily a nation 
state) has further implications for other aspects of citizenship such as the 
psychological feeling of belonging. If we follow ÓLeary's [113] defini-
tion, the feeling of belonging could be tied to any political community, 
for example, the EU, a certain region, a municipality, a neighbourhood, 
or even another community, such as the digital community [114]. 

We also observe that the legal concept of citizenship is opening when 
we look into political rights. Whereas before political rights were 
depending on having a certain citizenship in the sense of nationality, 
nowadays political rights are sometimes also given to residents. In this 
light, some authors have developed a different understanding of citi-
zenship: for instance, Kostakopoulou [112] conceptualises citizenship as 
a network good, for which residence in a certain territory constitutes the 
main criterion for citizenship. In such a concept, citizenship would 
benefit all people residing in the territory of a certain community (for a 
certain period of time). Thus, the pillar of (political) rights as such re-
mains unchanged, but it appears to be more flexible, since citizenship is 
tied to the place of residence. In New Zealand, for example, voting rights 
are given to permanent residents (and not only to citizens) [115]. We 
also find that civil rights as a main aspect of traditional citizenship con-
cepts lose importance. This is due to the rise of human rights [116]. Civil 
rights such as the freedom of belief do not depend on citizenship but on 
being a human being living in a certain area. For the states committed to 
the European Convention on Human Rights, civil rights are guaranteed 
to every human being (irrespective of their citizenship) [117]. 

Citizenship in the traditional sense, as a legal link between an indi-
vidual and a nation will continue to exist. Yet more open concepts of 
citizenship are emerging in law, for instance, EU citizenship. Addition-
ally, there are other current legal developments promoting an open 
citizenship concept, for example, the increased recognition of double or 
multiple citizenship. 

3.2. Liberal and republican aspects of citizenship 

‘Traditional’ citizenship as well as more open forms of citizenship 
harbour a liberal and a republican aspect [118]. The liberal and the 
republican aspect can be detected in law, and are not only a philo-
sophical and/or political idea. According to Honohan [118], the liberal 
aspect of citizenship emphasises legal status and rights. In this view, 
citizenship means that an individual has rights, which can be enforced 
against the state or another community. The republican aspect of 

3 The ideas laid down here are further elaborated in our legal article [106] 
and in our deliverable [30]. 
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citizenship highlights what a certain legal order expects to be done and 
focuses on activity. It thus centres around common responsibilities, for 
example, the group-based possibilities arising from citizenship ‘through 
which citizens can enjoy common goods that individuals cannot achieve 
alone’ (p. 88) [118]. While it may be an oversimplification, this can be 
illustrated by the following example: in liberal thinking, a clean envi-
ronment would be guaranteed by a right to a clean environment against 
the state. In republican thinking, a clean environment would be a 
common good which has to be achieved through active participation of 
citizens. As is often the case, not only one but both approaches combined 
are necessary to achieve a healthy environment. In the case of energy 
citizenship, the liberal aspect of citizenship harbours individual rights 
(and eventually duties) of citizens in the energy transition. The repub-
lican aspect underpins the collective dimension of energy citizenship 
and the joint (moral) responsibilities that follow from it. 

3.3. EU citizenship as an open and multi-layered citizenship 

EU citizenship is an example for an open and flexible concept of 
citizenship [111,112]. When we focus on liberal and republican aspects, 
EU citizenship can moreover be seen as a multi-layered concept of 
citizenship,4 where we can see a liberal (or rights) aspect as well as a 
republican (or responsibilities) aspect for each of these layers. According 
to EU law, EU citizenship does not replace national citizenship but 
complements it [119,120]. Although in its core EU citizenship still de-
pends on individuals being nationals of a Member State (depending on 
traditional citizenship as described in 3.1), EU citizenship reduces the 
significance of national citizenship because it implies a principle of non- 
discrimination between all EU citizens [121,122]. It is therefore trans-
national. In our view, however, the innovative character of EU citizen-
ship does not only lie in its transnational nature, but also in its open and 
multi-layered structure [123]. 

The layers of EU citizenship derive from EU primary and secondary 
law, and they all harbour a republican and a liberal aspect. At the core of 
EU citizenship lies a political layer consisting, for example, of the right to 
vote and stand for elections in the EU parliament and on the municipal 
level in other member states [119,124], or the right to participate in an 
EU citizen initiative [125,126]. This would be the liberal aspect of the 
political layer. These rights are connected to the common goal ‘of 
creating an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe, in which 
decisions are taken as openly as possible and as closely as possible to the 
citizen’ [127], which represents the republican aspect of the political 
layer. In addition, several other layers exist, characterised by rights 
(liberal aspect) which are tightly linked to some important community 
goals (republican aspect). An economic layer pertains to the functioning 
of the internal market and the economic union [128]. A justice layer 
entails the realisation of an area of freedom, security and justice [129] 
including (among others) fundamental rights [129], the free circulation 
of judgements [129], equal access to social security [130], and the 
recognition principle for names and family relations [121]. We also find 
evidence for an energy layer of EU citizenship. 

3.4. Energy citizenship as an additional layer of EU citizenship 

The energy layer, as the other layers described above, also includes 
both liberal and republican aspects (for a more detailed analysis see 
[106]). In literature, the energy transition has already been described as 
a ‘collective obligation’ [131]. The sources feeding the energy layer of 
EU citizenship are EU primary law (1), EU secondary law (2), interna-
tional treaties the EU is signatory of (3), and political documents of the 
EU (4). Moreover, the decisions of the Court of Justice of the European 

Union are considered in all mentioned sources. 
(1) Primary law highlights that energy, and a just and sustainable 

energy transition are topics of common concern, thus feeding into the 
republican aspect of energy citizenship. EU energy policy is connected to 
the internal market as well as to the preservation and improvement of 
the environment [132]. While citizens are not explicitly mentioned, the 
high significance of energy supply for society and the environment is 
clearly illustrated. Therein, the special nature of energy as a prerequisite 
for the functioning of the market as well as its significance for the ex-
istence of human beings are shining through [133]. In addition, the 
Fundamental Rights Charter [134] stipulates that a ‘high level of envi-
ronmental protection and the improvement of the quality of the envi-
ronment must be integrated into the policies of the Union and ensured in 
accordance with the principle of sustainable development’. Further-
more, solidarity between the Member States and the EU is linked to topic 
of energy as well [135]. Based on the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union [132,136], the Court of Justice of the European Union 
recently recognised a principle of energy solidarity between the Member 
States and the EU [137]. Moreover, the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union and the Trans-European Networks aim to connect 
Europe better when it comes to (energy) infrastructure and explicitly 
refer to citizens [138]. 

(2) Secondary law mainly feeds into the liberal aspect of energy 
citizenship because it gives citizens a bundle of rights, mainly deriving 
from the Renewable Energy Directive II (RED II) [11] and the Internal 
Electricity Market Directive (IMED) [66]. The two directives promote a 
transformation of consumers from passive to active customers [139]. 
This transformation is nourished by different rights of the active con-
sumer: For example, the directives extend the possibilities of self- 
consumption [140] and they provide final customers with private 
(contractual) rights over the energy supplier (rights vis-à-vis another 
private) [141]. From a legal perspective, it is highly interesting that the 
rights contained in the directives are not only rights pertaining to public 
law (rights against the state), but mainly to private law (rights against 
other privates) [142]. The transformation of consumers from passive to 
active customers is especially emphasised by the right to participate in 
so-called energy communities. The RED II mentions Renewable Energy 
Communities [143], and the IMED lays down the rules for Citizens En-
ergy Communities [144]. The two directives define energy communities 
as legal entities that generate, distribute, supply, consume, aggregate or 
store energy or provide any other energy services to its members or 
shareholders. Therein, energy communities are based upon open and 
voluntary participation, and consist of or are controlled by members or 
shareholders which are natural persons, small and medium-sized en-
terprises, or local authorities (including municipalities). The primary 
purpose of energy communities is to provide environmental, economic, 
or social community benefits to its members, shareholders, or to the 
local areas where they operate – rather than to generate financial profits. 
Whereas it is clear that secondary law contains many rights regarding 
renewable energy, duties are less evident. This does not come as a sur-
prise since the duty aspect of citizenship has been classified as thin also 
in a more general perspective [118]. Yet we identify the expectation of 
the EU legislator that citizens will make (ample) use of their multiplicity 
of energy (transition)-related rights. This might in the end result in a 
considerably strengthened moral commitment and responsibility of EU 
citizens for the urgent and highly important EU goal of a sustainable 
energy transition. 

(3) EU policy papers and communications of the EU commission also 
feed into the concept of energy citizenship by highlighting republican 
aspects. In its communication ‘A Clean Planet for All’, the EU Commis-
sion seemed to have, at least partly, an active citizen in mind [145]. One 
of the most recent communications from the European Commission, the 
new EU strategy on adaptation to climate change, also mentions the key 
role of empowering ‘individual citizens, who will play a key role in the 
success of the adaptation strategy’ [146]. Similarly, the Commission's 
July 2021 communication ‘'Fit for 55': delivering the EU's 2030 Climate 

4 While we decided to speak of a multi-layered concept, one could also use 
the term multi-dimensional as an indicator of various layers/dimensions of 
citizenship. 
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Target on the way to climate neutrality’ emphasises the role of citizens 
in the climate transition [147]. Generally, the Fit for 55 document 
presents climate change as a common challenge and therefore also 
points at the republican aspect [147]. Lastly, the European Green Deal 
states not only the goal ‘to transform the EU into a fair and prosperous 
society, with a modern, resource-efficient and competitive economy 
where there are no net emissions of greenhouse gases in 2050 and where 
economic growth is decoupled from resource use’ [148]. It also ac-
knowledges that ‘[c]itizens are and should remain a driving force of the 
transition’ [148], and explicitly mentions energy communities, thus 
emphasising collective aims and actions that are part of the republican 
aspect of citizenship [14,148]. 

(4) Further political documents of the EU confirm the republican 
aspect of energy citizenship. For example, the Aarhus Convention that 
was signed by the EU [149] works towards more participation of in-
dividuals and an organised civil society. It can therefore strengthen the 
position of the individual in the energy transition and support the 
concept of energy citizenship as part of an energy layer [150–152]. 

Taken together, all these sources allow us to infer an energy layer of 
EU citizenship with a liberal and a republican aspect [153]. Energy 
citizenship is a complex construct, a legal status, consisting of more than 
just a bundle of rights. Energy citizenship in the EU context can be 
defined as follows: Energy citizenship from a legal point of view consists of a 
bundle of rights of the individual, under public and private law (liberal 
aspect), framed by a strong legal commitment of the EU towards the goal of a 
sustainable energy transition (republican aspect) (Fig. 4). 

3.5. Functions of a legal definition of energy citizenship 

Against the backdrop of the existential problems resulting from 
climate change, the EU legislator has realised that individual citizens – 
taking over responsibility and control of their energy production and 
consumption – should stand at the core of a successful energy transition. 
Building on this, we expect that our legal definition of energy citizenship 
will make the EU regulatory regime for the energy transition more 
effective, both in the application of EU law and in the everyday life of EU 
citizens, as it fulfils various functions. Firstly, it creates additional 
awareness in the population of the important community goal of a 
sustainable energy transition. Secondly, the definition casts the neces-
sary legal link between the individual citizen and the common goal of a 
secure decarbonised energy market into a tangible and easily compre-
hensible form. It thereby clarifies that energy citizens making use of 
their numerous energy-related rights (e.g., by consuming or self- 
producing energy, participating in an energy community, or switching 
the supplier) assume social responsibility. Participation in an energy 
community, for instance, means that a person makes use of a right per-
taining to energy citizenship. Participation in and establishment of an 
energy community is an exceptionally sophisticated way of exercising 
energy citizenship because it particularly helps a sustainable transition 
by protecting the environment (e.g., through CO2 reduction) and 
reducing energy costs. Thirdly, energy citizenship raises the awareness 

that citizens and local communities actually have energy-related rights, 
thus empowering citizens and local communities to make active use of 
them. Fourthly and finally, energy citizenship also addresses state 
powers and authorities. Once recognised as a legal concept, energy 
citizenship could force courts, administrative authorities and the law- 
maker to take it into account when taking decisions, and enable citi-
zens to enforce it themselves. 

3.6. Summary of legal perspective 

In this section, we have shown that EU citizenship can indeed 
harbour a concept of legal energy citizenship. Moreover, we derived a 
legal layer of energy citizenship from different norms of EU law. This 
resulted in the definition of energy citizenship as a bundle of rights of the 
individual (liberal aspect), framed by a strong legal commitment of the 
EU towards the goal of a sustainable energy transition (republican 
aspect). Overall, energy citizenship does not only create more awareness 
for a clean energy transition, but it includes citizens in this energy 
transition, which seems to be more necessary than ever. 

4. Energy citizenship from an economic perspective 

The emerging legal concept of energy citizenship also shapes the 
economic model in the context of the EU. More precisely, energy citi-
zenship is taking shape in an environment in which two economic 
concepts create a tension, as they are characterised by different un-
derstandings of the role of individuals in economic relations. On the one 
hand, a neoliberal approach views the individual as a consumer or 
producer, participating in market competition as homo oeconomicus 
[154]. On the other hand, we find a collectivist approach, viewing in-
dividuals as citizens with new roles and importance in the economic 
system. Building on critique by Lennon et al. [17], this is the first eco-
nomic analysis of this specific tension between economic models in the 
context of the EU. In the following sections, we first describe general 
aspects of libertarian, neoliberal and collectivist economic approaches. 
Second, we show that a tension between a neoliberal and collectivist 
approach exists in current EU directives surrounding energy citizenship 
and energy communities. Third, as a result of this tension, we then 
describe the risk that collectivist ideas might be absorbed by neoliberal 
approaches. Nonetheless, we also acknowledge the chance of an 
emerging collectivist energy citizenship approach. By characterising 
what such an approach would look like, we arrive at an economic 
definition of energy citizenship that recognises people as citizens (not 
only consumers) and empowers them with rights and responsibilities in 
a just and sustainable energy transition. In our view, energy citizenship 
implies a paradigm shift. Finally, we give an overview of heterodox 
economic theories that could nurture the concept of energy citizenship. 

4.1. Citizenship in central economic approaches 

Similar to research in psychology and law, economic research on 

Fig. 4. Legal perspective of energy citizenship in the context of EU citizenship.  
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energy citizenship is limited. In order to apprehend how a tension be-
tween economic models can emerge, we need to first build an under-
standing of the philosophical ideas and values that lie behind economic 
systems. Classic economic approaches do not recognise citizenship as an 
essential element of the economic model. However, in the face of climate 
change, social inequalities and poverty, there is an urgent need to 
develop an economic understanding of citizenship – in general and as 
part of the energy transition. Therefore, we first examine three central 
economic approaches of political philosophy with regard to citizenship 
that are typically relevant in political decision-making: libertarianism, 
neoliberalism, and collectivism. 

The libertarian approach is shaped by the belief in individual re-
sponsibility. The state only intervenes to protect individuals from 
coercion, interference, and discrimination [155]. Citizenship is not a 
core feature of the libertarian approach. Typically, the subject in liber-
tarian theorising and research is the individual consumer and producer 
[156]. The law of supply and demand regulates the behaviour of market 
actors and a person's life chances are viewed as the result of market 
outcomes [157,158]. The libertarian approach carries the assumption 
that private interests take precedence over public interests. In the lib-
ertarian logic, individual responsibility creates less need for state action, 
encourages further private sector provision, and progressively reduces 
the need for government intervention [156]. Thus, the state has no right 
to redistribute incomes and wealth in pursuit of social or ecological 
justice. It can be concluded that the typical energy citizenship aims of 
equality and sustainability, as well as people's citizen-based rights in the 
energy transition, are not represented in the libertarian approach. 
Instead, the homo oeconomicus rationale is applied to the concept of 
energy consumers. 

To some extent, the neoliberal approach5 is historically linked to lib-
ertarianism. Both the libertarian and neoliberal approach can be 
regarded as orthodox schools of thought viewing people as consumers 
who participate in the free market and fit into the concept of homo 
oeconomicus, maximising their utility [159–161]. Similar to the liber-
tarian approach, the neoliberal approach emphasises individual re-
sponsibility [156,162–165]. However, this approach also assumes that 
market outcomes may be unjust due to unequal opportunity to earn one's 
livelihood. The neoliberal approach recognises market failures and ac-
cepts limited state intervention in securing citizens' rights but empha-
sises the primacy of the individual [156]. Therefore, the state's role is to 
ensure that everyone has the same opportunity to secure an adequate 
standard of living, and to enable people and families to look after 
themselves, rather than being the first port of call in times of need 
[156,166–168]. In this approach, energy consumers (as actors on the 
energy market) would still be the central economic subjects, however, 
they are also guaranteed certain rights. For example, the state could 
provide equal opportunities for individuals to compete on the energy 
market. 

The collectivist approach (also known as the communitarian 
approach) does not embrace the concept of the autonomous individual 
[155,169,170]. Rather, it assumes that each individual is part of a 
community and cannot function without it. This mutual dependence 
requires collective rather than individualised provision to meet social 
needs. Individuals are seen through the prism of social needs and do not 
participate in market competition. While discarding the concept of en-
ergy consumers as market actors, energy citizenship, sustainability and 
equality could be seen as fundamental constitutional features of the 
collectivist approach. 

These three central economic approaches of political philosophy 
(libertarianism, neoliberalism, collectivism) have fundamentally 
different implications for the degree to which governments should 
intervene in the economy and society. With each approach, the roles and 

responsibilities of the individual, as well as the constitutional relation-
ships between the individual citizen and the state vary. With regard to 
energy citizenship, the three approaches hold radically different views 
of the nature of citizenship, and the meaning of rights, responsibilities, 
justice, and sustainability. Specifically, they have diverging views on 
who drives the energy transition and the amount of agency that should 
be given to citizens, thus carrying the potential to create a tension in 
actual economic practice. 

4.2. The tension between neoliberal and collectivist approaches in current 
EU directives 

Our legal analysis described how two EU directives on energy com-
munities (RED II [11], IMED [66]) already indicate that energy citi-
zenship is emerging as a legal concept. From an economic perspective, 
EU directives are tools of economic policy that reflect the current eco-
nomic discourse. In Table 1, we analyse this economic discourse in the 
respective EU directives, and we gather keywords and sentences that are 
either in line with a neoliberal or a collectivist approach. The analysis 
shows that there is a tension between a neoliberal approach focussing on 
energy consumers and a collectivist approach focussing on energy citi-
zens [11,66]. 

On the one hand, the neoliberal market-oriented approach is visible 
in these directives, as they emphasise the main role of individual con-
sumers, customers, and prosumers. Therein, the energy transition is 
guided by competitiveness, market price signals, and people in their 
consumer role. On the other hand, a citizenship and community framing 
fit the collectivist approach. The two directives emphasise energy 
communities as drivers of a citizen-based energy transition. They clearly 
define people's rights to production, consumption, sale, and storage of 
(renewable) energy in EU legislation. Therein, the directives seem to 
further advance an energy citizenship concept as they emphasise 
cooperation rather than market competition. Therefore, the two energy 
community directives empower citizens to take a new role in the energy 
transition. In sum, the analysis of the directives shows that the hitherto 
dominant market regulations aimed at creating a neoliberal internal 

Table 1 
Keywords and sentences representing a neoliberal and collectivist approach on 
the energy transition based on two central EU directives.  

Directive Neoliberal approach Collectivist approach 

RED II [11]: Directive 
2018/2001/EU on 
the promotion of the 
use of energy from 
renewable sources 
(recast) 

Liberal energy market, 
competitiveness, consumer, 
market price signals, the 
reduction of the cost of 
capital, market-based 
mechanisms, tendering 
procedures, competitive 
markets, rights and 
obligations of the 
renewable energy 
community members as 
customers 

Renewable energy 
communities entitled to: 
produce, consume, store 
and sell renewable 
energy, share, within the 
renewable energy 
community, without 
being subject to 
unjustified or 
discriminatory conditions 
or procedures, accessible 
to all consumers, 
including those in low- 
income or vulnerable 
households, access to 
finance and information, 
justice 

IMED [66]: Directive 
2019/944/EU on 
common rules for the 
internal market for 
electricity 

A well-functioning 
electricity market, an 
essential role of consumer, 
healthy competition in 
retail markets, by 
empowering consumers, 
promoting fair competition, 
allow consumers to take full 
advantage of liberalised 
internal market for 
electricity, market prices, a 
fully liberalised 

Citizen energy 
communities, cooperation 
of citizens or local actors, 
decentralised production 
of electricity from 
renewable sources, 
community energy 
initiatives not prioritising 
profit-making, fighting 
energy poverty  

5 We would like to highlight that the neoliberal approach should not be 
confused with the liberal legal concept of citizenship. 
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market were supplemented with the admission of new actors promoting 
a collectivist approach: energy communities. 

4.3. Energy citizenship is immersed in a neoliberal market narrative 

The tension between neoliberal and collectivist approaches 
regarding energy citizenship raises the question: what will follow from 
it? Many scholars argue that, in real-life practice, the energy transition is 
currently simply immersed in a neoliberal market narrative [7,171]. 
They describe how collectivist approaches clash against the way the 
liberal energy market in Europe is currently designed. Non-profit ori-
ented entities like citizens and energy communities are merely included 
in the rules and criteria of the market game, like supply, demand, prices, 
efficiency, liberalisation, individual decision, competitiveness. As a 
result, the neoliberal market determines the instruments for the energy 
transition: financial resources, funding systems, participation in the 
decision-making process, and access to knowledge and information. For 
example, we find that the electricity market, especially at the wholesale 
level, is a free market (though in the retail sector it is partially regulated 
in some countries). Thus, Lennon et al. [17] argue that the EU's new 
regulation creates ‘minimal disruption to current centralised models of 
energy production and distribution, a continued (re) conceptualisation 
of energy as a commodity, and the maintenance of corporate ownership 
and control over individualised patterns of consumption’ (p. 2). What is 
important is that currently, citizens are not properly equipped with the 
tools to operate within the energy market, where typical business 
players are functioning. Thus, people's expertise in energy fields 
compared with incumbent actors is unequal and limits the agency and 
access to resources [17]. As a consequence, the neoliberal approach of 
the energy system, together with the state occupying a centralised reg-
ulatory role, may remove any real agency from its citizens [172]. 

4.4. Energy citizenship implies a paradigm shift 

We clearly share the abovementioned concerns that a neoliberal 
approach currently and prospectively dominates collectivist approaches 
to the energy transition. Nonetheless, we cannot ignore that the 
collectivist approach is also present in these directives. If applied, the 
collectivist approach to the energy transition provides the chance to 
reduce market failure such as energy poverty and other negative ex-
ternalities, such as social-health and environmental-climate issues, that 
are related to the functioning of the energy market. It carries the pros-
pect of ultimately leading to energy justice. What is more, it gives way to 
an economic model of energy citizenship. 

Building on the observation that, at the core, the neoliberal and 
collectivist approaches imply completely different concepts of energy 
and people's role in the energy transition, we propose that it will be 
difficult, if not impossible, to make them compatible and resolve the 
described tension. Table 2 shows that, contrasting to a neoliberal con-
sumer approach, we see the emergence of a new collectivist energy 
citizenship approach that makes different assumptions about energy, 
main actors and drivers, values and societal principles, organisation, 
time, costs, and funding in the energy transition. 

For example, Stern and Aronson [18] presented various un-
derstandings of the energy concept (p. 16). In line with the neoliberal 
consumer approach, the energy as commodity concept views people as 
consumers. Therein, they are individual users of energy that can act on 
the liberal free market, where supply and demand rules for energy are 
determining energy prices. The concept of energy as a commodity has 
been, and continues to be, the dominant social representation of energy 
held by policy makers [17,18]. Next to it, we find the concept of energy 
as an ecological resource which is connected to the collectivist energy 
citizenship approach. In this concept, citizens feel responsible for energy 
consumption and negative externalities such as environmental damage, 
energy resource depletion, and the needs of future generations. It 
therefore matches an understanding of energy citizenship as people's 

responsibility for a sustainable energy transition. A third view highlights 
energy as a social necessity, which also fits the collectivist energy citi-
zenship approach. Here, energy is understood as an essential right, so 
citizens should have equal access to energy, and energy justice should be 
provided. Thus, citizens have full agency and participate at all levels in 
decision-making [173]. Energy as a social necessity therefore connects 
to energy citizenship as people's rights to a just energy transition. We 
argue that the two concepts of energy as an ecological resource and as a 
social necessity become the foundation of collectivist approaches to the 
energy transition – and therefore energy citizenship. 

Next to the perspective of energy, the two approaches put diverging 
actors, values and societal principles at the centre of the energy transi-
tion. In a neoliberal consumer approach, the energy transition is char-
acterised by freedom, competitiveness, and economic effectiveness. 
Therein, people are bound to the role of energy consumers and carry the 
responsibility for the energy transition. In contrast, the collectivist 
approach views people as energy citizens with (collective) rights and 
responsibility and the aim of a just and sustainable energy transition. 
Such a transition is designed by a reflexive co-creation process, based on 
collective action of citizens and communities. Therefore, societal 
participation, dialogue, and access to information and knowledge create 
the basis for a psychological perception and feelings of ownership, 
control, and responsibility for the energy transition in citizens. 
Furthermore, whereas a neoliberal consumer approach would promote 
centralised, big energy in order to provide short-term profit and reduce 
private costs, we can sketch a collectivist energy citizenship approach 
that puts an emphasis on a decentralised and democratic energy system. 
By contrasting neoliberal and collectivist approaches, we arrive at the 
following definition of energy citizenship: Economic energy citizenship 
recognises people as citizens (not only consumers) and empowers them with 
rights and responsibilities in a just and sustainable energy transition where 
energy is treated as a social necessity and as an ecological resource on the 
decentralised and democratic market (Fig. 5). 

Table 2 
The neoliberal consumer approach and the collectivist energy citizenship 
approach to the energy transition.  

Main features Neoliberal consumer approach Collectivist energy 
citizenship approach 

Definition of 
energy 

Energy as commodity Energy as a social 
necessity and ecological 
resource 

Main position of 
actors 

Energy consumer, prosumer Energy citizen 

Values of energy 
transition 

Individual freedom, autonomy Right to energy, 
community spirit, 
collectivism 

Principles of 
societal 
organisation 

Competitiveness, market 
regulation and instruments, cost- 
benefit, economic effectiveness 

Justice, equity, inclusion, 
environment, 
cooperation, 
responsibility 

Drivers of energy 
transition 

Market ruled individual 
consumer with responsibility for 
the energy transition 

Collective action, co- 
creation, reflexive process 

Organisation of 
energy 
production 

Centralised, big energy Decentralised, democratic 

Time perspective Short time decision horizon, 
profit-oriented 

Long time horizon, 
purpose-oriented 

Costs perspective Private costs reduction Private and external costs 
reductions (social and 
environmental) 

Funding system of 
energy 
transition 

Financial subsidies for big 
energy 

Investment subsidies for 
citizens endangered by 
energy poverty  
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4.5. Heterodox economic theories as potential breeding grounds for 
energy citizenship 

It becomes clear that new approaches are needed to address the 
energy transition, especially if energy citizenship is to be placed at its 
core. Criticism of orthodox theories (i.e., libertarianism, neoliberalism) as 
a response to the environmental and social problems generated by the 
market inspired the search for alternative, heterodox theories and the 
emergence of new economic trends [174–176]. Heterodox approaches 
imply radically different theories, assumptions, or methods from those 
used in orthodox economic approaches [174,175]. Accordingly, they 
treat the challenge of the energy transition in a reformed way and argue 
that problems require collective and systemic solutions. While the 
collectivist approach can also be seen as heterodox thinking, we find a 
number of recently occurring heterodox theories that share strong 
similarities with a collectivist energy citizenship approach. In our view, 
they constitute potential breeding grounds for energy citizenship, and 
could provide answers for how to economically empower energy citizens 
as part of the sustainability transition. Table 3 gives a brief overview of 
these exemplary heterodox economic theories. 

More precisely, the common good economy, doughnut economy, 
collective action, degrowth concept, the economics of sustainable 
development, and mission economy all place importance on individual's 
roles that go beyond their consumer role. These heterodox approaches 
highlight citizenship as an essential aspect of society and the energy 
transition. Additionally, they are willing to refer to communities such as 
the household and society. This community terminology seems central 
to heterodox theories. It is noteworthy that the choice of words fits the 
terminology of the two energy community directives (RED II [11] and 
IMED [66]). In the face of environmental planetary limits, heterodox 
theories view the renewable energy transition as a core driver of the 
sustainability transition. Similar to a collectivist energy citizenship 
approach, they emphasise participation, dialogue, empowerment, col-
lective action, agency of citizens and collectives, as well as the re-
sponsibility of governments as vital aspects of such a transition. Some of 
them even consider energy from renewable energy sources as a common 
good. It becomes clear that emerging heterodox concepts thus nurture 
an understanding of energy citizenship and promote an economic 
paradigm shift to a collectivist energy citizenship approach [177]. 

4.6. Summary of economic perspective 

From an economic perspective, the libertarian and neoliberal 

approaches represent a limited perspective on the current economic 
reality of the energy transition. Current EU directives on energy com-
munities confront researchers and policy makers with a tension between 
a neoliberal approach centring around energy consumers, and a 
collectivist approach focussing on energy citizens. It seems relevant to 
acknowledge this tension, so that innovative collectivist ideas will not 
clash with the way the liberal energy market in Europe is currently 
designed. Nevertheless, the emergence of energy citizenship in EU en-
ergy policies and strategies is a step forward. To pursue this strategy, 
citizens need to co-create policies, law, and funding. By defining energy 
citizenship as the part of an economic model that recognises people as 
citizens and empowers them with rights and responsibilities in a just and 
sustainable energy transition, we propose that energy citizenship im-
plies a radical economic paradigm shift from the neoliberal, market- 
based to a collectivist, participatory economic model with energy 
communities and energy citizens at its heart. 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

In this scoping review, we presented a novel interdisciplinary defi-
nition of energy citizenship that creates common ground for perspec-
tives from three different scientific disciplines (psychology, law, 
economics): energy citizenship is people's rights to and responsibilities 
for a just and sustainable energy transition [30]. Thereby, we arrived at 
the psychological definition of energy citizenship as people's belief that 
they as individuals (personal lens) and as collectives (social lens) have 
rights and responsibilities for a just and sustainable energy transition, 
and their motivation to act upon them. This concept highlights aspects of 
the energy transition previously overlooked by psychological research. 
The legal perspective showed that energy citizenship qualifies as one 
layer of citizenship in the exemplary context of the EU because it con-
sists of a bundle of rights and duties of the individual (liberal aspect) in 
relation to a committed just and sustainable energy transition (repub-
lican aspect). The economic section laid out how energy citizenship 
already takes shape in current EU directives, and how this implies a new 
– more collectivist – economic model. In this model, energy citizenship 
recognises people as citizens (not only consumers) and empowers them 
with rights and responsibilities in a just and sustainable energy transi-
tion. In the following section, we take a look into the emerging inter-
disciplinary research field of energy citizenship, highlight implications 
for research and practice, and conclude with a practical definition of 
energy citizenship. 

Fig. 5. Economic perspective on energy citizenship defined by specific societal values, concepts of energy, as well as a particular way of organising energy pro-
duction and the political process. 
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5.1. Sketching energy citizenship as an interdisciplinary research field 

Despite their diverging research traditions and approaches to energy 
citizenship, we find a number of commonalities between the three 
perspectives that sketch the start of an interdisciplinary research field. 
First and foremost, we observe a trend towards energy citizenship concepts 
(e.g., in the EU) that is not yet captured in any of our disciplines. The 
definition by Devine-Wright [7] offers a starting point for discussion. 
However, it is not completely transferable to any of our disciplines. From 
a psychological perspective, the definition is so rich with ideas that it 
seems too broad for a quantifiable psychological construct. In a legal 
sense, energy is not part of classic or traditional concepts of citizenship, 
which makes it necessary to argue why this has changed and how energy 
can form part of citizenship. From an economic perspective, the defi-
nition is not easily transferred yet to the market level as it is incongruent 
with the mainstream neoliberal economic model. As a result, we 
explored the concept of energy citizenship based in a new, parsimo-
nious, and viable interdisciplinary definition. 

Second, all disciplines suggest that energy citizenship is driven by 
environmental and social goals. This idea is reflected by the notion that 

different values can motivate people's perceived responsibility and ac-
tions in the energy domain (psychological perspective [189]), in the 
republican approach according to which people or institutions have the 
public good in mind or are even legally bound to follow the public good 
(legal perspective), and in collectivist and heterodox approaches to the 
energy transition (economic perspective). This value-base is also indic-
ative of specific ideas about human nature and the functions of energy in 
societies. For example, individuals are not viewed as homo oeconomicus 
that only act in their own best interest, but as social beings pursuing 
collective goals, such as preventing climate change and promoting an 
equal society. Energy is not only viewed as a commodity (consumer 
concept) but as a social necessity and resource (citizenship concept [18]) 
that includes, for example, taking measures against energy poverty and 
for ‘vulnerable customers’ [190]. 

Third and connected to this, the trend of combining ecological and 
justice aspects of the energy transition in the concept of energy citizenship 
is present in all disciplines. A just energy transition not only promotes 
environmental protection but accounts for and seeks to overcome 
structural barriers to participation, thereby ensuring a global energy 
system that fairly distributes both the benefits and burdens of energy 

Table 3 
Role of individuals and the energy transition in orthodox and heterodox economic theories.  

Economic theories Short description Role of individuals Role of energy transition 

Neoliberalism, free- 
market capitalism  
[178–180] 

Consumers in the economy are seen as participants in the 
free market who fit into the concept of homo oeconomicus 
by maximising their utility. According to this orthodox 
economic model, wealth is created thanks to consumer 
egoism and other market participants. The more 
consumers consume products and services, the more they 
contribute to wealth creation in the economy. This 
approach can be criticised for creating the tragedy of the 
commons, in which communities over-exploit and destroy 
common resources. 

Individuals as consumers or 
producers, citizenship is not 
represented in the market 
system 

The energy transition would only emerge as a by-product 
of wealth creation. 

Economy of the 
common good [181] 

Based on criticism of the neoliberal approach, this 
economic concept evolved around building trust, 
cooperation, and sharing with others. The key factors for 
the new economy are ethical management, transparency, 
reducing environmental impact, supporting the 
community, social and ecological creation of products 
and services, and minimising the payment of profits 
outside the community. 

Citizens, cooperation The energy transition is necessary as it secures common 
good values such as human dignity, cooperation and 
solidarity, ecological sustainability, social justice, as well 
as democratic co-determination and transparency. 
Energy from renewable energy sources is seen as a 
common good. 

The doughnut 
economy [182] 

Households, markets, states and common goods are the 
four main components of this economic approach. 
Economy is a part of society, which is part of the earth 
system. The doughnut economy outlines two societal 
boundaries, social and environmental, which define the 
safe and just space for humanity. All economic activities 
should fall within its boundaries. 

Individuals are concentrated in 
households, individuals form 
societies 

The energy transition is regarded as a necessary course 
because the economy has exceeded safe environmental 
planetary limits on climate change, air pollution, and 
land conversion. Simultaneously, social limits in the 
scope of energy have been exceeded, for example, energy 
poverty. Energy from renewable energy sources is a 
common good. 

Theory of common- 
pool resources [183] 

According to this approach, self-organised, smaller 
communities tend to be more successful in protecting 
resources. It builds on research showing that when 
citizens can democratically decide about resources, they 
are more willing to act responsibly and typically do not 
over-exploit them. 

Citizens, communities While Ostrom [183] did not study the energy transition, 
numerous research draws on the institutional heritage of 
her work. In particular, research on the role of 
communities in sustainability transition is based on her 
theorising. 

The degrowth concept  
[184,185] 

The degrowth concept developed as an opposition to a 
market-based economy by demanding a reduction of 
economic growth. It undermines the neoliberal figure of 
the passive consumer, replacing it with the active 
consumer – decisive in the field of the free market and 
aware of the necessity of socio-economic transformation 
towards a citizen-oriented society. 

Citizens The transition to renewable energy sources, energy 
efficiency, reduction of energy consumption is a core 
feature of the degrowth concept. 

Economics of 
sustainable 
development  
[186,187] 

The economy of sustainable development defines 
economic conditions that would ensure sufficiently high 
ecological, economic and socio-cultural standards for all 
people living now and in all future generations within the 
limits of nature's tolerance. It therefore implements the 
principle of intra- and intergenerational justice. 

Citizens The energy transition is viewed as a driver of the 
sustainability transition. 

Mission economy  
[188] 

The mission economy demands to radically rethink the 
capacities and the role of governments within the 
economy and society. It aims to recover a sense of public 
purpose. 

Citizens, collectives The mission economy features the green transition, 
green strategies, and the Green New Deal.  
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services, and contributes to more representative and inclusive energy 
decision-making [17,23]. The goal of such a just energy transition would 
be to prevent energy poverty and achieve equity in participation, 
particularly by considering the concerns of marginalised groups [190]. 
Thus, a just energy transition explicitly acknowledges procedural and 
distributional justice by raising the questions of who wins, who loses and 
who bears the costs – socially, environmentally and economically 
[191,192]. This combination will possibly open up new research angles 
as well as practical challenges and opportunities. 

Fourth, from all three disciplinary angles a broad understanding of 
energy citizenship can be argued for by showing the variety of forms that 
energy citizenship can take. Energy citizenship therefore goes beyond the 
mere consumption and production of energy. From a psychological 
point of view, for example, joining a protest that supports the energy 
transition could be regarded as an act of energy citizenship. From a legal 
perspective, energy citizenship can be seen as containing various 
energy-related rights that everyone has, such as switching providers, 
being a self-consumer or establishing an energy community. The eco-
nomic perspective highlights that current EU directives view people not 
only as consumers and producers but also as citizens. 

Fifth, all disciplines note that individual as well as collective aspects of 
energy citizenship must be considered. Therein, energy citizenship links 
the individual to a group (e.g., EU, energy community). From a psy-
chological perspective, energy citizenship can be associated with indi-
vidual factors (e.g., perceived responsibility as an individual) as well as 
group factors (e.g., identification with one's community). Thereby, en-
ergy citizenship is connected to numerous individual and collective 
identities that form decisions around one's commitment for a just and 
sustainable energy transition. From a legal point of view, people are 
viewed as individuals that are either part or not part of a collective legal 
form. From an economic perspective, the energy citizenship concept 
seems to imply a shift from a radically individualised energy consumer 
concept to a citizenship concept that mixes ideas of individual and 
collective roles and responsibilities in a co-creative process. For all 
disciplines, energy communities seem to be central agents allowing in-
dividuals to collectively exercise energy citizenship. 

Finally, our interdisciplinary process accentuates how the three dis-
ciplines might influence each other in the field of energy citizenship. For 
example, as psychology shifts the focus to individuals and their actions, 
it might create the unintended impression that a large part of the re-
sponsibility for an energy transition lies with individuals. Thus, a psy-
chological perspective would benefit from taking into account legal and 
economic perspectives on energy citizenship that specifically emphasise 
responsibility of governmental authorities and justice aspects. Then 
again, legal considerations are based on what has already been formu-
lated in law. For the creation of legal possibilities of energy citizens in 
the future, the findings of economics and psychology (and other disci-
plines) are key: knowledge on currently practised forms of energy 
communities and citizenship (possibly informed by economics) as well 
as current societal and political opinions, goals, and insights on why 
citizens participate in the democratic process surrounding the energy 
transition (possibly informed by psychology [19]) can potentially vali-
date existing and shape future laws. Moreover, psychological and eco-
nomic perspectives might display whether a law works as intended (e.g., 
in specific marginalised groups). In an iterative process, this legal ideal 
might then influence economic and psychological processes. For 
example, it determines which types of energy communities are recog-
nised as such, and possibly receive financial support (economic 
perspective). Additionally, laws carry information about what is socially 
acceptable in a specific society, thus influencing people's motivation and 
actions [193]. Interdisciplinary debates are further useful as they 
highlight conceptual tensions. For example, our interdisciplinary defi-
nition includes rights and responsibilities, with the question of who 
carries what amount of rights and responsibilities remaining open. From 
a legal perspective, the emphasis might lie more on responsibilities of 
governmental authorities, while psychological considerations might 

focus on individual responsibility – simply due to their object of study. 
As this tension of rights and responsibilities is a core aspect of how en-
ergy citizenship is implemented in practice, interdisciplinary debates are 
central to building a reasoning around it. 

In sum, an interdisciplinary understanding of energy citizenship 
needs (1) to face current trends that tend to outrun scientific elabora-
tions, (2) to acknowledge a basis in environmental and social goals, (3) 
to include both ecological and justice aspects of the energy transition, 
(4) to recognise that energy citizenship can take a variety of forms, (4) to 
consider individual and collective aspects, and (5) to build on interdis-
ciplinary debates seeking commonalities, mutual influences, as well as 
tension between disciplines. As we have shown, our interdisciplinary 
definition provides a basis for disciplinary and interdisciplinary ap-
proaches to energy citizenship. The definition as well as our elaborations 
carry implications for research and practice. 

5.2. Implications for research and for a transdisciplinary definition of 
energy citizenship 

Throughout this article, disciplinary research gaps shone through in 
the specific sections. For example, psychological research on energy 
citizenship needs a proper understanding of perceived rights, as they are 
currently underemphasised in psychological theorising. Moreover, we 
suggest that self-identifying as an energy citizen could be an emerging 
social identity. A legal perspective elaborated on how energy citizenship 
could be conceptualised, yet it remains unclear what this newly 
emerging concept implies legally on the local, national, EU level and in 
other countries. Confronted with the necessity of a fast energy transition 
across the globe, future research could also repeat our steps to analyse 
energy citizenship in EU law for other legal systems. The economic 
section highlighted that, in reality, a new economic model of energy 
citizenship is not yet fully acknowledged in traditional – and also newer 
– economic models. The existing political, economic, and social frame-
work has been created for consumers and is too narrow to serve energy 
citizens. Future research questions are therefore: what kind of further 
adjustment in legislation, energy transition management procedures, co- 
creation of public tools, economic incentives and financial instruments 
are crucial for the real operationalisation and implementation of energy 
citizenship? Future research could also analyse whether and how the 
existing entities on the energy market will make room for citizens. 

Linked to these issues is the question of what are the major psy-
chological, legal, and economic boundary conditions for being an energy 
citizen. Interdisciplinary work might be useful to detect how these 
interact in specific contexts. One could imagine that in some countries, 
legal and economic barriers are so high that one can be truly psycho-
logically motivated but nevertheless not act. In other countries, legal 
barriers might be lower and economic and psychological factors become 
more important for an individual's decision to promote the energy 
transition or join an energy community. Regarding rights and re-
sponsibilities, the question arises if these should be implemented in 
parallel or sequentially, for example, by first giving opportunities to act 
and then delegating responsibility? Overall, our interdisciplinary 
approach highlights the need for more interdisciplinary research, so that 
disciplines have the chance to build on each other's insights [194,195]. 
We are aware that the three depicted disciplines (psychology, law, 
economics) only cover a certain aspect of reality and lack, for example, 
knowledge from transition research and political science. This is why we 
invite other disciplines to take up from here and show how they 
approach the field of energy citizenship with our interdisciplinary 
definition. 

In terms of practical implications, our article highlights how little 
research on energy citizenship exists and how minimally citizens are 
currently involved in the energy transition. At the same time, it clarifies 
the potential disruptive character of energy citizenship. This article 
therefore also constitutes an agenda for policy makers and governments 
by showing the implications of energy citizenship on psychological, 
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legal, and economic developments, highlighting the issue of accessibility 
and support of citizens, and raising questions such as ‘How are re-
sponsibilities distributed? Which governmental authorities are respon-
sible?’ Nonetheless, we assume that our interdisciplinary definition of 
energy citizenship might not be suitable for practice as it remains vague 
enough to spark scientific discourse. More precisely, we see the need for 
a transdisciplinary definition of energy citizenship that is viable for 
policy makers, energy communities and citizens. This definition should 
account for the tension between rights and responsibilities by making 
co-responsibilities explicit. Furthermore, it should be motivating for 
people, so that they want to join co-creation processes of the energy 
transition and follow the practical ideal of energy citizenship. For this 
purpose, we implemented co-creation workshops with policy makers, 
energy community members, scientists from other disciplines, and citi-
zens. Our result is a transdisciplinary definition of energy citizenship 
based on the interdisciplinary definition (Fig. 6): The concept of energy 
citizenship is characterised by a fundamental co-responsibility between 
governmental authorities and people. In this view, people have the opportu-
nities to, and are willing to participate in the energy transition with the aim of 
achieving a decentralised, equitable, and regenerative energy system. Au-
thorities are responsible for creating structural opportunities and decreasing 
barriers, in order to empower people, particularly marginalised groups, to 
engage in the energy transition. 

By approaching the topic of energy citizenship in an interdisciplinary 
discourse and through psychological, legal, and economic reviews, we 
showed how energy citizenship shapes a new interdisciplinary research 
field that carries new assumptions and many research gaps. Upfront is 
the question of how to foster energy citizenship. Fostering energy citi-
zenship could at the same time be a lever of change. By changing beliefs 
and motivations, as well as legal and economic settings, energy citi-
zenship carries the potential to provide a basis for even bigger transi-
tions to citizen-based political systems – with communities at its heart 
[12]. 
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