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Context and scope of the study

• Meta-study (cross-project) approach to investigate user 

engagement and its evaluation in SLES initiatives that have 

happened in the UK over the last 10 years (2009-2018).

• Explore what kind of user engagement/evaluation was 

undertaken, by whom, where and under what circumstances.

• About 122 SLES initiatives identified - received some form of 

funding, deployed multiple vectors, had an element of 

‘smartness’ that included innovative use of data, digitalisation 

or innovative energy management systems

• Drawn from UK Energy Research Centre (UKERC) energy 

demonstrators, Localised energy systems, Network Innovation 

Allowance programmes

• 57 out of 122 SLES projects mentioned user engagement. 

• 41 provided some detail about user engagement (33.6%)

• 36 out of 41 SLES initiatives undertook evaluation (29.7%)
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https://energy-evaluation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/eee2020-paper-rajat-gupta-abstract77.pdf


User engagement methods: What
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User engagement methods: What

• Majority of SLES initiatives used multiple 

user engagement activities/pathways (n: 121)

• Communication related activities (workshops, 

meetings, events) most popular but one-off

• Followed by technical means (e.g. IHD,DEP 

and apps) that were deployed over time.

• Empowering users was the least popular 

possibly due to concerns about privacy, 

security, reliability and adaptation to new 

technologies.
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User engagement methods: When (start year)

• User engagement increased from 2015 following the first ever Community Energy Strategy (2014) 

that emphasised local engagement, local leadership, benefits of local community.

• Increase not sustained in subsequent years - focus changed to local energy initiatives possibly driven 

by setting up of Local Energy Hubs to support LAs with low carbon economic growth.

• UK Industrial Strategy in 2017, LE evolved into smart energy initiatives that involved public-private 

partnerships to develop/trial smart energy technologies locally, with a focus on route to market. 
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User engagement – where and by whom

• Majority of engagement activities 

undertaken in Scotland, South-East and 

South-West England – concentration of 

SLES projects.

• Projects led by DNOs had large number 

of engagement activities, followed by 

partnership-based projects - universities, 

community groups, LAs, private sector.

• Since DNO-led projects were dominant 

(54%), they were found to be lead actors 

in conducting engagement.

• Community group-led projects formed 

10% of the sample (4 out of 41) –

undertook 14% of engagement activities.
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Evaluation: What, where, by whom

• Majority of the (36) projects adopted 

survey or/and interview based methods -

as one-off methods to assess 

effectiveness of user engagement.

• Projects that undertook user engagement 

in South-East England also undertook 

evaluation. About 9 out of 11 projects in 

Scotland evaluated user engagement.

• Projects led by DNOs and public-private 

partnership adopted user engagement and 

its evaluation. Possibly for future roll-

out/scaling-up of DSR and DSM projects.

• Universities emerged as a key actor that 

conducted the most evaluations. 
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Summary of insights

• User engagement is vital for user acceptance of SLES while capturing benefits of engaging 

users (through evaluation) can provide lessons for scaling up. Despite this only 30% of SLES 

(41 out of 122) undertook user engagement/evaluation.

• User engagement was prevalent in projects where there was involvement of local community 

groups, while evaluation was mostly led by academic institutions.

• SLES projects with engagement/evaluation were implemented in places with: 

• Network constraints and/or high penetration of local renewable energy projects (technology)

• Active community energy groups (local actors)

• Local authorities who engaged actively with energy system (policy).

• Most engagement/evaluation activities were one-off (beginning/end of project) due to project 

time-scales, limited budget, resource and expertise.

• Next generation of SLES initiatives could be multi-actor, including local actors such as 

community energy groups as intermediaries, local authorities as policy-makers and academic 

institutions as independent evaluators, to stimulate longitudinal engagement and evaluation.
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Thank you for your attention!

The study is supported by the EPSRC funded EnergyRev-Core 

project (EP/S031863/1) and EnergyRev Plus project on User 

influence tools (EP/S03188X/1).


