Community Readiness for the Future of Electrification

Local participation in the energy transition is increasingly understood as necessary for the
success of the UK government’s decarbonisation plans. Policymakers, DNOs, and suppliers
all acknowledge the need for a place-based approach to actually deliver demand-side
electrification, and to generate public support for the government’s 2030 targets.
Community energy, which refers to energy projects that are wholly or partially owned by
local communities, not only contributes to decarbonisation targets, but also to community
wealth generation, control of local energy, and strengthening of the social fabric. In a recent
report, the ESNZ committee has called on the government to put community energy at the
heart of the transition. GB Energy’s Local Power Plan, which commits to delivering 8 GW of
locally owned clean power by 2030, has created unprecedented opportunities for
community participation in the future of the energy system, to ensure that the transition
works actively to reduce energy poverty, localise energy spend and improve community
health and wellbeing.

However, translating government local energy plans into real community ownership and
benefit is a different story altogether. At Community Energy Pathways, our 15 years'
experience has taught us that light touch community engagement is not enough to build a
sustainable community energy project, or to generate local buy-in for local clean energy
developments.

To meaningfully participate in the energy transition communities must have the capacity,
motivation and system support — what we describe here as ‘community readiness’.

Communities around the country are therefore at different stages of ‘readiness’ for a local
energy project. Understanding the various components of ‘community readiness’ is
essential both for piloting local energy projects with advanced communities, and for
developing and expanding community capacity for future projects.

Here, we propose a definition for community readiness within the community energy sector
drawing on our experience as a capacity building organisation, and on literature from other
community development sectors.

Learning from existing community readiness frameworks

While community readiness is now starting to be discussed in the community energy sector,
the concept has a much longer history in fields such as public health, community
development and climate resilience. Several established frameworks offer useful insights.

The Community Readiness Model, developed by the Tri-Ethnic Center for Prevention

Research in 1995, is one of the most widely used approaches. Originally designed to


https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/overview/models-for-community-health-and-development/community-readiness/main

understand how communities respond to public health challenges, it defines readiness
across six dimensions: existing community efforts, awareness of those efforts, leadership
support, community attitudes, knowledge of the issue, and available resources. The model
also describes nine stages of readiness, ranging from no awareness through to high
community ownership. Its strength lies in providing a measurable framework for a
community’s preparedness to take action on a given issue.

The Transition Towns movement offers another community-led perspective. Rather than

focusing on stages, it identifies seven ingredients that help local initiatives thrive: healthy
group dynamics, a shared vision, wider community involvement, strong partnerships,
connection to a broader movement, reflection and celebration, and practical projects that
demonstrate change. This framework highlights the social and relational foundations
needed to sustain collective action over time.

A third influential approach is Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD), developed by
community development scholar John McKnight in 1993. ABCD emphasises building on

existing strengths of the community rather than focusing solely on needs and deficits. It
encourages practitioners to identify local skills, organisations, physical assets and social
networks, and to see residents as active contributors rather than passive beneficiaries.

Together, these frameworks suggest that community readiness is about far more than just
technical capacity or funding. It is necessarily also about leadership, relationships, shared
understanding, local assets, community confidence and the ability to turn awareness into
collective action. Coupled with our fifteen years of experience aligning stakeholders within
local communities to delivery successful energy generation and energy saving projects,
these themes provide a useful foundation for thinking about what readiness means in the
context of community energy.

Why does defining community readiness for the energy system
matter?

There is currently no widely agreed upon definition of community readiness within the
community energy sector. This is perhaps unsurprising given that most community energy
groups have emerged organically in response to local opportunities and local need,
championed by enthusiastic individuals, rather than through a coordinated national
programme. As a result, communities have not historically needed to assess or demonstrate
their readiness.

This is no longer the case. There is now a growing emphasis on local delivery for energy and
retrofit programmes, for example through the Local Power Plan and the Warm Homes Plan.
As community energy moves into the mainstream, a much wider range of communities will
have the opportunity to play a role in delivery. Therefore, there is a greater need for
understanding the conditions that enable communities to participate effectively. Through
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https://archive.org/details/buildingcommunit0000kret

our experience, we have seen how community readiness can be a deciding factor for the
success of a local energy project in an area.

A community readiness framework can help identify strengths, gaps and pathways for
development, and ensure that communities are not excluded simply for having no previous
local energy project experience. This is useful for communities because it can help them
demonstrate their capacity to participate in emerging opportunities. For local authorities, a
community readiness framework allows them to assess whether the foundations are in
place for successful community-led delivery, so that they may then target resources
effectively.

Defining community readiness for community energy

Since 2013, we have worked alongside local authorities and industry stakeholders to build
community capacity, expanding from the Southeast to working across England. This includes
delivering long-term capacity-building contracts for Suffolk Climate Partnership (a
collaboration of district councils in Suffolk), Central Bedfordshire Council, Leicestershire
County Council, Essex County Council, Surrey County Council, Hampshire County Council,
New Forest District Council, and South Downs National Park Authority.

This experience has taught us that community readiness for a local energy project depends
on three key factors: the community’s capacity, their motivation, and the system
preparedness. Community readiness refers to how prepared a community is to organise
itself to tackle an energy challenge and successfully develop local energy projects.

The three key components to community readiness in community energy are:

1. Community capacity: Does the community have the skills and resources to act?

Community capacity can be understood as the sum of human and material resources
available to a community energy project. Especially at the initial stages of forming a
community energy enterprise, local volunteer capacity is essential, as well as
enthusiastic local leadership with the time and skill to drive momentum. This
committed core group of volunteers must also have access either directly or
indirectly to business development skills including administrative, legal, financial,
and technical. Furthermore, they also need to have access to material resources such
as spaces to meet and potential funding avenues.

2. Community motivation: Does the community have appetite to act?

Community motivation is the sum of the affective conditions of the community that
contribute to their desire to form a local community energy group. At the basic level,
this entails a foundational knowledge of climate challenges and the energy transition
imperative, as well as an awareness of local solutions and examples of community
energy initiatives elsewhere. Furthermore, this awareness must be channelled into
an appetite for mobilising a collective response to their specific local experience of



the energy transition. Beyond the core committed group of enthusiasts, an informed
and engaged public is key for successful community action. Widespread awareness
will not occur overnight and is not a necessary condition for community readiness,
but the seeds for this awareness must be planted at an initial stage. Once members
of the public understand the environmental and economic benefits of local energy,
they can become powerful advocates. This also necessitates trust in local institutions
and leaders such as councillors and local businesses which may become the
champions of the community energy project.

System readiness: Are the local institutions supportive and are there partnerships in

place?
The system readiness pillar of community readiness highlights the need for

community energy initiatives to be embedded within a healthy local ecosystem
which comprises a spectrum of actors all with a role to play. Within a ‘ready’
community, these actors will be aligned around a shared understanding of the
benefits of community energy so that they may be swiftly mobilised to support an
emerging local energy initiative.

Local authorities play an essential role by embedding community energy within their
strategies and policies e.g. PPAs, energy advice services, retrofit support. They also
act as asset providers, e.g. public rooftops for solar, as conveners leading public
engagement, and as economic developers directing supply chain development in
their areas. DNOs can support community readiness by making grid data available in
a local area, collaborating with the Local Area Energy Plan, consider funding
community energy groups and prioritising their connections. Local public asset
holders such as in the transportation, educational or healthcare sectors should be
aware of the benefit of community energy and consider procuring a percentage of
their energy from community-owned sources or making a percentage of their assets
available for community-owned generation. Other local stakeholders like businesses,
renewable energy installers, and green skills training providers should also be primed
to support local energy projects.
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It should be noted that the three pillars of community readiness are not discreet, and that
they influence and inform one another. It is rare that a community will have all the
ingredients of readiness before ever embarking on a community energy project, but making
progress in one area inevitably leads to the others catching up.

For example, local volunteer and leadership capacity may emerge following an
advancement in community awareness and appetite for collective action, which may have
emerged from a community energy awareness campaign coordinated by the local authority.
Another example of how the pillars interact is the expansion of clean energy local supply
chains leading to an increase in community capacity through new locally held skills. We
concretise these examples through real life case studies in the following section.

Generally speaking, community motivation and system readiness are the building blocks
required to expand community capacity, which is the driving force of a local energy project.
This simple relationship is represented in the figure below:
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Case studies:

1. Central Bedfordshire

The community energy ecosystem in Central Bedfordshire is an ideal case study of the
interaction between the different pillars of community readiness, where an enthusiastic
local authority sought to develop community motivation for community energy through our
flagship Pathways programme.

Through the programme, we mentored local champions from the community, increasing
their capacity to self-organise, with shared skills and over £150,000 in leveraged funding.
The programme established Community Benefit Societies, trained founders, and guided the
development of both ‘powering up’ and ‘powering down’ projects. The initiative has
successfully launched a thriving community energy ecosystem with a profound impact. The
programme incubated three new start-up community energy businesses, employed four
new employees and mobilised thirteen founding directors for the three community energy
groups. The groups kicked off with energy advice delivery to hundreds of homes.

With the community motivation and capacity now at a record high, the system is now
mobilising to meet their demand for bigger and more ambitious projects. Renewable energy
developers are collaborating with the groups on an innovative shared ownership solar farm
project, and a construction company is collaborating on a rooftop solar project. In total,
there is now a robust project pipeline set to deliver over 5SMW of renewable energy,
creating a thriving community energy ecosystem in Central Bedfordshire — which was only
possible due to the alignment and mobilisation of all local stakeholders.

2. Tendring

In Tendring, Essex, community readiness evolved differently as initially local capacity was
low. However, several motivated individuals were recruited and trained by CEP to become
local energy champions. Essex County Council supported this effort, in particular through
their Low Carbon Team. Funding from the government’s Local Energy Advice Demonstrator
and UK Power Network’s Leaving No One Behind projects enabled CEP to identify a gap in
advice provision in a location where it was sorely needed.

Over two years, with this backbone of funding and support, the efforts of these motivated
individuals slowly built local capacity and capability. Tendring Community Energy was
founded off the back of this and has gone on to secure further funding for more ambitious
projects and to play an increasingly important role in the area, with a new hub on the high
street.



Conclusion

As community energy enters the mainstream, there is a risk that national programmes focus
on delivering projects into communities rather than building the local capacity, motivation
and partnerships needed for communities to lead them. While this approach may accelerate
deployment in the short term, it risks undermining opportunities for local ownership and
can lead to economic and social benefits being extracted rather than retained within
communities.

The community readiness framework proposed here is not a definitive answer, but a
starting point for discussion. We hope it contributes to a wider conversation about what
communities need to participate meaningfully in the energy transition and how
policymakers, local authorities and industry stakeholders can support them.

This question sits at the heart of one of our pilot projects, Neighbourhood Watts, delivered
in partnership with UK Power Networks. Through the project, we will explore what
communities can achieve when they have the capacity to coordinate local flexibility services
and the support of local authorities, network operators and government. We hope to
develop one of the first scalable blueprints for community-led flexibility and demonstrate
the value of investing in community readiness as a foundation for a fair and successful
energy transition.

If you're interested in supporting community readiness, reach out to
contact@communityenergypathways.org.uk
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