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Project Background
UK publics are deeply implicated in how energy systems are 
shaped and used  - as consumers and producers, communities 
supporting/opposing developments, and tax and bill payers

Infrastructure changes (large and small) to meet the low carbon 
transition will need to be paid for, and within  the current 
‘regulated/privatized’ energy system

While policy focuses upon least cost investments – this may not 
be  the only thing that citizens care about or indeed want

Perceptions do matter !
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“Increasingly, an additional 
aim of such dialogue is to 
reflect useful social 
intelligence back to scientists, 
engineers, and policy makers 
regarding public values and 
interpretive frames, such that 
decisions might be achieved 
that genuinely reflect diverse 
societal concerns”

Pidgeon, N., et al (2014). ‘Creating a national 
citizen engagement process for energy policy’. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences of the USA, 2014

Public Attitudes to Whole 
Energy System Change 

Cardiff UKERC Phase 2 
Project, 2011-2013



UKERC Phase 2 Project Imagining Change – Biofuels and CCS as ‘Non-Transition’  

 Negative conceptions of things not seen as involving real change (or non-
transitions) such as Biofuels, or CCS

Non-transition - Biomass…
Fiona - It’s another oil and you would exploit countries who will allow 
you to have land and everyone else wants that land so I think you 
would end up with more wars and water issues.

Cheryl:- Yeah it feels like a step backwards… it feels like come on guys, 
we can do something better than that. I don’t know what it is about 
it, maybe it is because it’s just burning stuff, it doesn’t seem very 
sophisticated or sustainable and it seems like they have just panicked 
and said we’ll just burn stuff. (Cumbria)

Politics and history…
Olivia:- It is not as bad, but I really don’t 
think we want to be the dustbin of the 
world for that kind of thing (carbon 
emissions)  (Glasgow)
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Public Attitudes to Whole 
Energy System Change 

Cardiff UKERC Phase 2 
Project, 2011-2013

This earlier UKERC study highlighted 
multiple dimensions our participants 
believed were associated with energy 
costs, including the desire to get a fair deal, 
the importance of long-term stability of 
costs, trust in energy companies, and the 
perception of energy as a basic need. 

Parkhill, K. et al Project Synthesis Report, UKERC, 2013.
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• How members of the British public ascribe roles and 

responsibilities for funding energy transitions among different 

actors in the UK energy system (e.g. government, energy 

companies, consumers)

• Whether people are personally willing to accept costs associated 

with these energy transitions

• How normative considerations of justice and fairness, as well as 

(dis)trust in energy companies and government, influence people’s 

ascription of responsibility and personal willingness to accept 

costs.

Phase 3 Research Aims (2014-2019)
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Stage 1: Survey

• Public’s thoughts about 
responsibility for and 
costs of and energy 
transitions

• Why perceptions exist

• 3,150 respondents

• Online panel survey

• Advisory Panel

Stage 2: Follow-up survey

• Same survey sample

• One month later

• Explore support for myriad 
‘transitions’ and policies 
under different costs 

• Follow up on survey #1 
responses

Stage 3: Qualitative focus 
groups

• In-depth qualitative 
exploration of answers with 
survey respondents

• ~8 per focus group, diverse 
spread of age, gender and 
socio-economic background

• Four cities, five groups

• Qualitative coding

Note – all numerical data from Surveys, quotes from Focus Groups

Phase 3 Research Aims (2014-2019)
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Findings 1: Responsibility for financing energy transitions
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Ensuring energy is affordable for all households

Increasing the use of low-carbon energy sources

Funding programmes to reduce energy use in the UK

Ensuring a reliable energy supply is continuously available
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“Ultimately, it comes back to the UK government every time, for 
responsibility as a whole for energy supply in the UK…. Because I 
can’t see how else it can be policed rather than at that level, the 
high level.”

“Primarily the energy companies because they make the most money from it, 
so it’s in their interest for them to have the structure as good as they can…. 
So I would put a lot of the emphasis on them and then the government, 
through your taxes you'll pay and then maybe third, the public because I 
think at the end of the day… you want a better society, you want warmer 
houses, less costs…”

Responsibility for financing energy transitions
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Increasing low-
carbon energy

(N=3130)

Helping
vulnerable and
disadvantaged

(N=3122)

Reducing
energy use
(N=3126)

Ensuring
reliable supply

(N=3127)

Mean 9.1 9.6 9.4 12.7

Median 9 9 9 11
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Personal willingness to accept costs (on energy bills)

- 9-13% of energy bills for 
social and environmental 
levies

- But caution should be 
exercised when interpreting 
these numbers!

- E.g., Acceptance is higher if 
asked in % compared to £
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Issues underlying distrust: beliefs about profits

- People’s sense of injustice and unfairness emerged 
notably through discussions and perceptions of profits

- Acceptance of profits: nuanced and conditional

Conditions:
- Level of profit relative to affordability of energy
- What profit is used for
- Trustworthiness of information about profits 

questioned

Systemic issues:
- System encourages profit motives over other 

commitments
- Solution? More regulation and/or nationalisation

Support for:
Nationalisation: 27%
Heavy regulation: 24%
Moderate regulation: 36%
Minimal regulation: 2%
No regulation: 11%
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Issues underlying distrust: lack of transparency

Understanding costs and related decision-making:
- Profit levels, profit use, links between wholesale 

and retail prices, energy tariffs, energy bills etc.

-> Distrust of information regarding current and 
future costs“And there is obviously a 

lot of money that we don’t 
see. Just like their profits 
and the amount of money 
they actually make. We are 
just told what they want us 
to hear.”

“There’s lies, damned lies and then there’s 
statistics!”

“It’s called having a good 
accountant, isn’t it?”
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Issues underlying distrust: perceived collusion

- Distrust in government motives

- Regulation inadequate because of 
perceived close connection between 
government (particularly politicians) and 
energy companies
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Recommendations:
1. Strong and clear commitments to low-carbon energy system 

change

2. Ensuring greater transparency and accountability

3. Greater clarity and justification for how money is spent 

(especially for profits)

4. Innovative thinking on fair distributions of costs across energy 

system actors

5. Findings ways to credibly show energy companies are not 

driven by profits alone

6. Clearer evidence of separation between government and 

energy industry
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