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Approaches must be perceived as credible and legitimate solutions to climate change:

• that it will deliver decarbonisation

• and is the ‘right’ way to do so - shared understanding, widening involvement, 
recognising different priorities and perspectives

Trust - between stakeholders across governance scales: in how projects are delivered, managed and 
regulated.

Ongoing support - Between communities, developers, regulators and decision makers across governance 
scales

A strong SLO: high level of ongoing support from different stakeholders on need for and value of 
decarbonisation technologies

 dynamic, context specific & influenced by events

Social license to operate (SLO)



Gough, C., Cunningham, R. and Mander, S., 2018. Understanding key elements in establishing a social license for CCS: an 
empirical approach. International Journal of Greenhouse Gas Control, 68, pp.16-25. 

The “pyramid” model of the SLO proposed by Thomson & Boutilier (2011)

• A strong SLO in principle is a first step 
• However, as projects approach 

construction and operation, ongoing SLO 
cannot be assumed.

SLO in principle, doesn’t guarantee an SLO in practice



The aims of this work:

• Assess and develop conditions for establishing and maintaining a strong 

social licence to operate (SLO) for decarbonising the clusters.

• Extend the SLO approach to consider multiple technologies assembled to 

deliver industrial decarbonisation at a cluster scale.

• Understand the potential to develop SLO at regional and national scale.

• Explore how legitimacy, credibility and trust can support an SLO for ID 

technologies in principle and in practice



Timeline:

Source: (Clery, Mander 

and Gough, 2025)



Stakeholders: common themes

Source: (Clery, Mander and Gough, 2025)



Northwest focus groups: opportunity, but ‘show me it works’

It sounds like a 
great idea, but…. 

How quickly are we likely to see a reduction in 
emissions within the area?  But I suppose that’s 
dependent on who signs up and uses it. 

“I don't know anything about hydrogen, so basically you know 
gas, you know electric, because we’ve lived with it for years, we 
don’t live with hydrogen, not really, at the moment.  Unless 
again I’m ignorant to the fact that it’s actually out there and 
again it’s not talked about or communicated enough about it.“

“This is a real positive thing for the area, so why hasn’t that 
been picked up, and it done through the press or good news 
story or whatever?” 

What’s the evidence that it works? 



Humber focus group: jobs matter, but so do skills and storage confidence

“Well, if you don’t have to store CO2, then that’s obviously got to be 
a preferable answer”

“It’s a real struggle, there’s a massive skills gap 
there. So I think having grads and 
apprenticeships would massively help resolve.”. 

“[The] Worst case scenario as far as I’m concerned is what 
happens with CO2 if it gets into the North Sea.  I don't know the 
answer, so more information about that”. 

“..keep the industries going, keep the jobs that go with them, don’t 
vilify them […] You can't do without them I don’t think, and you 
shouldn’t demonise them in some ways.  Because I think that’s what 
sometimes happens.”



Focus groups:



‘In principle’ vs ‘in practice’
Legitimacy Credibility Trust

Components of ID

C
C

U
S

In 

principle

The case for CC(U)S 

CCS application (power, 

fuels, CDR etc)

Costs

Sufficient emissions reduction

Risk of CO2 leakage and mediation options

Role within strategy for net zero 

Role of fossil fuels

In 

practice

Evidence that it is safe New infrastructure needs & opportunities for 

reuse

Risk of CO2 leakage and mediation options

Impacts on local communities

Past history with developers

C
lu

st
er

s

In 

principle

Role of clusters in 

sectoral decarbonisation

Timeline and barriers to implementation

Projects can be delivered on time

Policy certainty for investment

Established relationships/networks of trust
In 

practice

Local context (history, 

culture, politics etc)

Opportunity to network 

shared infrastructure

Strong local voice for 

deployment regions

Cluster brand and reputation of partners

Strong cluster partnerships

Interactions beyond the cluster 

Transparency & fairness in awarding contracts 

Previous experience and track record of 

institutions

Source: (Clery, Mander and Gough, 2025)



The Place-based Just Transition framework

Source: (Lai et al., 2025)



Summary
• Publics can support CCUS when it is seen as delivering climate benefits and preserving 

valued industry.
• Support depends on safety, affordability, fairness, transparency and credible regulation.
• As projects move towards delivery, place-based impacts, trade-offs and trust in 

institutions become more salient.
• Strong foundations for SLO are emerging among stakeholders, but wider public support 

remains fragile as projects move from principle to practice. 
• Stakeholders recognise the need for climate action and see industrial decarbonisation as 

a potential opportunity for jobs and regional renewal, but credibility depends on 
transparent and consistent government leadership. 

• Public awareness of cluster plans is still low, which can increase scepticism and weaken 
trust.
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Cluster reports – available from www.idric.org 

Dr Diarmaid Clery – diarmaid.clery@manchester.ac.uk
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