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Executive summary 

The thesis is based on the idea that transition to a sustainable energy re-
gime required to avoid the dramatic consequences of climate change in-
volves not only changes in technology and production patterns, but it also 
necessitates the introduction of new actors, who could invest in renewa-
ble energy production. Without a massive expansion of renewable energy 
producers the chance for the transformation of the mostly fossil based 
energy regime into a sustainable one is very limited. Hence, besides 
strengthening the current stakeholders of this change, it is also inevitable 
to explore new groups of actors, who could become the future investors 
of renewable energy. This thesis focuses on such a group, namely the re-
newable energy communities (REC) and examines their transition poten-
tial.  

RECs are residential groups, who decide to change their passive consumer 
role into the role of energy producer, generating the electricity and/or the 
heating they need. Acquiring knowledge on them helps to better under-
stand how this new type of renewable investors could be strengthened 
and to what extent they can contribute to the energy transition. Therefore 
the aim of this research was to study renewable energy communities from 
different aspects and at different levels in order to answer the main re-
search question, which was: How can the spread and scaling-up of renew-
able energy communities be supported? 

To answer the research question a comparative cases study analysis was 
conducted involving Dutch and German communities that are different in 
terms of their size (ranging from small communities with a few members 
to large communities of 3000 members), locations (islands, villages, city 
neighborhoods, districts in small towns, or just small communities in 
apartment buildings), institutional background (German and Dutch regula-
tions), renewable energy technology used (solar photovoltaic, water 
pumps, wind mills, biomass power plants) and organizational structure 
(wind or solar cooperatives, joint solar procurement projects and small 
energy companies that produce and supply energy not only for their 
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members but also to other customers). The investigation was executed at 
four different levels through the use of different theoretical lenses: 

At individual level, the research investigated personal motivations for join-
ing a renewable energy community and investing in joint renewable ener-
gy projects by using Lindenberg’s goal-framing theory. The results show 
that regardless of size, location and applied technology, the members of 
all investigated communities were driven mainly by gain and normative 
motivations and hedonic considerations played minor role. Furthermore, 
there was no difference between frontrunners (members who participat-
ed in the organization of the project) and average members (financially 
supported the project) either in terms of the dominant motivations, how-
ever, the motives behind the altruistic behavior of participating in a work-
ing group and deliver the tasks on a voluntary basis were mostly hedonis-
tic and normative. Thus, joining a REC is primarily defined by gain and/or 
normative considerations, while the decision to participate in the project 
organization (i.e. to become a frontrunner) is mainly driven by hedonic 
and partly normative reasons. 

At group level, the research explored group formation and project organi-
zation methods of RECs through the lenses of the teamwork, collective ac-
tion and grassroots theories. It found that contrary to Olson’s (1965) ex-
pectation about voluntary collective action, renewable energy communi-
ties can realize a project of a certain complexity counting on only a limited 
number of volunteers who develop the project without receiving any addi-
tional reward and who are also willing to accept free-riding. However, the 
larger the size of the community and the higher the complexity of the pro-
ject (varied technology portfolio or technologies that generate both heat 
and electricity), the more likely is it that the community needs to take a 
formally organized structure or count on external help (expert, manager). 
Therefore, the investigation concluded these two factors, size of the 
community and complexity of the project, influence the composition and 
structure of RECs.  

At institutional level, based on Dinica’s risk assessment framework the re-
search assessed the effectiveness of national support instruments in de-
creasing investors’ risks from the perspective of RECs’. The analysis re-
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vealed differences between the German and the Dutch institutional con-
texts. The German system provides an optimal investment context (the 
support system ensures high profitability potential with low risk) that 
largely decreases or eliminates all the investors’ risks, while the Dutch 
support instruments are less supportive in this regard or they benefit only 
small-scale energy producers (below 10MW/h). This negatively affected 
the ambition of RECs to scale up their projects. Furthermore, the lack of 
sufficient risk assessment in the Netherlands resulted in fewer and simpler 
projects in terms of portfolio of technologies compared to Germany. 

At system level, the transition potential of RECs as social niches was exam-
ined with the help of the multi-level perspective. The investigation con-
cluded that RECs learn from each other, establish networks and use similar 
practices and production patterns thereby forming a global level niche. At 
the same time they enjoy the support of powerful regime actors such as 
energy companies, banks, local governments, etc. and they establish links 
to sub-regimes (e.g. financial, policy, energy). Finally, RECs are heteroge-
neous in terms of their actors, the technologies they use and the condi-
tions they are operating under. This heterogeneity increases the likelihood 
that this niche can expand and become an influential part of the regime. 
The interrelation among these three elements (global level niche, support 
of powerful regime actors, heterogeneity) can result in positive feedback 
loops, thus increasing the RECs’ transition potential. 

This research made several theoretical and methodological contributions. 
It introduced proxies and accompanying indicators, extending earlier theo-
retical work on socio-technical transitions, to study the transition potential 
of social innovations and thereby social niches.  It also reinterpreted the 
notion of niches and the way how transition occurs, paying special atten-
tion to social innovations developing besides technological innovations. 
Further, it also made a distinction between internally and externally ori-
ented niches based on their orientation and application focus, claiming 
that RECs are internally oriented social niches that develop innovations for 
internal purposes and not for later regime use.   

Contributions to Dinica’s (2006) investor-oriented risk assessment frame-
work were the introduction of new indicators and testing this theoretical 
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evaluation method in practice. In addition, the research approached the 
investors as not one homogenous group, but made a distinction between 
different types of investors (individual, community, firm). It was argued 
that the level of initial capital, the level of ambition regarding the type and 
complexity of their projects, or the extent to which they are risk averse 
can vary among the three investor categories. As a methodological contri-
bution, the research used interviews to gain a better understanding on the 
perception of investors to see whether the policy makers’ intentions with 
certain instruments could succeed in their objective.  

Finally, the social relevance of the research has to be highlighted, since the 
adequate and tailor-made support of renewable energy communities 
would benefit not only their members, but it could also strengthen their 
links to actors in sub-regimes and thereby contribute to energy transitions. 
The significant increase of the share of renewables in the energy market is 
impossible without a massive involvement of new investors, and in case a 
new potential group emerges and is ready to take part in the change pro-
cess supporting it is essential. Adequate support can come only from a 
thorough understanding of this group’s motivations, expectations, capaci-
ties and needs. This research has hopefully contributed to further the un-
derstanding of such emerging groups. 

  


