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Context - energy transition

Average energy transi  on strategy development process of Dutch municipalies. Source: adapted 
from Nieuwkoop( 2021)



5

Context - citizen participation
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citizen Participation... WHat’s that?
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citizen Participation... WHat’s that?

• Citizen participation  broad topic covered in many diff er-
ent fi elds (healthcare, software design, policy making, etc.)
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citizen Participation... WHat’s that?

Par  cipa  on ladder. (source: Arnstein, 1969)

• Citizen participation  broad topic covered in many diff er-
ent fi elds (healthcare, software design, policy making, etc.)

• Diff erent levels of participation: participation ladder
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citizen Participation... WHat’s that?

Simple representa  on of ci  zen par  cipa  on in the average Dutch energy transi  on 
project. (own image)
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energy transition in the netherlands

Average energy transi  on strategy development process of Dutch municipalies. Source: adapted 
from Nieuwkoop( 2021)
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participation fatigue

• Participation fatigue is a phenomenon in which participants of a participation processes, be-
come tired of contributing to this process. This can lead to them becoming less active, or even 
leaving the process.

 In this research: PF experienced specifi cally by citizens
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Research question

“What are the main characteris  cs and lessons learned from par  cipa  on fa  gue experienced by 
ci  zens in par  cipa  on processes for public energy transi  on projects?”.

Conceptual model. (own image)



2. Research design
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Research design

• Explorative study
• Mixed data - mostly qualitative

“What are the main characteris  cs and lessons learned from par  cipa  on fa  gue experienced 
by ci  zens in par  cipa  on processes for public energy transi  on projects?”.



3. empirical research
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Interviews

Interviewee A
• Municipality A
• Process man-

ager energy 
transition

Interviewee B
• Municipality B
• Policy advisor 

sustainability

Interviewee C
• Municipality C
• Everything 

“sustainability”

Interviewee D
• Municipality D
• Heat director

Interviewee E
• Citizen 

participant
• Citizen initiative 

A
• Board member
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analytical framework

Analy  cal framework Pt. I: infl uencing faactors. Own image.



18

Supporting theories

Self-Determina  on Theory. Source: adapted from CSDT (n.d.) Theory of Planned Behavior. Source: adapted from Ajzen (1985)



Turning extrinsic moti-
vation into intrinsic 

motivation

Self-determination 
theory

Theory of planned
behaviour

Subj.
norm

Intention

Attitude

Behavior

Perceived
behavioral

control

GUIDING THEORIES + 
BASIC WORKINGS 
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OF PARTICIPATION FATIGUE 
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THEORIES 

Clear communication of 
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Existence of citizen 
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Motivation behind 
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‘Closeness’ of the proj-
ect to the participant’s 

daily life

Demographic informa-
tion of the participant:
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age, place of resi-
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Collaboration style: 
intenisty of collabora-

tion (informing vs. 
involving)

These factors shape a 
person’s attitude and 

thus, behaviour

Intrinsic or extrinsic 
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Autonomy

Relatedness
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control
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Perceived behavioral 
control
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Survey
• Confi rming + elaborating on fi ndings from analytical framework

• Target group: citizens who are currently participating in energy transition projects organized 
by municipalities or citizen organizations -or- have done so in the past

• Purposive snowball sample: uses the existing networks that organizations such as energy 
coöpera-tions and municipalities have built over the years
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Demographics

• 105 respondents

• Mostly men

• Mostly 65+

• Mostly highly educated
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experiences with Participation fatigue
• Average: 4.46
• Ligther form of PF: 44.8% [2-5]
• Severe PF: 40% [6-10]
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Participation fatigue - causes
1. Participation fatigue due to actions of and interactions with local governments and instances
2. Participation fatigue due to lack of results or slow progress in the process
3. Participation fatigue due to the intensity of the participation
4. Participation fatigue due to lack of enthusiasm of fellow citizens or organizations/businesses
5. Participation fatigue due to lack of serious uptake of participants’ input
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Participation fatigue - causes
1. Participation fatigue due to actions of and interactions with local governments and instances

“[The reason for my participation fatigue was because of] the feeling of constantly running into a political wall with the 
municipality. The argument “no money” is used continuously.” – Anonymous, 2022

“It’s hard to get a conversation with the municipality about developments and when you do, it often turns out that the 
municipality and citizens speak diff erent languages.” – Anonymous, 2022

“[The reason for my participation fatigue was because of the] attitude of the municipality: they set up a broad participa-
tion process in all the villages and then decided to organize it diff erently without any consultation” - Anonymous, 2022

33.7%
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Participation fatigue - causes
1. Participation fatigue due to actions of and interactions with local governments and instances

2. Participation fatigue due to lack of results or slow progress in the process

“[The reason for my participation fatigue was because of] the feeling of constantly running into a political wall with the 
municipality. The argument “no money” is used continuously.” – Anonymous, 2022

“It’s hard to get a conversation with the municipality about developments and when you do, it often turns out that the 
municipality and citizens speak diff erent languages.” – Anonymous, 2022

“[The reason for my participation fatigue was because of the] attitude of the municipality: they set up a broad participa-
tion process in all the villages and then decided to organize it diff erently without any consultation” - Anonymous, 2022

“realization [of a project] takes a lot of time. The Government, Notary, Stedin [grid operator] and Certiq [organization that 
certifi es electricity and heat generated from sustainable sources], are diff icult to work with to get something really work-
ing, especially these last two. Working with the new regulation of the government will also be very diff icult in the coming 
years.”  – Anonymous, 2022

“I still fi nd it interesting and relevant, but I always have trouble doing the same thing for very long. As soon as routine 
creeps in somewhere I want to do something diff erent.”  – Anonymous, 2022

33.7%

25.8%
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Participation fatigue - causes

“By having been intensively active in our neighborhood initiative for a few years now (and by also taking on more work 
than I fi rst intended), I sometimes fi nd that I am quite busy participating. It is now almost as important as my real job.” – 
Anonymous, 2022
“Our “work” takes a lot of time and energy, pioneering. We are not received enthusiastically by everyone. Always having 
to apply for subsidies etc.” – Anonymous, 2022

3. Participation fatigue due to the intensity of the participation 14.6%
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Participation fatigue - causes

“By having been intensively active in our neighborhood initiative for a few years now (and by also taking on more work 
than I fi rst intended), I sometimes fi nd that I am quite busy participating. It is now almost as important as my real job.” – 
Anonymous, 2022
“Our “work” takes a lot of time and energy, pioneering. We are not received enthusiastically by everyone. Always having 
to apply for subsidies etc.” – Anonymous, 2022

“There is a huge lack of knowledge and the right attitude among the public, we are not going to fi x that. […] People are 
busy with their mortgages and hobbies, travelling, etc. The fact that people in India live at 10 degrees C or less in houses 
without central heating, does not occur to them. Seriously sacrifi cing luxury to save the earth is not something we are 
taught in school or work.” – Anonymous, 2022

3. Participation fatigue due to the intensity of the participation

4. Participation fatigue due to lack of enthusiasm of fellow citizens or organizations/businesses

14.6%

9.0%
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Participation fatigue - causes

“By having been intensively active in our neighborhood initiative for a few years now (and by also taking on more work 
than I fi rst intended), I sometimes fi nd that I am quite busy participating. It is now almost as important as my real job.” – 
Anonymous, 2022
“Our “work” takes a lot of time and energy, pioneering. We are not received enthusiastically by everyone. Always having 
to apply for subsidies etc.” – Anonymous, 2022

“There is a huge lack of knowledge and the right attitude among the public, we are not going to fi x that. […] People are 
busy with their mortgages and hobbies, travelling, etc. The fact that people in India live at 10 degrees C or less in houses 
without central heating, does not occur to them. Seriously sacrifi cing luxury to save the earth is not something we are 
taught in school or work.” – Anonymous, 2022

“Real participation did not exist; decisions had already been made. The project was started just to be able to paint a nice 
picture for press releases. A real political game.” – Anonymous, 2022
“This concerned the RES. The municipality keeps talking about the importance of citizen participation and was proud to 
involve citizens. I didn’t think involvement in step 5 (out of 7) was a good example and felt like an “excuus-Truus” [basical-
ly a female token in Dutch], something to tick off  a box with.” – Anonymous, 2022

3. Participation fatigue due to the intensity of the participation

4. Participation fatigue due to lack of enthusiasm of fellow citizens or organizations/businesses

5. Participation fatigue due to lack of serious uptake of participants’ input

14.6%

9.0%

7.8%
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Participation fatigue - effects
1. There was no eff ect on the parƟ cipaƟ on
2. There was no eff ect on the parƟ cipaƟ on yet, but there might be in the future
3. The respondent became less acƟ ve in the parƟ cipaƟ on process
4. The respondent stopped parƟ cipaƟ ng
5. Other



4. discussion
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framework assessement
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framework assessement
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framework assessement
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framework assessement
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framework assessement

• Framework refl ects reality

• SDT: concepts of SDT – competence, autonomy and relatedness – should be strengthened 
and supported during the participation process (for example: providing the participants with 
enough independence and power in order to strengthen their sense of autonomy)
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framework assessement

• Framework refl ects reality

• SDT: concepts of SDT – competence, autonomy and relatedness – should be strengthened 
and supported during the participation process (for example: providing the participants with 
enough independence and power in order to strengthen their sense of autonomy)

• TPB: indicator of possible preventative measures that are needed in order to evade the oc-
currence of participation fatigue (for example: sending out a survey in which residents can 
indicate how they would like to participate in the energy transition project, the process can 
then be designed according to these answers and this will increase the perceived behavioral 
control of future participants)



5. conclusions & 
implications
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“What are the main characteris  cs and lessons learned from par  cipa  on fa-
 gue experienced by ci  zens in par  cipa  on processes for public energy transi-

 on projects?”.

Main research question
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conclusions

SQ1 - What does participation fatigue mean in the context of participation processes?
Participation fatigue is a phenomenon in which participants of a participation processes, become 
tired of contributing to this process. This can lead to them becoming less active, or even leaving the 
process.
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conclusions

SQ1 - What does participation fatigue mean in the context of participation processes?
Participation fatigue is a phenomenon in which participants of a participation processes, become 
tired of contributing to this process. This can lead to them becoming less active, or even leaving the 
process.

SQ2 - Why is participation fatigue an important issue to solve in participation processes 
dealing with energy transition?
Negates positive impact of citizen participation: better handling of socio-ecological challenges of 
sustainability and development (Sanya, 2016)
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conclusions

SQ3 - In case of the occurrence of participation fatigue in participation processes, can the cit-
izens link this to a specifi c problem during the process?
1. Participation fatigue due to actions of and interactions with local governments and instances
2. Participation fatigue due to lack of results or slow progress in the process
3. Participation fatigue due to the intensity of the participation
4. Participation fatigue due to lack of enthusiasm of fellow citizens or organizations/businesses
5. Participation fatigue due to lack of serious uptake of participants’ input
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SQ4 - practical implications
Regarding the municipality
• Participation for the sake of participation should absolutely be avoided
 municipalities should only enter the participation process with a clear goal and process  
 in mind
• Municipality should be willing to enter an open dialogue with citizens and citizen initiatives
 sends a message that citizen initiatives are an added value to the municipality, increasing  
 morale and a sense of autonomy
• Appointing a fi xed point of contact within the municipality, for citizens and citizen initiatives
• More clarity on rules and regulations
• Professional guidance (if possible)

1
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SQ4 - practical implications
Regarding the municipality
• Participation for the sake of participation should absolutely be avoided
 municipalities should only enter the participation process with a clear goal and process  
 in mind
• Municipality should be willing to enter an open dialogue with citizens and citizen initiatives
 sends a message that citizen initiatives are an added value to the municipality, increasing  
 morale and a sense of autonomy
• Appointing a fi xed point of contact within the municipality, for citizens and citizen initiatives
• More clarity on rules and regulations
• Professional guidance (if possible)

Adapting the process
• Create clarity and purpose in the participation process (long-term AND short term)
• Celebration of achievements and milestones
• More fun, less formality

1

2
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SQ4 - practical implications
Reaching the public, lessening the burden
• Raising awareness
 municipalities and citizen groups should work together in order to raise awareness about  
 energy transition and increase the visibility of existing initiatives/projects.
• Promoting participation: make it personal, make it fun 
• Reaching underrepresented groups (women, younger people, etc)

3
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participation fatigue

Not elaborated upon in academic research

Causes mentioned:
• Length of process (Combrinck and Porter, 2021)
• Needed knowledge in order to participate (Combrinck and Porter, 2021)
• Lack of management of citizens’ expectations regarding the participation (Cho & Ho, 2020)
• Lack of legitimate and serious  uptake of the outcomes and decisions taken from participatory 

processes (Robert Bosh Stiftung, 2019)
• Participation for the sake of participation (Milkman, 2021)
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Context
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Context
“Prior to my participation, I already knew a lot about energy tran-
sition and I am interested in topics such as sustainability, green 
energy,....”

41%

“Prior to my participation, I already knew some things about en-
ergy transition but I am interested in topics such as sustainability, 
green energy,....”

43.8%

“Prior to my participation, I did not know that much about energy 
transition and I am interested in topics such as sustainability, green 
energy,....”

14.3%

“Prior to my participation, I did not know that much about energy 
transition and I am not really interested in topics such as sustain-
ability, green energy,....”

0.95%

“Moving away from fossil fuels is an important issue for me. So I’d 
like to contribute to this.”

68.6%

“I like to brainstorm and help decide what happens in my commu-
nity and neighbor-hood”

32.3%

“If I do not participate, I am afraid that my opinion and that of oth-
ers will not be tak-en into consideration. I therefore feel compelled 
to participate.”

5.7%

Other reasons 19%

Pre-existing knowledge:

Motivation:
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organization
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Participation fatigue - causes

Participation fatigue and the participant’s role (relates to intensity) rs = -0.21 p=0.03

Participation fatigue and perceived infl uence on the project rs =-0.20 p=0.04

Participation fatigue and the serious uptake of participants’ input by municipalities rs =0.40 p=0.00

Participation fatigue and pre-existing knowledge & interests rs =0.13 p=0.19

Participation fatigue and frequency of the participation rs =0.13 p=0.15
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framework assessement
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framework assessement
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Recommendations
• Testing the participation toolkit  Longitudonal study in which possible solutions are 

implemented in the participation process. Solutions could then be assessed on how well they 
prevent the participation fatigue/ contribute to the participation process

• Future research could shed more light on the diff erence between participation fatigue experi-
enced by citizens participating through municipal processes, and those participating through 
citizen initiatives.
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