
in sustainability transitions

Prof. Jason Chilvers 

3S Research Group           

University of East Anglia, UK

REFLECT Public Webinar, Finnish Environment 

Institute, 30th September 2021



Overview

1. What’s the problem with participation?

2. Remaking participation

3. Experiments in remaking participation 

with energy and low-carbon transitions

• Mapping participation

• Distributed deliberative mapping

• A participation observatory

4. Conclusions



Participation in transition(s) 

Target 16.7: “Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory 

and representative decision-making at all levels”.

Principle 11: “environmental issues are best handled 

with the participation of all concerned citizens…”





1. Publics are…

2. Participation is...

3. Participation happens 
in…

4. (Institutional) 
problem of participation

Naturally occurring, external, 

ready-made, individuals 

Highly specific pre-given 

meanings, normativities, 

methods and evaluative metrics 

Discrete, isolated, contained 

events and time-spaces

Extension, engagement 

deficits, scaling up, 

representation, control

Residual realist 

participation



A co-productionist theory of participation
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(Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016)

“the subjects (publics), objects (issues and 

material commitments) and formats 

(political ontologies and participatory 

procedures) that comprise the constituent 

elements of participation can more 

accurately be seen as both constructed 

through and emergent in the performance 

of carefully mediated, open-ended 

participatory experiments” 

(Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016: 13)

“heterogeneous collective practices through 

which publics engage in addressing 

collective public issues… whether 

deliberately or tacitly, which actively 

produce meanings, knowings, doings 

and/or forms of social organisation” 

(Chilvers et al. 2018) 



Emergent, constructed through collective 
practices, material 

Highly diverse, experimental, co-produced 
through practice, multiply productive, 
exclusionary (good and bad effects)

Multiple, entangled, interrelating systems, 
spaces and ecologies of participation   

Responsiveness and accountability to 
multiple forms of public relevance, 
participation, issues

1. Publics are…

2. Participation is...

3. Participation happens 
in…

4. (Institutional) 
problem of participation

Naturally occurring, external, 

ready-made, individuals 

Highly specific pre-given 

meanings, normativities, 

methods and evaluative metrics 

Discrete, isolated, contained 

events and time-spaces

Extension, engagement 

deficits, scaling up, 

representation, control

Residual realist 

participation
Co-productionist participation



Deploy settings, formats, designs 

experimentally; Attend to framing 

effects, emergence/exclusions, 

uncertainties

Attend to interrelations between & map 

diversities of public participation

Anticipate future effects & 

social/ethical implications; create 

responsible democratic innovations

Acknowledge power and driving forces; 

cultivate institutional responsiveness 

to diverse forms of public relevance



Mapping ecologies of participation in energy transitions



(Chilvers et al. 2017, 2018, 2021; 

Pallett et al. 2019)

Mapping ecologies of participation across systems



The Distributed Deliberative Mapping (DDM) Experiment



Socio-technical visions of energy futures



Socio-technical visions of energy futures



Deliberative citizens

Specialists



Smart energy 

consumers group 

Grassroots innovator 

group

Activist group



A systemic approach to mapping participation

• Mapping participation opens up to diversities, exclusions, 

emergence and systemic inequalities of participation, publics and 

public issues (beyond existing methods and institutional closures)

• Can inform the design of new anticipatory public engagement –

participatory mapping of socio-technical system futures

• Shows that practices, formats and atmospheres of participation 

matter – and must be accounted for 

• Shows specialist and citizen support for more distributed and 

inclusive energy system futures 

• Can provide plural and robust forms of social intelligence needed 

to govern sustainability transitions in more socially responsive, 

just & responsible ways

(Chilvers et al. 2021)



A participation observatory



1. Mapping participation
ongoing mapping of diverse publics, 

participation and public issues

3. Demonstration 

experiments

for responsible innovation & 

just transitions

Digital 

methods

Comparative 

case analysis

Crowdsourcing

Visualizations

Collective 

experiments 

2. Networks
for reflexive learning & connection

International 

partnersNational network

Spaces for 

reflexive learning

Public Engagement Observatory



Conclusions

From representing (groups of) individuals to mapping collective practices of participation –
take atmospheres, formats and practices of participation and democracy seriously  

STS offers alternative ways of imagining and seeing – thus doing and valuing – participation

Novel institutional architectures like distributed observatories – ongoing mapping, reflexive 
learning and translation for more socially responsive, responsible and just transitions 

Systemic approach to mapping participation opens up publics, 
participation, visions, values, doings

Experimental, systemic, responsible, responsive 
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