Designing effective dialogue processes to
connect with citizens in the implementation
of the Dutch Climate Agreement
Climate Policy; Interactive Governance; Citizen Participation; Citizen Engagement; Deliberative Democracy
Fellowship meetings with the Associates took place in April and May 2020
ENERGY-SHIFTS RAPPORTEUR Rosie Robison
KEYWORDS

TIMEFRAME

Policy Fellows
This Fellowship uniquely involved a team of three colleagues who work within different
teams of the same department

Andrea de Ruiter
Charlotte Koot
Menno Ottens
Senior Policy Officer/Senior Policy Officer/Policy Officer respectively, at
Directorate-General of Climate and Energy, Ministry of Economic Affairs and
Climate Policy,
The Hague, The Netherlands.

Lancaster
UK
Norwich
UK

The Hague
THE NETHERLANDS
Rotterdam,
Eindhoven

FELLOW’S
LOCATION
ASSOCIATES’ LOCATIONS

This Energy-SHIFTS Policy Fellowship report is part of a wider collection published in November 2020 describing dialogue
between 21 energy policyworkers and [86] social scientists and humanities scholars, available via energy-shifts.eu.

Policy context
The recent finalisation of the Dutch Climate Agreement1 (DCA) has been a major policy milestone for the Dutch
government. Now, a transition is underway from the policy-making phase into the implementation and execution of
that policy. Aspects of this implementation phase were the focus of this Fellowship involving three policyworkers
with a keen interest in involving citizens in this process.
As the Fellows explained at the start of their Fellowship, a wide array of actors agreed upon the measures to
reduce GHG-emissions specified in the Dutch Climate Agreement (DCA), using the traditional ‘Polder-approach’.
However, as with the predecessor of the DCA (the National Energy Agreement [2013-2020]) certain questions have
been raised concerning both the process and the result in terms of its legitimacy. Critics in particular raise the question to what extend branch organisations, employer associations and employee-unions, and NGOs (actors involved
in drawing up the DCA) actually represent their assumed constituencies and can make agreements that affect society
to this deeply. As the DCA affects society as a whole, it is important to attain a higher and broader degree of public
support in the implementation phase.
In addition, the DCA requires a ‘citizen dialogue’ process to be run aimed at gathering insights and increasing
understanding of citizens’ views and experiences of the energy transition. The process in development and there are
detailed questions on how to design such an ongoing citizen dialogue for the period of a decade. Involving academic
insight to answer questions such as these was a key reason for the team’s interest in participating in the EnergySHIFTS Policy Fellowship process , in order to discuss these issues with researchers from across the Social Sciences
and Humanities (SSH).

As three relatively new policy officers in this field, we believe more insight into the societal aspect of the
energy transition would be beneficial, even essential to effectively bring this into practice. We each have
a personal interest in the knowledge sector, and find that translating science to policy is a skill in and
of itself that we would like to develop further. Similarly, we believe sharing our policy experience and
insights could help science to think beyond theory.
Dutch Energy-SHIFTS Fellowship team
The Fellows’ roles meant they were directly involved in the coming together and/or implementation of the DCA.
As part of the implementation phase, they have contributed to setting up the framework for monitoring and evaluating the DCA and executing the agreed policies concerning citizens’ participation and dialogue.

Policy challenges
Given the policy context above, the Fellows prepared the following overarching question for their Fellowship: How
do we move from the stakeholder approach taken thus far in developing the Dutch Climate Agreement, to one
that includes and connects with citizens, in the implementation phase?
Specific sub-questions of the above, which were shared with Associates prior to meetings to facilitate discussion,
were:
 What are the take-aways from the Polder-approach both for (a) reaching future comparable climate goals and (b)
the implementation phase of the DCA concerning public support?
 What are effective methods for gauging citizens’ perspectives and interests, particularly of those groups whose
voices generally are not well-represented in public dialogue and policy making?

1
An English version of the DCA is available here: https://www.klimaatakkoord.nl/documenten/publicaties/2019/06/28/
national-climate-agreement-the-netherlands. Of particular relevance are pp.225-228 entitled Creating support in society.

 How do we differentiate between general attitudes (e.g. climate is a key challenge, or a waste of public expenditure) versus specific needs and perspectives regarding citizens’ own living environment and daily lives (e.g. no
windmill in my backyard, or insulating one’s home)?
Several relevant publications were also shared with Associates prior to meetings2.

Matched Policy Associates
In the initial call between the Energy-SHIFTS team and the Dutch Fellowship team, we
discussed their interest in public dialogue mechanisms, and this was something we particularly
sought expertise in. In addition, we looked for Associates with experience with: psychosocial
methods (facilitated/in-depth approaches), energy justice/marginalised voices, and energy/
environmental policymaking. Finally, since the Dutch policy context was so relevant, we particularly
approached Associates in the Netherlands. The clearly defined nature of the Fellows’ policy challenges
enabled identification of Associates with very specific expertise.
The four Associates were:
Darren McCauley – Professor of the Management of International Social Challenges, Department of
Public Administration and Sociology, Erasmus University Rotterdam, the Netherlands. Darren is an
interdisciplinary scholar but with collaborations across Environmental Social Sciences, Geography and
Development. His research interests include fairness in energy systems, and comparative energy politics. Darren was invited to bring his significant expertise in energy justice and just transitions research,
including leadership of international just transitions networks.
Ruth Mourik – Founder, DuneWorks, Eindhoven, the Netherlands. Ruth has a background in
Anthropology, Sociology, and Science & Technology Studies. Following her PhD Ruth set up Duneworks,
a private research ‘for benefit’ organisation specialising in the societal aspects of transitions towards
an inclusive and sustainable climate. She was invited due to her extensive experience with facilitating methods, citizen engagement and ways to include wide and varying sections of the public in
discussions.
Helen Pallett – Lecturer, 3S (Science, Society & Sustainability) Research Group, School of Environmental
Sciences, University of East Anglia, Norwich, UK. Helen is an Environmental Geographer and Science
& Technology Studies scholar interested in the relationships between science, democracy and the
environment. She was invited due to her detailed research on participation, and the set-up of public
dialogue mechanisms, as well as recent mapping of public engagement processes in the UK.
Rebecca Willis – Professor in Practice, Lancaster Environment Centre, Lancaster University, UK.
Rebecca has a background working across Sociology and Political Sciences. Her research interests
span environment, climate and energy policy and politics. Rebecca was invited to bring her insights on
citizen dialogue in particular from her role as an Expert Lead for the UK’s Citizen Assembly on Climate
Change, launched in 2019.

2
These included: (1) an article in the Economist: https://www.economist.com/europe/2019/07/09/costly-climatemeasures-are-hard-to-sell-but-the-netherlands-has-a-plan; (2) a research paper concerning legitimacy and governance of
the DCA: Ottens, M. and Edelenbos, J., 2019. Political leadership as meta-governance in sustainability transitions: A case study
analysis of meta-governance in the case of the Dutch national agreement on climate. Sustainability, 11(1), p.110; (3) a brochure
provided by the Social Economic Council, one of the major institutional anchors of the Dutch ‘polder-model’: https://www.ser.
nl/-/media/ser/downloads/engels/2015/informatiebrochure-en.pdf; (4) a report concerning citizen dialogue related to DCA
(Burgergesprekken
Klimaatakkoord)
https://www.npbo.nl/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Rapport-meedenken-om-mee-tedoen-NPBO-bijeenkomsten-klimaatakkoord.pdf (in Dutch).

Discussion points and SSH insights
Together the Fellows undertook individual calls with each of the four Associates over 8th April to 14th May 2020. In
this section we outline key areas the Fellows discussed with one or more Associates, in particular focussing on three
ideas which resonated most and therefore the Fellows chose to highlight in an online workshop with other Fellows
and Associates working under the same thematic category on 23 June 2020. Italicised quotes throughout are from
the Associates.
The necessity of using a suite of approaches, and detailed questioning about the purposes of engagement
At a regional and local level, processes have been put in place for government and citizens to work together to
implement climate policy. The Fellows indicated that their department is often informed through these subnational
levels of government and public participation, but is looking at ways to engage with citizens more directly by finding
an approach that works at a national level. In working towards this larger scale approach however, the Fellowship
discussions had emphasised to them the importance and indeed necessity of using tailor made methods for different
groups, if broad participation is sought. Different consultation approaches will exclude or include different parts
of society and there will be no one perfect method which brings everyone around the table. This message could
easily be overlooked or minimised in policy circles due to the increased complexity which is inevitably involved in
putting this to practice. Indeed Associates highlighted the tendency to ‘fall back’ on large scale surveys which are
quicker and cheaper to run, but do not allow for an approach based on in-depth dialogue. As one Associate said:
“Traditionally, large-scale surveys were employed. This is insufficient and lacks innovation. The real value [of examples
Fellows’ highlighted as interesting] in citizens engagements is the co-construction of shared problems and solutions.”
In this context therefore, as the Fellows’ team develop new national engagement processes, Associates were able
to highlight many questions which they felt may need to be asked and answered during the design process. This is
one of the central and valuable features of an academic approach, to bring precise questioning to the planning stage
of endeavours – what exactly are you trying to do, and why? Thus Associates brought to their conversations detailed
questions about: (a) what (if anything) might actually be changed on the basis of such engagement processes? “In
other words, what kind of legitimacy is sought? With whom and why?” (b) what the attitude to diversity in views would
be, how would very different opinions be considered (by government or decision makers) and how would choices be
made? “How will the process, especially in light of legitimation, deal with conflicting values and needs?” (c) what would
those citizens who get involved in engagement processes get out of it? “those voices not often heard would not be
very inclined to participate if it is just to check”. This type of questioning was echoed in terms of communicating the
purpose of any engagement processes: “it is important to be very upfront about what is and isn’t up for discussion, so
that people have clear expectations of what the process is likely to lead to.”
In support of the above, Associates were able to highlight relevant SSH research including on how identities
impact on our role in dialogue, deliberative democracy3, and environmental justice processes. Various frameworks
based in the research literature designed to allow explicit consideration of these approaches were suggested to the
Fellows, including one which identifies five key elements of a just process: Recognition – Capability – Distribution –
Responsibility – Participation. Moreover, Associates highlighted the importance of a mixed-method approach, since
there is not one single method available that fits all target groups and goals.
Institutionalising national citizen engagement with climate policy
There are currently a number of formal consultation processes which may be carried out on a one-off basis
related to specific Dutch policies (for example concerning a national carbon tax, a bill on district hearing and citizens’
engagement on regional energy strategies). However discussion with the Associates raised several new possibilities of applying methods which would allow formalisation of these engagement processes. Two specific examples
suggested by Associates were (1) methods used in observatories, formal institutions which monitor and undertake
engagement activities (such as ‘participation mapping’), (2) a (regular) citizen’s assembly on climate and/or energy
3
“Deliberative democracy means citizens communicating about and reflecting upon preferences, judgments and values
regarding common concerns. … Deliberation features civility and respect, mutual justification, listening, reflection and openness to
persuasion.” Dryzek, J.S. and Niemeyer, S., 2019. Deliberative democracy and climate governance. Nature human behaviour, 3(5),
p.411.

issues. This discussion feeds into one of the most direct policy impacts of the Fellowship, namely planning for a
citizens’ dialogue, for which the possibility of a Dutch citizen assembly for climate issues is currently being explored
– see further discussion at the end of this report. As detailed by one Associate in regards politicians they met in
their own research, citizen assemblies can also be transformative for the politicians involved: “One of the main issues
politicians told me they faced was a lack of public support for climate policy. I found that they underestimated the level
of support (e.g. compared to polling data). This is one reason why I am a big supporter of deliberative processes like
Citizens’ Assemblies, Citizens’ Juries and deliberative workshops – to allow politicians and citizens to debate and explore
solutions together. In my experience of these processes, politicians often realise that there is more of a mandate than
they had assumed.”
This discussion also links directly into considering what engagement processes are already being undertaken
across the Netherlands, and effectively utilising learnings from these. As highlighted by one Associate: “By mapping
the range of different trajectories being envisaged in the system, you will be better prepared to account for and negotiate around areas of likely public resistance or disagreement. And you may also find that in many examples of public
engagement around climate change and energy, groups of citizens are enacting transformations which are far more
radical than those imagined by government, industry or big NGOs.” This type of mapping was picked up by the Fellows
as having significant potential, and again is discussed at the end of this report.
Taking into account systemic impacts on groups, rather than individuals
As a former Ministry of Economic Affairs (now Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy), Fellows were
conscious of a historical focus within their department on individual behaviours and attitudes and an economic
rationale. This ties in with conversation about social practice theory approaches, as discussed with one of the
Associates, as this requires policy makers to look beyond individual decision making and also incorporate social,
cultural, and material factors into policy analysis and development. Now the Fellows and their colleagues are keen to
expand to look more widely at different sections of society, and consider the different conditions and systems that
people live within. However this is not yet done systematically. Through their discussions with the Policy Associates,
the Fellows felt that taking account impacts on groups and social interactions, not just individuals, to be particularly
important when it comes to ensuring a ‘just’ energy transition. Thus they are interested to further involve energy
justice thinking in the Dutch approach to climate policy participation. Key elements they took away from these
discussions included the importance of improved knowledge on the precise impacts of the energy transition on a
‘just’ society, indicators that have been developed to measure energy justice as well as regarding the practical implementation of existing initiatives, for example the Board of the Just Transitions network.

Translation to policy impacts
The DCA requires the national government to formulate a national climate policy plan every five years, the next
being due in 2024. Before then, insights from the Fellowship will directly feed into (1) the societal platform and (2)
the public dialogue mechanism, which are to be set up as part of the governance of the Climate Agreement. This and
other direct impacts are discussed in this section.
1. Immediate reporting to senior management of Directorate-General Climate and Energy
The Fellows described how policymaking, involving large teams and many layers of decision making, is often
a time consuming process and directions may not change fast. Nevertheless, they have immediately fed back
insights from the Fellowship to senior management of their team, via several updates in regular meetings with
senior managers and directors as well as a more in-depth brainstorm concerning the take-aways of the Energy
SHIFTS project. In these meetings, the following aspects were discussed in more detail: the further explorations
of a citizens’ assembly, ‘mapping’ as a method for researching public participation and the potential application
of the framework of energy justice in the context of the Netherlands.

2.

Mapping analysis of the Dutch public participation landscape
A new idea which was introduced to the Fellows via their meetings was that of carrying out a mapping analysis of
all the different public participation work (around climate change/energy) which is already going on, or has been
carried out over a specified timeframe, across the Netherlands. The Fellows felt this would really help ‘connect
the dots’ of which processes are being implemented as well as enable analysis of which topics are being addressed
in formal consultation processes in the Netherlands and which topics aren’t. The Fellows have discussed the
method with TNO, a Dutch research institute, and are preparing a shared project to apply this method in the
context of the Netherlands. This work could also feed into the setting up of a Dutch citizen assembly (discussed
next). The Associates involved will join the Fellows and TNO in a meeting to exchange knowledge and experience.
3. Development and setting up of a Dutch citizen assembly
As highlighted from the start of the Fellowship, setting up of a formal public dialogue mechanism, as mandated in
the DCA, was a key area the Fellows were seeking expertise in. The ministry has been conducting a formal exploration into the various options for public dialogue mechanisms (e.g. citizens’ assembly, G1000) and input from
the Fellowship have directly fed into this. As a result, plans for a Dutch citizen assembly have in fact been sped
up over the period of the Fellowship. Next steps will involve further discussion with senior managers and further
research on potential applications in the Netherlands and insights from the Fellowship informing these next
steps include in particular the notion that a citizens’ assembly should be prepared and supported very carefully.
4. Feeding insights into Regional Energy Strategies
Finally, the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy is involved with the coordination of 30 Regional
Energy Strategies across the country. These regions are newly designated, have no formal, governmental status
and require municipalities, provinces and water boards to together establish energy policies in collaboration
with regional stakeholders and citizens.
Whilst insights from the Fellowship primarily focussed on the national level, the discussions may interlink with
developments in these strategies.

Reflections from Associates
We asked the Policy Associates what they learned about on-the-ground energy policy challenges from their interactions. Key quotes are as follows, which emphasise how the Dutch team hit the ground running with an in-depth
understanding of many of the social scientific issues at play:

“I learnt that there was a great deal
of understanding already on how
to come to decisions. There was less
awareness and knowledge about how
to implement those decisions. It challenged my assumption that making a
decision is the most difficult part of
energy related issues. In reality, the
actual implementation of decisions is
much harder.”

“What became apparent is that the
policy officers I spoke with are very
passionate about inclusion and
participation, which was heartwarming. The biggest challenge
they face is to connect the national
policy level to the day-to-day level
of implementation.”

“I learned a lot about the role of
legal challenges in climate policy
/ strategy” [one meeting included
discussion of the Urgenda Climate
Case against the Dutch Government]

“A particular challenge in this case seems to have been around the perceived democratic legitimacy (or
not) of the DCA given the limited amount of citizen engagement that the stakeholder ‘Polder’ process
involved. [And therefore] how to robustly implement this process - which requires 49% GHG reductions
in the next 10 years - whilst also engaging citizens in a meaningful way. The Fellows were much better
informed about social scientific research on this topic than I had expected, and therefore were much
more open to the arguments I was making about thinking about public engagement in a slightly different
way. I expected … that I would have to do much more to justify and explain my points, but actually it felt
like talking to fellow academic social scientists. I was also surprised at the range of activities which are
going on related to public engagement and climate change in the Netherlands … and the close relationship
between the funding of research and citizen engagement strategies.”

