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Abstract: 

The urgent need to progress the low carbon energy transition has stimulated new forms of 

governance to address the multiple challenges facing policy, regulation, and implementation. 

This paper suggests that some countries are adopting a range of measures for the energy 

transition that amount to a Whole-of-Society Approach, formerly deployed as a response to 

health crises and other emergencies. Despite having a range of governance implications, the 

main features of the approach have not been effectively described nor critically evaluated. 

This paper seeks to draw out the main characteristics of the approach based on a review of 

literature that uses the whole-of-society approach term. This suggests that the Whole-of-

Society Approach has five key components: crisis; shared responsibility; inclusivity; 

leadership; and systems thinking. This paper then explores how these components have been 

reflected in energy transition policy discourse in the Republic of Ireland and Scotland, by 

analysing key policy documents. By highlighting how the Whole-of-Society Approach is used 

as a wider framework for the energy transition, the paper aims to stimulate further research 

on the wider implications, coherence, and effectiveness of the approach in progressing the 

energy transition.  

Key words: whole-of-society approach, energy transition, climate crisis, collaborative 

action, governance 
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1. Introduction 
 

The low carbon energy transition1 requires fast and far-reaching changes to the socio-

technical energy system [1,2], prompting shifts towards multi-level and multi-stakeholder, 

polycentric forms of governance [3–6]. This paper aims to highlight how specific governance 

initiatives can be seen to be taking place within a wider framework for collaborative action in 

the energy transition; a Whole-of-Society2 (WoS) Approach. While features of this approach 

can be traced in energy and climate debates and policy over the last decade, this paper 

highlights that, by defining its key characteristics, it can now be identified as an important 

feature of policy discourses that seek to mobilise all societal actors around actions towards 

the energy transition. While not associated with energy transition until now the WoS approach 

to governance has previously been discussed in the context of other crises and challenges, 

such as peacebuilding [7], disaster risk management [8], national security [9], pandemics 

[10,11], obesity prevention [12], and various other health-related challenges (e.g. [13,14]). 

Although this approach demands debate, previous research has failed to provide a robust and 

cohesive characterisation, which could then be deployed in a critical evaluation of its 

effectiveness and wider implications.  

Due to the far-reaching nature of the WoS approach and implications this has for governance, 

the scope of this paper is limited to identifying its main features and highlighting its presence 

in policies for the energy transition. Therefore, the purpose of the paper is not to advocate for 

the approach. This paper is primarily about characterisation of WoS, so does not robustly 

tackle a detailed description of its evolution nor address the questions it poses for wider 

governance regimes and the challenges of its implementation. These are issues for 

subsequent research. This paper therefore seeks to highlight how approaches to the energy 

transition can be seen to be a part of a wider WoS approach, and for the first time suggests 

some key criteria that can be used to identify and characterise the approach. To do this, the 

paper undertakes two tasks to initiate further research interest and to introduce the concept to 

energy transitions research.  

Firstly, in the next section the paper provides a framework to analyse the WoS approach. A 

scoping review was conducted to analyse literature, which uses the whole-of-society approach 

term, to define five defining characteristics (crisis, shared responsibility, inclusivity, leadership, 

and systems thinking) for the approach. This characterisation provides a structure to analyse 

the shift towards more polycentric, multi-stakeholder, and collaborative energy transition 

governance, but has wider relevance for understanding the WoS approach in other contexts. 

Collaborative action in energy transition is discussed in section three.  

Secondly, the paper then uses this framework to analyse key energy transition policy 

documents to show how the WoS approach features in energy transition policy discourses in 

two countries, Republic of Ireland (Ireland from here on) and Scotland. This then leads to a 

discussion on the wider implications of this approach for the energy transition. Sections four 

discusses the analysis of the case examples. Finally, the paper explores some implications of 

 
1 In rest of the paper, the energy transition means the low carbon energy transition. 
2 The WoS approach is understood as an approach to governance.  
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adapting the approach to energy transition governance and suggests further avenues for 

investigation (section 5).  

 

2. Whole-of-Society Approach 
 

Literature on the WoS approach does not provide a consistent or complete definition for the 

approach, instead it emphasises only the multi-stakeholder and multi-level aspects [7,15,16], 

discusses key features without providing a comprehensive framework or definition [17–19], or 

does not define the approach at all (e.g. [11,20–22]). Majority of the literature on the WoS 

approach also does not cite other research on the approach or recognise the central role of 

crisis. Critical perspectives are also missing from the literature. This section aims to address 

these gaps by defining five distinguishing characteristics (crisis, shared responsibility, 

inclusivity, leadership and systems thinking) for the approach based on a scoping literature 

review [23,24]. The five characteristics are evident when investigating the existing literature 

on the WoS approach but have never been brought together to provide a comprehensive 

definition for what a WoS approach is.  

Scoping review provides an alternative to traditional systematic review and is often used for 

the purpose of clarifying or defining a concept, and identifying knowledge gaps [23]. The 

scoping review consisted of 45 documents, which were collected using two methods, Scopus 

literature search and a snowball method. Scopus literature search with the search term whole 

of society approach in keywords, abstract and titles resulted in 64 results3. These documents 

were reviewed for topic area, how they defined the WoS approach, and source cited for the 

definition. Some documents were removed at this point, because the WoS approach was not 

central to the documents, and some documents were also added because they were cited as 

the source of the WoS approach.  

The review resulted in identification of grey literature from the World Health Organization 

(WHO) [25–28] and the United Nations (UN) [29–31] as core citations throughout the selected 

literature. This suggests that WoS has its roots in approaches suggested in UN and WHO 

guidance on mostly health-related challenges, which is reflected in the topic areas of the 

analysed literature, with 27 of the 45 documents related to health. Based on the review, there 

does not exist WoS research relating to energy. The UN Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) adopted in 2015 give one plausible connection for how features of the WoS approach 

became featured in energy transition discourses, as the UN has called for a WoS approach to 

achieving the SDGs [32,33], and SDGs are reflected on in energy and climate policy [e.g. 

34,35]. It is also important to note that most of the identified documents (34 of 45) have been 

published since 2018, suggesting that the WoS approach is a recent and increasingly relevant 

concept, and clearly demands closer interrogation. Based on the review, the oldest document 

for WoS is WHO’s pandemic readiness report from 2009 [26], and oldest academic literature 

is from 2010 from Dubé [12].  

Review of the key grey literature suggests that in these high-level policy documents, the term 

‘whole-of-society approach’ is used to imply multi-stakeholder, multi-level, multi-sectoral 

governance. For example, in the context of health, WHO suggests the WoS approach 

“encompasses three major groups in society – governments, business and civil society – at 

 
3 The literature search was conducted 23rd April 2021. Comparative searches were also conducted in 
Web of Science and Science Direct, and Scopus search was chosen as the most representative option 
based on comparing the different search tools.  



4 
 

the global, national, subnational, local and community level” and emphasises the multisectoral 

aspect of this collaboration ([25] p. 55), but the details and implications of the WoS approach 

are not effectively addressed. From the context of the guidance documents (pandemic, 

disaster management etc.) it is also clear that these approaches are framed within a sense of 

crisis and how the different characteristics of it are mutually enforcing, creating an approach 

that is more than the sum of its multi-stakeholder, multi-level, and multi-sectoral elements.  

There is also limited academic engagement with WoS, most notably from Dubé et al. 

[12,18,36], who connect the approach to polycentric governance. Their work frames WoS as 

a paradigm, and provides fundamental features for WoS, such as polycentricity, working 

across silos, seeing different actors as a part of the same system, and echoes the facts that it 

is a multi-stakeholder, multi-level, multi-sectoral and holistic approach [18], but still does not 

provide a comprehensive framework and lacks critical peer-reviewed engagement. Other 

academic engagement with the WoS approach has provided practice-based frameworks, 

which focus on the multi-stakeholder and multi-level aspects of the WoS approach [17,19]. 

These can be extended and further elaborated on now with the review of the recently 

increased WoS literature and consideration of the grey literature, which leads to the framework 

provided in this paper. 

The existing literature on the WoS approach does not provide a framework that could be used 

to identify and analyse the approach. Therefore, to analyse the WoS approach in energy 

transition discourses, this section defines the approach into five characteristics (figure 1). This 

framework is based on the literature review, and synthesis of how the WoS approach has 

been defined and what features have been connected to it. This results in definition: 

The WoS approach is an approach to governance, which aims for society wide 

mobilisation of actors and resources towards shared goals of responding to a crisis, 

deploys measures aiming for inclusivity, and is led by facilitative and polycentric 

coordination with an integrated and holistic approach. What form these different 

features take is dynamic and based on the crisis and context where the approach is 

adopted.  
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Figure 1: Whole-of-Society (WoS) Approach 

 

The first key insight from the review of literature is crisis framing, which provides an important 

context and justification for the WoS approach. This is apparent in its adoption in the context 

of challenges such as peacebuilding [7], disaster risk management [8], national security [9], 

pandemics [10,11], obesity prevention [12], and various other health-related problems (e.g. 

[13,14]). These are all systemic and acute challenges, with cross-cutting impacts and 

interconnected implications. The crisis framing is fundamental to the WoS approach, as it 

justifies the need for drastic measures and the subordination of sectoral interests, while taking 

a systems-wide approach. This crisis framing and its role in the approach has not been 

highlighted in previous definitions, and clearly has links to declarations of a climate 

‘emergency’.   

The shared responsibility characteristic encompasses the most widely recognised features 

of the WoS approach, inclusion of wide range of stakeholders at multiple levels, and combines 

this with the crisis framing. The shared responsibility characteristic represents the idea that 

the whole society, actors and resources, should be mobilised for collaborative urgent action, 

because these universal and urgent challenges impact everyone (but also gives rise to some 

opportunities). A major crisis such as climate change, has major consequences for the whole 

society, no one can escape its consequences and everyone has a part to play. This shared 

responsibility also encompasses the multi-level aspect of WoS as this responsibility is shared 

through international, national, local, and individual levels. 
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The debilitating number and range of actors could be seen as a complicating feature, but 

instead the approach is guided by a principle that no single entity would have the capacity to 

address these complex problems alone. The complexity of the challenges means that policy 

cannot just be delivered, instead governance requires co-production, involvement and 

cooperation of stakeholders ([28] p. x). This is highlighted with the energy transition and 

measures relying on individual responsibility, such as house retrofitting. Previous research on 

the WoS approach suggests many requirements for collaborative action, such as recognition 

of the important contribution of all actors ([29] p. 6), genuine interest in participation, equal 

collaboration where all participants are taken seriously [32], trust in government, and 

situational awareness [10,27]. The inevitable conflict of interests that arise from such 

approaches are rarely acknowledged in the WoS literature (with some exceptions [15,27]). A 

common response to such questions is that the collaboration itself will solve this challenge 

through deliberation ([27] p. 3), and WoS has also been described as a consensus seeking 

approach [37]. This therefore suggests that evaluation of the WoS should draw in wider 

debates related to consensus-based liberalism [38–41] and collaborative governance [42,43], 

as well as the multitude of critiques, such as those based on power relations and agonism 

[44–46]. 

It is also recognised that the capacity to cope with these major challenges is not equally 

distributed across society. Therefore, the WoS approach also includes a recognition of 

Inclusivity, sharing the efforts and benefits fairly [26,28] and the need to leave no one behind 

[47]. This feature seeks to make the shared responsibility and action possible, justified, and 

self-sustaining. In some documents this is framed as the sole or most important goal of the 

WoS approach [7,22]. Including everyone in the collaborative action requires measures aiming 

for mitigating losses, caring for vulnerable actors, and increasing actors’ capacity to 

participate. These measures apply at all levels, meaning the vulnerable could refer to either 

individuals, nations, or any actors in-between.  The inclusivity characteristic provides another 

solution for conflict through involving actors in the collaborative action towards shared goals. 

This clearly has a resonance for energy and climate action in relation to the need for a just 

transition.  

The WoS approach also promotes the need for leadership, with government at different levels 

taking the main responsibility in this, in recognition that the state is the preeminent source of 

authority at a time of crisis (e.g. [48]). Key part of this leadership is facilitative coordination, 

different levels of government creating an enabling environment that supports the inclusive 

collaborative action. This facilitation role includes actions such as helping actors and removing 

barriers by providing guidance, making modification to law or regulations and changing 

monetary policy [26], and measures aiming for social change ([19] p. 174). This facilitative 

coordination becomes polycentric as different levels of government work as facilitators, and 

with the shared responsibility characteristic being key feature of the WoS approach, non-

governmental actors can also become facilitators. Such interventions aim to resolve the 

dilemmas of persistent problems, which are created and recreated by the system they operate 

in [49], by aiming to change the system. Government facilitation is a crucial part of the success 

of WoS [26,27,29], which is argued to depend on the coherence of measures, as partial 

measures have previously led to failures in reaching the intended goals [50].  

Another integral part of government’s leadership, connected to the facilitation role, is 

collaboration inside government and between governmental institutions, referred to in the 

related literature as the Whole-of-Government (WoG) approach (e.g. [9,12,15]). This 

recognises that such crises have root causes that lie beyond a single sector or linear solutions 

[27]. The WoG approach implies a need for state actions to transcend policy domains, sectors 

of government and stakeholders to answer interconnected governance challenges [27,29]. 
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With this collaboration, the effects of policies across sectors can be assessed and synergies 

created [27]. Some measures to support the WoG approach include inter-ministerial and inter-

departmental committees, integrated budgets and cross-cutting information and evaluation 

systems ([27] p. 2). In the WoS literature, WoG is defined as a separate approach or as a 

predecessor of WoS (e.g. [9,12,15]). Here it is seen as an integral part of the WoS approach 

and a prerequisite for facilitating society wide collaborative action. 

From a WoS perspective, the main role of government is to enable society-wide action. This 

can include also stricter measures, such as quarantines and social distancing in the case of 

pandemics [10,25]. These examples highlight the balancing between regulation and 

persuasion to protect public interest as part of government leadership (see also [28]). Despite 

the government leadership role, the WoS approach is not top-down nor bottom-up; it is rather 

a combination of the two (‘polycentric’), which can lead to the leadership role being shared 

with non-governmental actors across society.  

In recognising the interconnected nature of societal challenges, system thinking also has a 

strong presence in WoS approach providing a means of understanding causal pathways and 

to predict and monitor them to produce desired outcomes [51]. Systems thinking also 

underlines the need for holistic, integrated, and collaborative action to change the wider 

system to answer challenges that have no clear linear causes or solutions [28,31,52]. The 

holistic approach represents acknowledging the inherent complexity and interconnectedness 

of societal challenges and is proposed as a solution to the failure of fragmented approaches 

[28]. Dubé et al. [18] also highlight that within the WoS paradigm individual and society are 

part of the same polycentric system, shaping each other (p. 207). Systems thinking aspect of 

the WoS approach is represented also through measures such as continuous evaluation, 

flexible policies, evidence-based decision making and accountability through transparency, 

which aim to support the implementation of an integrated and holistic approach.  

These five characteristics are mutually reinforcing, overlapping, and together make the WoS 

approach. The approach is dynamic and flexible, and these characteristics take different forms 

and prevalence as the approach is adopted in different context and to different challenges. 

Literature on the WoS approach connects the approach to collaborative and polycentric 

governance [18,27,28,36,37,53], and next section discusses collaborative and polycentric 

governance in the energy transition, highlighting that the WoS approach can be seen as a 

wider framework under which current energy transition governance initiatives can be 

investigated.  
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3. Energy Transition and Collaborative Action  
 

Energy transition governance has increasingly been framed as collaborative governance [3–

6], and when associated with crisis, inclusivity, facilitative leadership, and systems thinking, 

we can begin to see alignment with the WoS approach. This connection has not been 

previously recognised in energy transitions research.  

It is increasingly understood that even though energy transition has a strong technological 

component, it involves more far-reaching societal change [54]. Energy is a socio-technical 

system, operating not only by ‘hard’ infrastructure but also by social factors like values, 

behaviours, and policies. This wider socio-technical context makes it possible to see otherwise 

ignored features of energy [55,56], such as the connections between energy and societal 

processes [57]. As with other challenges, the WoS approach has been adapted to (obesity, 

pandemics etc.), also both climate change and the need for the energy transition can be 

described as complex and persistent problems [49], which require systems change [58]. The 

energy transition operates on multiple scales and across long timescales, it is hard to predict 

and attempts to transform deeply embedded locked-in systems [59,60]. This requires 

stimulating innovation towards multiple social objectives and public goods, and 

accommodating complex processes of social, economic and technological change [59]. The 

devastating risks of the climate crisis for human and natural systems are incentive for why 

such changes are needed [61].  

Many ideas of the WoS approach, such as multi-stakeholder, multi-level, and multi-sectoral 

governance as a way of coordinating collaborative action towards shared goals and a more 

active role of non-traditional stakeholders have also been a strong theme in energy and 

climate governance research. Energy systems have been shifting towards more active 

participation of non-traditional stakeholders [3,62,63] and more distributed, polycentric 

systems [64–66], with network governance term used to describe the management of this 

polycentric multi-stakeholder and multi-level action [4,6]. Governance of polycentric systems, 

Network Governance, aims to include multiple actors, perspectives and resources in inclusive 

collaborative processes to answer complex policy challenges [4,67–69], with policy being 

formed and implemented in this network of interdependent public, private and civil society 

actors [68,70]. Similarly to the WoS approach, the coordination of this collaborative action has 

been described as facilitative coordination [4,67,69].  

Key part of this shift in the energy transition is the inclusion of non-traditional actors, which 

has been discussed with terms such as energy citizen [71–73], prosumer [63,74], and energy 

democracy [62,75]. This change in the role of individuals is connected to developments such 

as an ideal of more active and responsible individuals [71,76], and energy as a common good 

instead of a public or private good [64], and demand for accountability and democratisation in 

the energy sector, which has previously lacked public participation and has been largely 

depoliticised ([75] p. 27). Additionally, also influences like distribution (or decentralisation) of 

the energy system [64] and decreased cost of energy production have influenced the 

increased role of individuals. The increased involvement of individuals is often seen as a way 

to achieve better and fairer governance [62,75] and a just transition [77].  

The trend towards more polycentric and multi-stakeholder governance has also faced 

criticism. The collaborative governance processes have been argued to lead to increased 

costs, ineffective deliberation or to produce “least common denominator bargaining outcomes 

[78], and that polycentric networks do not live up to their potential in practice [65]. It has also 

been suggested that collaborative governance has a tendency to maintain the status quo, 
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hindering the radical change that is required [79], while increased citizen involvement can be 

instrumentalised by powerful interests [80].  

Unlike in the literature on WoS, questions over managing conflicting views are highlighted in 

the research on governance of collaborative action on climate and energy, which increasingly 

rely on deliberation and consensus-seeking as a solution [43,81,82]. The deliberative 

processes around climate change are perceived as a way to open collective decisions to 

multiple perspectives and reach improved decision-making as a result [81,83], but deliberation 

and aim for consensus have both faced debate [38,41,83]. Deliberation includes the goal that 

deliberators change their preferences through reflection and persuasion [84] and an agonistic 

model, recognising inherent conflict instead of refusing it, has been proposed as a better 

alternative [44,85]. Deliberations in climate and energy issues have faced criticism over issues 

such as tendency to see only expert framings as reasonable and valid, unfair power dynamics 

[83], and that alternative views and true democracy are alienated while aiming for consensus 

[44,46,85]. 

The main aspect of this collaborative shift has been the inclusion of non-traditional 

stakeholders and how to govern the multi-stakeholder, multi-level, and multi-sectoral complex 

nature of the energy transition. The WoS approach can be seen as a part of this trend in 

energy transition governance, with fundamental similarities, such as the aim for collaborative 

action, ideal of more active and responsible citizens, facilitation as a form of coordination and 

acknowledging complexity. The framework introduced in this paper can provide a structure for 

investigating these governance models, and the next section showcases how the framework 

can be operationalised to investigate current energy transition policy discourse.  
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4. Energy Transition in Ireland and Scotland 
 

4.1 Policy Examples  

To highlight how the WoS approach has been reflected in the energy transition, examples are 

highlighted here of policy discourses in Ireland and Scotland. These examples were selected 

based on availability of strategy documents in the English language and the fact that previous 

research has highlighted that both countries have particularly interesting pathways of energy 

policy.  

In Scotland this has included a long term-focus on encouraging of community and renewable 

energy, linked to Scotland’s aspirations of independence [86,87], and rooted in rural 

community empowerment and land use reform [88]. Some of the decision-making around the 

energy transition in Scotland is reserved to the UK Government, but research has shown that 

this connection does not fully determine the national strategy setting and that the devolved 

governments use the powers available to them to steer the energy transition dynamics [89,90]. 

This is further supported by differences between UK nations, and Scotland being the most 

progressive nation in UK in terms of community energy [86]. 

In Ireland, there has been a rapid growth of onshore wind energy, resulting in growing 

community opposition [91,92], which prompted new approaches from the government to 

promote more grassroots approaches to the energy transition from 2015 onwards [93]. The 

most recent energy transition policy developments in Ireland also reflect on EU-level 

developments and the “Clean Energy for All Europeans” legislative package finalised in 2019. 

One key part of the package is a formal recognition of renewable and citizen energy 

communities and the aim to support citizen participation in the energy transition [94,95].   

The countries therefore provide contrasting traditions of the inclusion of non-traditional actors 

in the energy transition, which as noted in section three, is one of the key defining 

characteristics of the WoS approach in the energy transition context. To identify how the WoS 

characteristics are represented in the policy discourses of Ireland and Scotland, key energy 

and climate strategy documents were selected for analysis from both countries. Through close 

reading and analysis assisted by NVivo software, the documents were coded in line with the 

five WoS characteristics (Table 1). These codes were then further analysed to define how the 

five characteristics manifest in the discourses of the strategy documents. The documents and 

summary of key evidence of WoS characteristics are provided in Table 2 (section 4.2) and 3 

(section 4.3), with discussion on key features from each county. The crisis characteristic is 

intertwined with the other characteristics, so analysis of it is incorporated within the other 

characteristics in tables 2 and 3 and put in italics. 

 

 

Characteristic Codes 

Crisis - Climate crisis 
 

Shared Responsibility - Collaborative action 
- Public participation through 

adoption of products and 
behavioural change 

- Public participation in energy 
production 
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- Public participation in decision-
making processes 

- Knowledge provision and 
awareness raising 

- Responsibility 
- Rights 
- Benefits and opportunities 
- Competitiveness 
 

Inclusivity - Sharing efforts and benefits  
- Caring for the vulnerable 
- Oil and gas industry 
- Capacity building and 

empowerment 
- Just transition 

 

Leadership - Facilitation 
- Whole-of-Government approach 

 

Systems thinking - Interconnectedness of challenges 
- Complexity 
- Flexible policies 
- System view to issues 
- Evaluation 

 

Approach as a whole 
 

- Definitions of approach 

 

Table 1: Analysis framework 

 

 

4.2 Ireland and a Shift from Passive Consumers to Active Energy Citizens 

The three Irish policy documents provide evidence of the WoS approach to the energy 

transition. Ireland’s Energy White Paper 2015 [93] provides a statement of energy strategy to 

2030, introducing a new goal of empowering and engaging Irish citizens by encouraging them 

to change “from passive consumers to active energy citizens” ([93] p.39). Further evidence of 

this shift can be found in the Climate Action Plan 2019 [35] which sets out a strategy for climate 

change mitigation for Ireland for the following years with intended updates every few years. 

Finally, the Renewable Electricity Support Scheme (RESS) [96] High Design document 

outlines a design for Ireland’s renewable energy support scheme. The interlinked goals of the 

scheme are to support renewable energy developments, diversify renewable energy 

generation and to increase citizen participation in energy production [96].  

The five characteristics are manifested in the policy discourse of the analysed documents 

(table 2). The presence of the characteristics shows a shift towards collaborative action and 

responsibility to answer the climate emergency and achieve the energy transition, with 

measures and facilitation aiming for inclusivity and comprehensiveness, thus aligning closely 

with the features of the WoS approach. To draw this out, the discussion below highlights how 

the specific features of energy citizenship, citizen involvement and facilitative leadership are 

expressed in these documents.    
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Documents White Paper 
Ireland’s Transition 
to Low Carbon 
Energy Future, 2015 
[93] 

 

Climate Action Plan 
2019: To Tackle 
Climate Breakdown 
[35] 

 

Renewable 
Electricity Support 
Scheme (RESS) High 
Design,  2019 [96] 

Shared 
responsibility 

• Highlighting climate change impacts in Ireland (e.g. floods, storms).  

• Declaration of a Climate and Biodiversity Emergency 

• Everyone has a role to play, calls for collaborative action.  

• Irish Energy Citizens  

• Public participation in energy projects (SECs, BECs, RESS) 

• Deliberative and meaningful consultation on developments 

• Consensus 

• Knowledge provision and awareness raising measures 

• Highlighting economic and societal co-benefits from decarbonisation 
and climate action (e.g. cleaner air, warmer homes, competetiveness). 
 

Inclusivity • Involvement 

• Just transition = sharing efforts and benefits fairly  

• Just transition a key policy issue 

• Caring for the vulnerable (enery poverty, climate vulnerable, workers 
and sectors, international aid and collaboration). 

• Capacity building and empowerment of stakeholders 

• Continuous need for fossil fuels (security of supply) 
 

Leadership • Facilitation, creating an enabling framework. 

• Facilitative coordination (e.g. support for citizen participation, and 
cost-control and caps for RESS auctions [96]) 

• Distributed facilitation by multiple actors 

• WoG approach: Collaboration across government to deliver 
integrated set of policies (e.g. Cross-government policy framework; 
Intergovernmental panels and committees; Carbon proofing of policy; 
sectoral targets). 
 

Systems Thinking • Radical change of the energy system 

• Recognition of the Interconnected complex challenges. 

• Cross-cutting measures, integrated policies 

• “Living” policy documents based on evidence, evaluation and 
feedback. 

• Aim for holistic perspective to policy options and delivery: evaluation 
aiming for least burdens and greatest opportunities options, and fair 
measures and inventives.  
 

 

Table 2: Ireland Key Evidence 

 

Responsible Energy Citizens 

The Irish policy discourse highlights the crisis framing. The Climate Action Plan ([35] p. 142) 

and the White Paper ([93] p. 22) highlight specific events in Ireland, such as floods, storms, 

and recent unusually warm summers and wet winters as evidence of climate change. This 
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discourse highlights urgency, shared responsibility for action, and the necessity of bearing the 

costs of measures such as heat pumps and house retrofitting ([35] p. 13). Discourse on the 

risks is accompanied with discourse on opportunities and wide range of benefits arising from 

the proposed actions, such as improved quality of living and health as an outcome of house 

retrofitting ([35] p.9), providing further persuasion to participate in the collaborative action.  

Collaborative action, and the sharing of efforts and benefits fairly are framed as a crucial part 

of the Irish energy transition and as a way to create and maintain political and civic consensus  

([35] p. 139). The wider non-traditional stakeholder involvement was highlighted in the 2015 

White Paper [93], which frames Irish citizens as energy citizens. The White Paper represents 

a shift in approach, when compared, for example, to the previous Strategy for Renewable 

Energy 2012-2020 [97], in which individuals are almost exclusively regarded as consumers 

whose rights are largely limited to fair energy prices, without any mention of further 

participation. The participation of individuals is argued to reach out to every-day lives of Irish 

citizens, and for the energy transition to be the responsibility of all citizens: 

“All citizens are energy citizens, interacting with the energy system as consumers, employees, 

transport users, householders and landowners. Every citizen has a role to play in the energy 

transition. Consumer choice, in the home, in the community, at work and when travelling is an 

important aspect of the energy citizen’s role and responsibility.” ([93] p. 40) 

 

Involvement of Energy Citizens 

Citizen participation is promoted in a range of ways in the Irish energy transition, such as 

through Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI) and projects focusing on energy 

production and energy efficiency, seen to be an important part of the Irish energy transition 

[93]. The Climate Action Plan introduces a goal to increase SEAI’s Sustainable Energy 

Communities (SEC)4 from 256 to 1500 by 2030 ([35] p. 81), which shows an increase in the 

ambitions on citizen participation.  

Another route for citizens to participate in the energy transition in Ireland is the RESS [96], 

which includes three types of citizen participation in energy production: community energy 

projects, community benefits and shared ownership. Although community benefits are not 

always seen as a form of citizen participation, but rather as a way to gain acceptance (e.g. 

[98]), it is discussed as being so in Irish energy policy [35,96]. Community benefits involve 

communities in renewable energy developments through sharing the financial benefit with the 

community, and some of these benefits are guided to support community energy initiatives or 

other sustainable action in communities ([99] p. 12). Community capacity building and 

facilitation are a significant part of the RESS auctions, with its protected community category, 

and the support through SEAI as being a SEC is a requirement to qualify for the auctions 

[100]. Ireland also has an upcoming microgeneration scheme, which will introduce more 

measures for Irish citizens to participate in energy production [101].  

Although the main emphasis is on community participation in energy production, also other 

forms of participation are encouraged and supported. Public participation in decision-making 

processes takes place most notably through measures such as the Citizen Assembly [35], 

meaningful two-way consultation on infrastructure developments ([93] p. 44), and various 

measures of capacity building, awareness raising, and knowledge provision. These measures 

also aim for overall behavioural change as highlighted in discourses on energy citizenship 

 
4 SECs are community projects focusing on improving energy use, supported by the SEAI, a semi state 
agency. SEAI also supports Better Energy Communities (BEC).  
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([93] p. 40). Some of these measures indicate deliberation as a solution for coordinating 

multiple interests and perspectives, but also another solution becomes evident, involvement 

of individuals in the energy transition through sharing efforts and benefits fairly, discussed in 

the Irish policy discourses alongside a just transition ([35] p. 139). 

 

Polycentric Facilitation 

The Irish energy transition documents highlight important aspects of the leadership 

characteristic and facilitative coordination. Government facilitator role is evident in the Irish 

energy transition discourses, which highlight the government’s responsibility, at different 

levels, to create an enabling environment and remove barriers for collaborative action and 

renewable energy deployment (e.g. [93] p. 78). As highlighted in the WoS definition (section 

2), this facilitation can take a more polycentric nature through the shared responsibility 

characteristic and mobilisation of wide range of actors. This feature is highlighted in the Irish 

energy transition discourses, which highlight the important role of government facilitation but 

also share the facilitation role with non-governmental actors ([93] p. 78), such as SEAI, energy 

agencies, intermediary organisations and community groups [35,93]. 

Some examples of the government facilitation measures include carbon price and the use of 

the revenues to support decarbonisation ([35] p. 43), carbon proofing of policies, setting 

sectoral carbon goals ([35] p. 38), and streamlining the planning consent system ([35] p. 11). 

The RESS also provides clear government facilitation examples, as although the auctions are 

based on competition, the government maintains intervention measures to steer the 

development towards diversification and fast delivery of projects in order to support policy 

goals ([96] p. 17–19). The Irish Government also steps in with cost control mechanisms, such 

as single technology and maximum price caps ([96] p. 17). In addition to the facilitative 

coordination aspect of the leadership characteristic, also the WoG approach is evident in the 

documents, which highlight the need for cross-governmental collaboration to deliver the 

integrated set of policies (e.g. [35] p.10).  

 

4.3 Scotland and Engaged Consumers at the Heart of the Transition  

 

Three similar Scottish documents highlight how discourses around the energy transition can 

be seen as aligning with the WoS approach. The Scottish Energy Strategy [102] sets out policy 

goals to 2050, sets out a whole-system view to energy, promotes collaborative action and 

recognises the socio-technical complex nature of the energy transition (p. 87). Scotland’s five-

year climate change and mitigation plan, Climate Ready Scotland [34], introduces an 

outcomes-based approach, which focuses on what policies should achieve instead of inputs 

and outputs, and aims at working across traditional boundaries in a collaborative manner (p. 

21). The plan highlights the crisis framing for why and how society wide mobilisation and action 

is required. The Climate Plan also frames Scotland itself as a global citizen, meeting its 

responsibilities to participate in the efforts to fight climate change ([34] p. 201). Finally, The 

Energy Consumer Action Plan [103] aims to put individuals at the heart of the Scotland’s 

energy transition and make consumer issues a policy priority, highlighting inclusivity, 

facilitation and the WoG approach.  

All the five characteristics are evident in the Scottish energy transition discourse (table 3). 

Despite many similarities in the overall discourse between Ireland and Scotland, Scotland 
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provided its own perspective on the WoS approach, with features of systems thinking, public 

participation through adoption of products and behavioural change, and specific aspects to 

inclusivity being key features.  

 

 

 

Documents Scottish Energy 
Strategy, 2017 [102] 

 

Climate Ready 
Scotland: Second 
Scottish Climate 
Change Adaptation 
Programme 2019 [34] 

 

Energy Consumer 
Action Plan: Putting 
Consumers at the 
Heart of Scotland’s 
Energy Transition, 
2019 [103] 

Shared 
responsibility 

• Highlighing changing climate and increasing risks in Scotland (e.g. 
flooding, sea level rise, storms). 

• Declaration of a Global Climate Emergency 

• Scotland as a global citizen 

• Call for collaborative action 

• Behavioural change 

• Aim for consensus 

• Knowledge provision, Awareness raising, deliberation (e.g. Greener 
Scotland, Climate Conversations) 

• Support for community participation in energy projects (e.g. CARES). 

• Highlighting economic, social and environmental benefits from 
decarbonisation and climate action (e.g. clean water, jobs, reputation). 
 

Inclusivity • Inclusive transition 

• Engaged consumers at the heart of the transition [103] 

• Empowering disengaged consumers and communities to make 
change happen in their own terms. 

• Protecting Vulnerable groups (e.g. energy poverty, social isolation, 
disengagement, workers, consumers). 

• International aid and collaboration 

• Bringing the fossil fuel industry along in the energy transition. 

• Just transition a key policy issue, (e.g. Just Transition Commission) 
 

Leadership • Enabling environment and facilitation (some limitations due to 
reserved powers) (e.g. publicly owned non-profit energy company to 
tackle energy poverty and increase trust) 

• Distributed facilitation 

• Making consumer issues a policy priority [103]. 

• WoG approach (e.g. Joint Committees, Inter-governmental and multi-
stakeholder partnerships) 
 

Systems Thinking •  Whole-system view: Integrated approach, energy system with 
interdependent elements [102] 

• Systematic behaviors 

• Socio-technical transition 

• Outcomes-based approach [34] 

• Nuanced perspective to threats and opportunities  

• Recognition of complexity of challenges  

• Flexible policy based on evaluation  

• Interconnected policy goals 
 

 



16 
 

Table 3: Scotland Key Evidence 

 

 

 

Systems View  

Systems thinking can be difficult to precisely pinpoint in the energy transition discourses, due 

to its abstract nature, but the main sign of systems thinking in the energy transition is 

acknowledging interconnectedness of challenges, and measures aiming towards creating an 

enabling framework and systems change instead of linear solutions (see also [104]). The 

Scottish documents provide some examples what systems thinking in energy transition policy 

can look like. The Climate Plan [34] sets supporting and enabling communities, individuals, 

and organisations, creating an enabling framework, as its strategic goal (p. 37), and discusses 

climate change impacts with a relative perspective, recognising both risks as well as 

opportunities. For example, alongside the risks of climate warming, the plan also discusses 

the opportunities it could create for diversifying agriculture ([34] p. 94). Systems thinking 

aspects are also stated in the other two documents. The Energy Consumer Action Plan [103] 

aims for holistic support for consumers, and the Energy Strategy [102] takes a whole-system 

view to energy, “--an integrated approach which recognises the effect that each element of 

the energy system has on the others” (p. 12). 

Other features indicating systems thinking as highlighted in the WoS literature, such as internal 

and external monitoring and evaluation, are also a clear part of the policy designs, with rolling 

policy development ([34] p. 20) and live documents ([102] p. 2) to accommodate the uncertain 

and changing circumstances. This is especially clear with the Climate Plan’s [34] outcomes-

based approach, which has indicators to measure progress on each outcome, with themes 

based on stakeholder consultation and other policy goals guiding this monitoring framework 

(p. 26). Many of the outcomes are also interlinked and cross-sectoral. Similar evaluation 

framework, a TIMES model, is deployed for the Energy Strategy [102]. These examples 

indicate an approach going beyond single linear solutions aimed towards the energy system, 

and a recognition of the complexity of the energy transition challenges.  

 

Participation through adoption of products and behavioural change 

The policy discourses in Scotland frame individuals primarily as consumers instead of citizens, 

with main emphasis being put on participation through adoption of products and behavioural 

change, supported through various knowledge provision, capacity building and empowerment 

mechanisms. Other forms of participation are also discussed and supported, but these are 

given less prevalence in the discourse. Participation in energy production is supported through 

measures such as the Scottish Government’s Community and Renewable Energy Scheme 

(CARES) and other funding, and the Scottish Energy Strategy [102] introduces a goal for at 

least 50% or renewable energy projects to have a shared ownership element by 2020. 

Participation in decision-making processes is partly operationalised through intermediary 

organisations, such as Consumer Scotland, but also innovative largely deliberative measures 

are discussed, such as focus groups, social media, and an online consultation hub ([103] p. 

13). Another significant aspect of supporting consumer participation in the energy transition is 

the clear language used in the Scottish policy documents, and initiatives such as Greener 
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Scotland [105], to support the public participation through making energy and climate issues 

more understandable and accessible. 

The focus on behavioural change in the discourses is connected to Inclusivity, caring for the 

vulnerable and systems thinking. Protecting vulnerable consumers is largely aimed towards 

protection from excessive costs and preventing social exclusion [103]. In addition to those 

living in energy poverty, one group of vulnerable individuals is argued to be disengaged 

consumers who do not compare and change energy providers or adopt sustainable products 

and practices ([102] p. 36). In a sense, all consumers are framed as vulnerable in the Energy 

Consumer Action Plan [103], which sets the Scottish Government as a protector of consumers 

by making consumer issues a policy priority (p. 7). Protecting the vulnerable consumers is not 

framed as the sole responsibility of government interventions but also requires participation 

from individuals themselves through their choices, such as changing energy suppliers, 

adopting smart meters or home retrofitting, shifting responsibility to individuals. 

 

Leave No One Behind and the Role of the Fossil Fuel Industry  

Lastly, the Scottish energy transition discourses highlight a significant dimension to inclusivity 

in the energy transition with discourses on the oil and gas industries. The Scottish Energy 

Strategy aims to involve the fossil fuel industry and people working in the industry in the energy 

transition through mitigating their losses and by supporting their decarbonisation efforts ([102] 

p. 61). Measures to achieve this include support for decommissioning and re-employment of 

individuals, carbon capture and storage, hydrocarbon, and transformation to clean hydrogen 

([102] pp. 61–65). The skills and experience of those in the fossil fuel industry are also framed 

as an integral tool for the energy transition, while stating how the continuing use of fossil fuels 

will be integral to providing energy security ([102] p. 61). Despite this contradicting the 

decarbonisation goal, and the conflict of interests and actions at play (e.g. [106]), The Energy 

Strategy [102] states that the Scottish Government continues to support oil production due to 

before mentioned reasons as well as the economic benefit (p. 61). The rhetoric of shared 

responsibility to tackle climate change and continuous role of the fossil fuel industry in the 

transition have been argued to be fossil fuel industry propaganda [107]. Therefore, it is 

significant that this is also part of the policy discourse.  
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5. Whole-of-Society Approach to The Energy Transition and 

Future Research Avenues 
 

The analysis in this paper indicates that the WoS framework is a fitting label under which to 

investigate current energy transition governance. Both case examples represent an approach 

that recognises the complex nature of the energy transition and aims for society wide 

mobilisation of actors and resources towards collaborative action and shared goals, with 

facilitative coordination and measures aiming for inclusivity and comprehensiveness. 

Attempting to adopt such holistic and ambitious approach can have major implications for the 

energy transition. Some possible implications for democracy are discussed here, and the 

section finishes the paper with some suggestions for future research avenues.  

Disregarding conflict is one apparent limitation of the WoS approach. Despite mostly avoiding 

the topic, the WoS approach provides two solutions for coordinating the collaborative action 

and reaching consensus on collective goals, deliberation and involvement. Facilitation to 

support citizen involvement emerged as a key element of the WoS approach to the energy 

transition in the analysed documents. This appears to take three forms. Firstly, citizens are 

supported and encouraged to adopt sustainable products and to change behaviours. 

Secondly, citizens are also encouraged and supported to take part in energy production. They 

are supported and incentivised to start their own community and microgeneration projects, 

invest in projects, and are being connected to the energy production through community 

benefits. Lastly, citizen participation in decision-making is facilitated as well through mainly 

deliberative methods. 

This deep participation frames participation as involvement, taking ownership and 

responsibility of challenges, and actively participating in actions and processes supporting the 

energy transition. This involvement reaches out to the everyday lives of individuals and is 

supported through facilitative coordination. This involvement aims for consensus, highlighting 

WoS as a consensus and involvement seeking approach. The Scottish energy transition 
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discourse provides a significant perspective to this involvement and the inclusivity 

characteristic with discourses on the fossil fuel industry, showing how some alternative views 

can be attempted to be included in the energy transition. This highlights that this inclusivity 

aspect in the energy transition can even mean including the fossil fuel industry, but at the 

same time it can ignore conflicting views.  

Despite deliberation for energy and climate issues having many positive aspects [81,83], and 

involvement is seen as a way to democratise the energy system and reach better governance 

[62], both refuse inherent conflict in society [44,85], especially in the case of a crisis [46]. 

Comparison between the WoS approach and some critical perspectives such as Mouffe 

[44,85] or Swyngedouw (e.g. [46]) raise concerns over marginalisation of alternative views in 

the energy transition and the purpose of citizen involvement, challenging the inclusivity and 

democracy, leaving no one behind, of the WoS approach to the energy transition. The crisis 

framing is significant for this, as the climate crisis works as a justification for why collaborative 

action and shared goals are needed and why bearing the costs is necessary or even 

unquestionable (see [46]). Through focusing on involvement, the WoS approach aims to frame 

climate crisis as everyone’s personal and imminent problem. This raises questions over 

whether such framing can be effective, just, or even possible way to govern collaborative 

action.  

These and many more implications as well as prospects of the WoS approach are issues for 

subsequent research to investigate. This paper aimed to fulfil two tasks, to characterise the 

WoS approach and to introduce it to energy transition research by highlighting its presence in 

energy transition policy discourse, the overall goal being to initiate further research interest. 

The analysis of the case examples shows that the WoS approach is relevant to the energy 

transition discussion. To support broadening this discussion, two subsequent research 

avenues are suggested here.  

Firstly, empirical research on different levels and scope of the WoS approach is an obvious 

continuation of the national policy discourse level exploration in this paper. The WoS approach 

reaches from global to individual levels, and inspection of these and their interconnections can 

contribute to understanding the governance implications, scope, implementation, and 

prospects of the approach. Some possible avenues of investigation include the EU-level and 

comparative case studies, as the WoS approach takes different forms based on cultural and 

structural differences.  

Secondly, the interconnected theoretical and political evolution of the WoS approach remain 

unspecified. The analysis on this paper highlights the roots of the WoS approach in UN and 

WHO documents and limited academic engagement on mostly health related topics. It is not 

clear how the WoS approach has been developed, and what broader political debates have 

underlined this. There are indications that the WoS approach to the energy transition goes 

beyond discourses, as shown through policy measures highlighted in section 4, but more 

investigation is required to determine the prevalence of the approach as a key policy driver. 

Additionally, the WoS approach could be further investigated by comparing it to other 

approaches to governance. This inspection of the political and theoretical evolution of the WoS 

approach can further contribute to understanding the prospects of the WoS approach to the 

energy transition. 
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