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Executive Summary

Summarises the ten key findings from
the Thriving Places engagements. It
also provides a brief overview of the
programme and insights approach.

Section 3:
Project Insights

Details the outcomes and impacts
from citizen engagements. It draws
on data sources, including self-
assessment forms and participant
surveys, to explore how the
engagements went, what the barriers
were, and what opportunities they
illuminate for future work.
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Section 2:
Local authority context

Contextualises key findings in the
wider background for local authorities
and climate action.

This includes the importance of
effective public engagement, as well
as the barriers and opportunities to
public engagement.

Section 5;:
What we have learned

Provides recommendations for how
local authorities and national
decision-makers can build on this
work to aid the transition towards a
more resilient and net zero UK.
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Stephanie Draper she/her

Over the last two years, we have been working
with local authorities and local residents to
make net zero deliver for their places. Based on
an inspiring vision from Innovate UK that people
need to be at the heart of adecarbonised future,
we set out to create innovative approaches that
are both cost effective and meaningful.

In this report, we share a wealth of insights and
knowledge that will help us respond to the
climate crisis in ways that mean something to
people and communities.

We began with a premise that instead of starting
with climate, which is technical and top down,
we need to start with place. Through a series of
citizen visioning conversations, we asked
people what they love about where they live,
what the future risks are and what they want to
change.

We then explored energy, climate, adaptation
and getting to net zero in that context.
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Director of Innovation and Practice
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We generated visions and recommendations
that bore out our premise that giving people a
say in the future of their place also delivers on
our climate goals.

Our key learning is to start where people are-to
start with the place they live, to ask them what
they want and need that net zero can deliver.

Through different forms of public deliberation
and participation, we have supported 28 local
authorities to be more citizen led. We have seen
local people from the Outer Hebrides to
Portsmouth create thoughtful, practical
recommendations from setting up local one -
stop shops for retrofit, to strategies for rolling
out District Heat Networks. Our approaches
have provided real value to the Councils,
shaping their strategies and project plans, at a
depth that consultation fails to deliver. They
have increased residents' knowledge and
confidence of the action that needs to be taken.

Section 4 Section 5 Appendix

We have also shown that there is a cost to not
doing this well. This is not an optional extra, it is
a critical part of the transformation of our
energy system going forward. The cost of good
engagement is easily offset by the expense of
defending decisions or not being able to
iImplement at scale. This is especially true with
the minimal viable processes we have created
that generate effective recommendations with
the public at relatively low cost.

People in the UK are still supportive of action on
climate change, and they want a stake in that
action. We have demonstrated the imperative
and the practice to do this through dynamic
conversations in communities. We have to work
with the energy, intelligence, local insight and
buy-in of everyone in the UK to get to net zero.
This report shows a way to doing that which
gives people power over these decisions and
creates hope for the future.
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Executive
Summary

Making real strides towards achieving
Vjig"WMXu"4272"pgv" ]| gtaqg
households and businesses to change

how they live, work, and travel. Climate

action to reduce emissions and increase

our resilience and energy security will be
planned at the regional and local level, with

local authorities planning and delivering

much of this transition

This needs to be citizenled to ensure that

both climate policy and action reflects

ekvk| gpuX"rgturgevkxgu.
experience; local authorities must engage

with their residents to increase the

likelihood of support and take up.
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Local authorities are key to engaging local people and
are well positioned as enablers and conveners of local
action due to their remit of services and
responsibilities. However, they face capacity and
capability barriers the impact their ability

to engage with the public to support this transition.

The key objectives of the research were to explore:

1. How this programme has supported the

development of more participatory

approaches to local decisionrmaking by
cwvjgtkvkgu"*yjec

ngecn

Section 4 Section 5 Appendix

The citizen engagement strand has been led by Involve
with consortium partners Forum for the Future, Ipsos,
and Quantum Strategy and Technology. This report is
the fourth and final report generated by the consortium
with others providing a review of net zero trends and

ekw k| gps gpicci gogpy howipXn'gievwcknt" x
_f(ylr citizen® ager&\ept egnd ariJ ingeéﬁg%ti f how

Vitkxkpi"Rncegu”ku"rctv"qgh” Kpgriedc vg"” WMXu” Pgv "\ gt q"” NkxKkpicgsts can be incurred from not engaging in a

programme, which provides support to local authorities,
partners, and communities to overcome non-
technological systemic barriers to the scaling and
adoption of net zero solutions. We present

key learnings and recommendations from the Citizen
Engagement strand of the Net Zero Living programme,
specifically climate -related citizen engagement and
visioning support provided to local authorities.
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2. How an increased focus on participatory
engagement has helped/will help local
authorities and other key actors progress
towards net zero.

3. How local citizen engagement can

accelerate progress towards climate
change goals.

participatory way (see Appendix A).

y/




Key messages

How did providing dedicated support and

training help local authorities make changes

in net zero engagement?

Participatory engagement strengthens legitimacy
to act, and can improve quality, impact, and
accelerate the delivery of climate targets.
Recommendations from participatory approaches
validated existing intentions, reduced internal risk
aversion, and enabled recommendations to be lifted
straight into scheme design and projects when linked
with imminent decisions.

Local authorities built practical experience and
confidence in running in -depth, participatory
engagement.

For many authorities this was their first exposure to
participatory methods. Independent design and

hceknkvcvkgp"ujqygf"yjcv"y

anxiety about disagreement, and modelled accessible
practice. Officers reported a stronger understanding
of when, with whom, and how to engage on

complex issues.
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Section 2

Authorities heard from a more diverse mix of
their communities than in typical consultations.

Sortition-based recruitment and targeted outreach,
Living Wage payments, robust onboarding,
accessibility adjustments, and skilled facilitation
brought in people who are often absent from statutory
processes. Officers consistently described participant
groups as more diverse and more reflective of their
populations or target audiences than with their usual
engagement approaches.

Linking engagement to live strategies
and decisions improved traction.

Most processes were connected to in-progress
strategies, plans, or programmes (for example, net
zero and adaptation plans, Local Plans, transport
strategies, retrofit and heat networks). Where the
scope and decision points were clear, citizen
recommendations could be applied directly in design

| a9 RIvapr R © Haldalg and Ao g 1 -

existing plans.

Section 3

Section 4 Section 5 Appendix

RctvkekrcpvuX"gzrgtkgpegu

positive and constructive.

Survey data showed understanding of the purpose of
engagement increased from 84% to 94%, and
knowledge of what the local authority was doing on
net zero rose from 44% to 64%. Emotions shifted
towards feeling informed, empowered, and hopeful.
Many participants wanted to stay involved, some
reported making changes in their own lives.

Place-based approaches unlocked constructive
participation, with latent citizen support for
action on climate change being strong and
activated by engagement processes.

Starting with what people value about their area and
how it could be improved helped mitigate the
potentially divisive topic of climate change. This
approach helped produce locally grounded
recommendations that participants saw as fair and
practical. These recommendations also generally
aligned with reducing emissions and building
resilience. Participants supported locally framed,
tangible benefits (cheaper energy, warmer homes,
safer travel routes) regardless of whether they were
concerned about climate change.
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However, follow -through was uneven, with
constraints on staff time, unclear ownership of
recommendations, and siloed responsibilities
slowing or diluting influence.

Overall, most (71%) participants agreed they felt
confident that their contributions would be used. There
was a large amount of variation between local
authorities, with confidence tending to be conditional
based on if senior leaders were visibly involved and
routes to action were clear.

Despite training and hands-on learning, building

lasting capacity in individual local authorities is
challenging; skills often sat with a small number of
officers and were vulnerable to turnover and competing
priorities. Structural issues, such as tight budgets,
short-term funding and complex remits, continued to
constrain long-term impact and the embedding of
participatory practice.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026

How can citizen engagement accelerate
progress on climate change in the future?

We found that citizen engagement offers the
opportunity for a practical, repeatable model for high -
guality engagement that can de-risk choices, widen
support, and speed-up delivery when applied
consistently.

Our evidence shows that using innovative
methods to engage citizens can unlock different
outcomes for local authorities than more standard
approaches to engagement.

Participatory approaches can build citizen support for
local authority decisions, particularly where they trust
their perspectives and recommendations - grounded in
lived experiences - have been considered. This is
particularly the case for complex, contested issues,
which standard approaches to engagement may not
have time to fully explore with citizens in a structured
way.

In turn, local authorities can build a better, more in-
depth understanding of the priorities and views of
people in their local area, and explore new, different
ways of doing things and making decisions. This can
help improve decision-making and, in future, avoid
unplanned costs through unexpected requirements for
officer time to defend unpopular decisions, or
reputational damage caused by these.

Section 4 Section 5 Appendix

Key learnings for local authorities are:

0 Start with place to broaden participation and focus

on practical local improvements. This approach
makes engagement more accessible and still yields
recommendations that align with climate goals.

Tie engagement to live decisions with clear
scopes. Tightly linking to imminent strategies or
projects produces implementable outputs and
makes it easier to show how public input is used.

Prepare for change before starting. Name owners
for recommendations, map internal and external
actors early, schedule decision points, and set out
how to respond and report back. Planning for this
needs to happen early and proactively to allow for
flexibility to ensure recommendations have a place
to land. This is particularly important where remits
are complex across different government
departments and organisations. Visible governance
and simple tracking keep momentum and trust.

Invest proportionately while building internal

capability. Not every decision requires large-scale
processes, but proportionate, well-designed

engagement, supported by independent facilitation

where helpful, should be treated as core delivery,
pgv"'c"ypkeg"vg"jcxgX0"Jki]j
worth investing in, and the costs of not engaging

on complex issues can be higher later if genuine

and timely citizen engagement to understand the
rwdnkeXu"rtkgtkvkgu"ku"pqyv

n
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0 Recognise and activate latent public support. These barriers include local authorities having tight
Many residents back tangible local benefits budgets with short, fragmented funding windows,
(warmer homes, safer transport routes, cheaper making it hard to resource early, ongoing, in-depth
energy) regardless of their views on climate engagement and to sustain follow through once
change, but confidence depends on visible follow programme support ends. In addition, local authority
through. Broadening who is in the room can help officers can often lack the capacity and resource to
move actors at the local authority level from conduct the types of engagement processes carried out
advisors to co-owners of action. during this programme. This can lead to episodic

_ _ _ _ _ engagement.

0 Link climate action to local economic opportunity.

Citizens consistently called for higher and To take advantage of opportunities, local authorities,
enforced standards, local suppliers and jobs, youth other local actors, and national government need to
skills pathways, and accessible one-stop advice. work together to build sufficient resources for citizen
Designing programmes to grow local capability engagement into budgets for developing plans and
can align climate goals with thriving local strategies.

economies.

While structural barriers to in -depth engagement
in local authorities remain, our evidence
highlights opportunities for local authorities in
future.

Persistent, structural barriers remain and are likely to
korcev"ngecn"cwvjgtkvkguX"cdknkv{"vg"vecmg"cfxcpvecig
these opportunities.

gh
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Participatory engagement broadens who
has a say.

Local authorities frequently highlighted that targeted
recruitment and accessible design widened
participation beyond the limited group who take part in
statutory engagement.

Methods to achieve this included:

0 Recruitment methods targeting either specific
groups who were less often engaged (e.g. young
people in Warrington), or a sample reflective of the
local population.

0 Conversation starter methods T where participants
would take learnings from the engagement and
discuss them with members of the community T
broadened the reach for participation beyond those
who were directly engaged.

This allows local authorities to incorporate more
diverse lived experiences and different perspectives
into decision-making, while empowering the voices who
are heard less often.
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Section 1 Section 2 Section 3

These methods grow public knowledge,
confidence, and willingness to stay involved in
local government decisions.

After engagement events, participants reported
improved understanding of local authority actions and
priorities, felt more informed, empowered and hopeful,
and asked for more opportunities to take part in the
decisions being made at a local level. Local authorities
highlighted that this level of continued desire to be
engaged was new for them, going beyond what they
saw with statutory consultations, and helps to build a
more engaged citizenry.

Ultimately, our findings evidence that
participatory engagement improves
decision-making by grounding it in the
perspectives and experiences of the public.
It can also reduce future costs and policy
failures through generating tailored,
actionable policies that the public trust
more. Crucially, these processes ultimately
demonstrated that citizen voices can be
effectively integrated into climate decision-
making when properly supported and help to
support net zero transitions.

Section 4 Section 5 Appendix

Pathways for participatory engagement to
accelerate progress on net zero:

>§o
X

De-risking contested choices for local authorities,
leading to increased political confidence to
proceed.

&

Helping to create cross-council buy-in, creating
greater impact of citizen voices.

o=

Producing recommendations and outputs which
are tied to decision points, enabling faster
integration into strategies and programmes.
PN

Generating a clear vision of the enabling

conditions that a wide range of citizens want and

need, such as accessible information and

pipelines for green skills, which can in turn lead to

a higher uptake of low-carbon decisions. This can
cnuq"dwknf"vtwuv"kp"ngecn"




1. ) |
Introduction

In 2019, the UK became the first major
economy in the world to pass a binding
legal target to reach net zero emissions by
2050.1 Achieving this commitment
requires the active participation of all
sectors of society. To date, there has been
significant progress in reducing emissions
through changes in sectors such as
electricity generation andindustry.?

A

Achieving climate goals requires equally ambitious action
across all sectors. Notably, half of the necessary emissions
reductions required will depend on individuals and
businesses adopting low-carbon solutions, decisions

that will be made at local and individual levels.3
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Overview of the Net

Zero Living programme

Innovate UK launched the £60 million
place-based programme, Net ZeroLiving;
in October 2022,recognising the scale of
transformation required to achieve the net
zero target.

Despite progress being made at a local level on climate
action, there remain significant barriers on citizen and
business engagement, net zero planning, policy, and
regulation, and data and finance.

The programme examined these barriers and applied
them across systems (including housing, transport, and
energy systems), with Innovate UK then structuring the
funded local authorities into three pots:

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026

Section 2 Section 3

Section 1

Pathfinder Demonstrators:

larger scale projects demonstrating how to overcome
specific barriers, such as scaling sustainable
retrofit approaches.

Pathfinders:

places that were already on their journey, and who
had some understanding of the barriers in place.

Fast Followers:

local authorities who were ambitious but were likely to
have been further behind on progress than other local
authorities.

This report explores the work conducted in the
Citizen Engagement strand of the Future
Ready workstream, which aimed to create a
community of practice, delivered mentoring,
and gathered shared insight on supporting

local authorities in the transition to net zero.

Section 5

Appendix

Section 4
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This report analyses evidence gathered as part
gh"vj ku"uvtcpf"
programme. The research assessed delivery of
the objectives, derived from the goals of the
overall programme:

1. How this programme has supported
the development of more participatory
approaches to local decision-making by
local authorities (what has and

jcupXv"yqgtmgf +0

gh"Kppgxcvg" WMXu"Pgv"\ gt

2. How an increased focus on participatory
engagement has helped/will help local
authorities progress towards net zero.

3. How local citizen engagement can
accelerate progress on climate
change goals more widely.

The key mechanism assessed in this report
is whether and how providing dedicated one-
to-one support and targeted training can
change how local authorities engage,
influence ways of working and decision -
making, and help progress towards net zero.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026

In this report, the support provided to local
cwvjgqgtkvkgu"ku"tghgttgf

gpi cigogpv"rtgeguuguX"*qt
vitgwijqgwvO0"Qhvgp. "Vvjgug"
fgrvj X"gpicigogpv. "tghgtt
participation that aligns with involving,

collaborating with, or empowering the public.

Section 4

Section 5

Appendix
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What is meant
by engagement?

Public engagement is a core
element of how local and

national government functions

and supports democratic policy
making, constituting a key part
gh"ngecn"cwvijqgtk
making and design processes.

Public
participation
goals

Engagement can have many different
purposes and take various forms.

At its core, engagement with citizens,
no matter how in-depth, is how local
authorities communicate with

the public and involve them in decisions. Ersiaie

Public engagement exists at different the public

levels, as shown in the International
Association for Public Participation
*KCR4+Xu"Urgevtwo"qgh"
Engagement.® On this spectrum, local
cwvjgqtkvkguX"uvecpfctf
engagement often fall within either
uKphgtoyYy" gt " 3Egpuwnyv
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Section 1

Section 2

Increasing impact on the decision

Inform

frograidk tie pube p
with balanced and
objective information

to assist them in
understanding the
problem, alternatives,
opportunities and/or
solutions.

We will keep
you informed.

ejgu"vyg

Consult

To obtain public
feedback on analysis,
alternatives and/or
decisions.

We will keep you
informed, listen to and
acknowledge
concerns and
aspirations, and
provide feedback on
how public input
influenced the
decision.

Section 3

Figure 1:1AP2 Spectrum of Public Participation

Involve

To work directly with
the public throughout
the process to ensure
that public concerns
and aspirations are
consistently
understood and
considered.

We will work with you
to ensure that your
concerns and
aspirations are directly
reflected in the
alternatives developed
and provide feedback
on how public input
influenced the
decision.

Section 4

Collaborate

To partner with the
public in each aspect
of the decision
including the
development of
alternatives and the
identification of the
preferred solutions.

We will look to you for
advice and innovation
in formulating
solutions and
incorporate your
advice and
recommendations into
the decisions to the
maximum extent
possible.

Section 5

Appendix

Empower

To place final decision
making in the hands of
the public.

We will implement
what you decide.

13
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Informing and consulting are important elements of
engagement, and are often a statutory necessity, but
for complex, contested issues like climate action
these methods can struggle to build durable support
and understanding for policy. As set out in the
associated report on the Costs of Not Engaging (see
Appendix A), relying on informing and consultation
alone can reduce trust and result in increased
opposition to proposed policies and strategies. In
contrast, approaches that involve, collaborate with,
and empower the public promise more impact on
decision-making, and have different outcomes.
These are the approaches that this work focused

on and can be described as participatory and
deliberative engagement.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026
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Section 2

Section 3

Section 4
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Citizen engagement
and visioning

Involve and consortium partners worked The below summarises these methods. For more

with 28 local authorities Supporting them information, including the number of Fast Follower local
. " authorities that adopted each method please see

to engage and involve citizens, Appendix A.

communities, and other key actors to

i ‘ ' itizen visioning:
create a clear direction for their place. Citizen visioning

A full visioning and engagement programme that starts
with citizens, involves wider community actors, and
delivers a full vision for net zero in the place, and

. recommer?dgtlenjs fgr"hc\)(WHtocht\t/hgr?—i qnngygt X"

Ultimately, this should enhance their understanding
and confidence on how best to engage the public in
the long term. The local authorities being engaged

cu"rctv"gh"vjku"uvtgco"ctg"ecnng

local authorities.® The project lead (typically from Conversation starters:

Involve or Forum for the Future) consulted with the

Net Zero Innovation Officer (NZIO) in the local Creative engagement with a wide selection of the local

authority and other local authority officers. community. Core participants were trained as
vegpxgtucvkgp"uvctvgtuX"cpf"

Based on an iterative process, these actors identified issues with others in the community. They

collectively selected an offer for support that best acted as citizen researchers and brought back findings

ogv"vjg"ngecn" cwigpendiAfdr X u " p gtgtheltoré grolipdwho together formed

more information). Following this, the project was recommendations for their place.

executed in collaboration between the NZIO, other

local authority officers and the project lead. Streamlined, flexible advice and delivery:

Structured, tailored advice from visioning and
engagement experts. This was flexible, based on
the needs of the local authority.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026
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Citizen engagement
review

AsK p X g noxsprXum project leads
delivered this support, Ipsos collected
evidence on how far this support helped
address the barriers to citizen engagement
in local authorities throughout the
programme.

The evidence in this report is from the following
activities, carried out by Ipsos in conjunction with
Involve (see Appendix B for further information, and
Appendix C-E for individual analyses).

0 Desk review of published evidence to inform the
wider context of local authorities, climate change,
and citizen engagement.

0 Reflective workshops facilitated by Ipsos with
Involve staff who managed projects with local
authorities (project leads). These took place during
the delivery of projects, and explored what was
going well.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026

0 Reflective interviews facilitated by Involve with
project leads after the completion of projects,
reflecting on the overall effectiveness of
programme delivery.

O Self-assessment forms, completed by local
authority officers, to explore how far in their
engagement journey they were before
engagement processes started.

0 Insights sessions (or workshops) with local
authority officers and the Involve project team,
facilitated by Ipsos. These took place after
individual processes completed and involved local
authority officers, reflecting on how their specific
engagement went. They were only completed by
citizen visioning and conversation starter local
authorities.

Section 3

Section 4 Section 5 Appendix

Participant survey responses from citizen visioning
and conversation starters. These were gathered
before and after engagement processes.

Analysis of the recommendations generated by
citizens and outlined in project reports following
the end of engagements.

Local authority survey to gather reflections from
local authorities supported by strategic advice and
capacity building.

16
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Analysis and development
of key learnings and
recommendations

The evidence has beemanalysedusing
inductive reasoning, where researchers
focused on the patterns and observations
in the data and developed broader
interpretations and theories based on what
was identified across the different sources.

The mechanism being examined in this report is that
providing dedicated, support and specific training for
local authorities can facilitate changes in how local
authorities engage communities, influencing ways of
working, decision-making, and goals.

Following this, the report explores the implications for
local authorities in the future, based on learnings and
insights from this programme. For more information
on the work of this consortium please see Appendix
A, and for information on the methods of evidence
gathering, see Appendix B.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026
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2.
Local authority
context

Local authorities are at the sharp end
of delivering climate action.

A third of emissions reductions needed for the Climate
Ejcpig"EqookvvggXu"*EEE+"Ugxgpvj "Ectdgp"L
on household decisions around heating, road travel, '
flying, and diet.”

In 2020, the CCC estimated that local authorities are

directly responsible for 2-5% of local emissions but can
kphnwgpeg"c"vjktf"gh"cp"ctgcXu"gokuukgpu"vijtaqgwigj
shaping, partnerships, leadership and engagement.8
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National policies aiming to tackle carbon reduction
and improve resilience to the impacts of climate
change are felt and enacted at the local level.
Ambitions of net zero, climate resilience, and
biodiversity will succeed or fail locally T both in terms
of delivery and public support.

There is substantial ambition in local government to
act on climate change. In 2025, 87% of councils had a
climate action plan.® However, delivery against these
has been uneven, and there remain obstacles to local
authorities delivering both net zero!® and resilient
communities. One of the key challenges are growing
concern about the implications of net zero and
increasing ambivalence to climate change as other
kuuwgu"
79% of people saying they are concerned about
climate change, 61% are worried that the transition to
net zero will increase their living costs'? and the
proportion of the public who say the UK either does
not need to reach net zero by 2050 or does not need a
target at all rose from 9% in 2021 to 26% in 20252 In

g e e wr ofisuiqugnéss. Wiespkee X u

KruquX"Lcpwct{"4248" Kuuwgu"

pagqv"kp"vjg"rwdnkeXu"
since 2024.14

var
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Evidence from this research, specifically desk research
and practice-based experience, was used to identify the
barriers and opportunities that local authorities face in
engaging the public on climate change. These are set
out in the following table.

Effective engagement with the public on
climate change, its impacts, and how it can
be tackled is vitally important, to build
support for climate action and to develop
policies that have traction with citizens
leading to action.

This has been acknowledged in the Department for

Gpgti {"Ugewtkv{"cpf"Pgv"\gtgXu"*FGUP\ +"uvtcvgi{"qgp"

participation: Energising Britain.® Doing so can help

dwknf"vjg"rwdnkeXu"cpf"dwukpguuguX"wpfgtuvcpfkpi™"

confidence in the policies, mechanisms, and tools they

can use. This includes low carbon technologies, like

heat pumps and electric vehicles, or behaviour changes

they can make to reduce their carbon footprint, like

reducing meat consumption and flying less.®

Engagement can also help to build trust in the decisions

being made and help develop policies that are

deliverable. Importantly, effective engagement can also

help citizens understand the opportunities that climate
Kagtio PEngs sych gsgreayng '0@[{?9%%9 ainig; | -

| cal ugp&/f:halﬂs.amd@r&\p mgjh |1thlerdlf stylesy ggp"”

cpf

gh




Executive summary Section 1 Section 2 Section 3 Section 4 Section 5 Appendix

Table 2: Barriers and opportunities faced by local authorities in engaging the public on climate change

Barrier Description Potential opportunity

@\@ Financial Local authorities face budget cuts and fragmented, Citizen involvement can help to identify feasible, locally tailored and cost -efficient
constraints competitive funding, limiting capacity for engagement interventions, reducing the need for expensive persuasion or enforcement
beyond statutory requirements (typically informing (see the Cost of Not Engaging report).

and consulting processes), unless separately funded.

& Low trust and Public can doubt that engagement will lead to action, Participatory engagement strengthens trust, creates a durable mandate for climate
scepticism undermining trust and reducing willingness to action and supports more ambitious policy choices, or provides confidence in existing
participate. This can often be based on previous plans.

experiences of engagement. Officers may also be
hesitant to conduct participatory engagement as they
think this level of distrust will continue.

Place-based futures work helps people imagine positive change, mobilise around
shared visions and connect climate action to local identity and aspirations.

@ Unclear Central government has not clearly defined what local Engagement frameworks can help local authorities clarify strategic aims, decision
expectations authorities are expected to deliver on net zero, pathways and internal ownership, improving coherence across departments. The UK
creating uncertainty that undermines planning, Government also recently published a public participation strategy on net zero
expectation-setting and meaningful engagement. (Energising Britain), which sets out how the government will make policy responsive to
rggrngXxu"pggfu."cpf"rtgxkfg"kphqgtocvkgp"hqgt"

strategy may provide a framework for local authorities to follow. Engagement processes
can also help clarify what citizens expect from local authorities and other actors.
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Barrier Description Potential opportunity

Embedded Statutory engagement can often only reach a single Participatory engagement has a long history of focusing on ensuring a diversity of
inequalities yvrwdnkeX. "gxgtnqggmkpi " f kxg1t voicesare heard. Ensuring accessibility, recruitment approaches that emphasise a
risking exclusion of marginalised groups or reflective sample, and an understanding of the audiences that can be more
designing policies that exacerbate inequality. challenging to engage can help overcome this.
@% Cost-of-living Geqpgoke"kpugewt kv{"tgf weg! Startingwith where people are is an important principle. Ensuring that participatory
pressures or prioritise climate action, making climate issues feel engagement processes are accessible and affordable for participants to attend
secondary to immediate financial pressures. can help overcome this barrier in the moment. The outcomes from engagements,
built on lived experiences, can help inform local government on how best to meet
rgqrnguX"pggfu"vjtqwij"vcemnkpi "enkocvg"ejcp

Engagement can also help ensure that climate action is fair, inclusive, and
responsive to those most affected, strengthening the legitimacy of action and
reducing unequal impacts.
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Barrier Description Potential opportunity

K Limited Engagement often lacks influence on policy, with weak Participatory engagement provides insight into local values, constraints and priorities,
- integration into feedback loops creating public scepticism and enabling more feasible, acceptable and effective climate policies, programme design
decision-making  perceptions of tokenism. This can be caused by a lack and ongoing reassurance to provide confidence for elected members.

of internal engagement within the local authority, or by
a lack of time invested in embedding the engagement
process into upcoming opportunities across

Early participatory engagement can also help anticipate opposition, avoid costly policy
failure, and reduce reputational risk. Planning early for impact can help ensure that
outcomes from engagement change policy, particularly through mapping paths to

departments. _
influence and relevant actors.

g Limited time, Local authority officers can lack the specialist skills, Specialist skills can be gained through training programmes, sharing learning and
skills and time and resources required for high-quality, inclusive, increasing the quality of available toolkits and resources for local authorities. Building
organisational deliberative engagement. a community of practice in local authorities can also help to overcome this.
capacity

o5l One-off, Engagement is often episodic rather than continuous, Ongoing dialogue strengthens policy design, builds relationships and embeds

™ fragmented limiting learning, momentum and long -term impacts. engagement as a normal part of local governance. Continuous, iterative engagement
engagement This impacts public potential for action and builds skills and capacity within the council and is seen as valuable and planned in

engagement skills not being practiced, over time. from the start; while capacity and trust grows in communities that see the impact of

their opinions create positive change in their areas.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026 22



Executive summary

3.
Project
insights

This section explores the effectiveness
of the programme in achieving its
objectives and supporting local
authorities to address the barriers
highlighted in Table 2.

The key mechanism being assessed here is whether
providing dedicated support and specific training to local
authorities can facilitate changes in how local authorities
engage communities, influencing ways of working,
decision-making and goals.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026
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Executive summary

This has been assessed in the following ways:

1. How this programme supported the
development of more participatory
approaches to local decision-making.

2. How participatory engagement helped or
will help local authorities progress towards
net zero.

We explore this using evidence gathered
throughout this programme to assess:

0 what went well and what was challenging.

O yjcv"vjku"ogcpu"hqt
engagement on climate change in the future.

ngecn"

The section ends with a summary of how the barriers
outlined in Table 2 have been addressed through
this programme.
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£ p

Dedicated support T ' , »
and specific training |
to local authorities

Providing this support aimed to help
local authorities be more innovative in
their approaches to citizen engagement,
and to address barriers including
financial constraints; limited time, skills,
organisational capacity and integration
of engagement into decision-making;
and to enable different actors (including
citizens and businesses) to contribute
to decision-making in their local area.

To hear about the processes from the people who
took part, you can watch published videos from
some of the processes here:

O Gateshead

0 Blackpool
O Derry and Strabane
(0]

Overview

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026


https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=FI0YDKMegbs__;!!HEtReXZgYQ!VkSDP0XhZP6aS-r4JqzD8JE27zdKkMDKVXx2L9X55vmlPthCO4BkDW2Ml7xtz7mo34u6Cg3j7S-B9APM$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=FI0YDKMegbs__;!!HEtReXZgYQ!VkSDP0XhZP6aS-r4JqzD8JE27zdKkMDKVXx2L9X55vmlPthCO4BkDW2Ml7xtz7mo34u6Cg3j7S-B9APM$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=GZUoLyJS6F8__;!!HEtReXZgYQ!VkSDP0XhZP6aS-r4JqzD8JE27zdKkMDKVXx2L9X55vmlPthCO4BkDW2Ml7xtz7mo34u6Cg3j7R9nwYlq$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=GZUoLyJS6F8__;!!HEtReXZgYQ!VkSDP0XhZP6aS-r4JqzD8JE27zdKkMDKVXx2L9X55vmlPthCO4BkDW2Ml7xtz7mo34u6Cg3j7R9nwYlq$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=aHfU25fyB8E__;!!HEtReXZgYQ!VkSDP0XhZP6aS-r4JqzD8JE27zdKkMDKVXx2L9X55vmlPthCO4BkDW2Ml7xtz7mo34u6Cg3j7UMEo8XQ$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=aHfU25fyB8E__;!!HEtReXZgYQ!VkSDP0XhZP6aS-r4JqzD8JE27zdKkMDKVXx2L9X55vmlPthCO4BkDW2Ml7xtz7mo34u6Cg3j7UMEo8XQ$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=EP8-DNy7a7g__;!!HEtReXZgYQ!VkSDP0XhZP6aS-r4JqzD8JE27zdKkMDKVXx2L9X55vmlPthCO4BkDW2Ml7xtz7mo34u6Cg3j7ZxATQBV$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=EP8-DNy7a7g__;!!HEtReXZgYQ!VkSDP0XhZP6aS-r4JqzD8JE27zdKkMDKVXx2L9X55vmlPthCO4BkDW2Ml7xtz7mo34u6Cg3j7ZxATQBV$

Executive summary Section 1 Section 2

Summary of what went well,
and what went less well:

What went well:

What was more challenging:

Section 3 Section 4 Section 5 Appendix

How support has or will help local authorities progress
towards net zero:

0 We found the programme helped build
practical experience and confidence of in-
depth engagement in Fast Follower local
authorities.

O Local authorities engaging citizens were
able to hear from groups and members of
their community who may have been
absent from statutory consultations.

O Local authorities had largely tied
engagement processes to inform live
strategies and decisions.

O The engagement processes were a positive
experience for participants, who reported
feeling informed, empowered, and hopeful
after engagement processes finished.

O We found that focusing on place over
climate action proved effective in
generating locally grounded outputs and
recommendations, activating latent
support for climate change -related policies.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026

O Some local authorities experienced challenges in
achieving consistent follow -through.

O Participant confidence in long -term delivery of
recommendations was mixed, both before and after
engagement.

0 The programme faced challenges in achieving
sustainable capacity building, despite providing
training and practical experience.

0 We found that structural constraints, including
siloed working in local authorities across
departments and difficulty with funding and
capacity for similar engagements in the future,
emerged as persistent barriers to long-term impact
and continued citizen engagement being embedded
into decision-making.

O Many authorities were committed to ongoing
engagement, but this was contingent on funding
and support T with officers seeing internal budgets
as challenging to shift, and local authorities
uncertain about finding external funding
opportunities.

0 Our findings demonstrate progress with commitments to net
zero through strategic alignment and validation of local
authority plans. Engagement processes providing more in-
depth and trusted engagement with members of the public,

generating buy-in and support for existing plans, and providing

pathways for impact on new ideas.

O The programme generated actionable recommendations
effectively when engagements had clear remits that linked to
live decisions.

O We found that engagement processes successfully built
ekvk| gpuX"wpfgtuvecpfkpi "qgh"

pgv”|

authority actions, communicating about these more effectively

than one-off statutory processes would have been able to.

0 Our findings ultimately demonstrate that citizen voices can be

effectively integrated into climate decision -making when

properly supported, validating local authority approaches and

building public understanding and support for net zero
transitions.

O Our evidence shows that participatory engagements have
different outcomes than informing or consulting approaches.
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Figure 2: This programme in numbers

A
N ,

(O

’ ~
A

)

2

W

7

8

Citizen visioning

5

Community conversations

16

Local authorities receiving strategic
advice and capacity training

1

Citizen jury

193

Citizen recommendations; 60-96% have
been adopted in 7 local authorities
(others too early to say)

212

People trained
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Section 1

Section 2

Section 3

Engagement processes: numbers in the existing
graphic, plus the following: Engagement processes-
who was involved in community conversations, citizen
visioning and strategic advice and capacity building.

1296

people in total from CC,
CV, SACB

888

people in total took part
in CC+ CV

859

citizens (directly and
indirectly involved)

526

CV- citizens

362

CGC: people

408

people from SACB (incl.

Fife)

759

citizens took part in
CC+CV

169

people trained through
SACB (38 council
members and 131
actors)

Section 4

Section 5

Appendix

Whole programme : (numbers include interactions
through diagnosis, Citizen Visioning (CV),
Conversation Starters (CS), strategic advice and
capacity building (SACB), widerprogramme training

and 2 roundtable events):

1441

people in total

339

actors

213

freelancers (16 local
freelancers to the region)

220

council team members

859

citizens (directly and
indirectly involved)

272

people trained (141
council and 131 actors)
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What went well?

The programme helped build practical experience “We’'re required by government
and confidence in in-depth engagement in Fast to do public engagement, but

Follower local authorities. , | h
For many local authorities, this programme was their we aren’t able to as much as we

first experience of participatory engagement. would like or as in—depth as we
In self-assessment forms, local authorities often would like, though we do a lot of
indicated that their previous experience of citizen pub“c consultation. But this
participatory engagement was either ad hoc or . e

extremely limited. A small number of authorities had [Net Zero Living] offered us
conducted previous deliberative work (for example, something quite unique.”

Ycmghkgnf " EgqgwpeknXu" Vj @"Dki " Eqpx%t ucvkgp"kp" 4243
cpf"Dncemr ggnXu" En k8)cutthés€ u u g darthymogrignd Lounty Council

were typically not part of a broader programme of

participatory engagement.

Local authority officers reported feeling the programme
had helped develop their understanding and knowledge
of in-depth, participatory engagement.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026
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0 During insight sessions, local authority officers in Local authorities were able to hear from groups “It was nice to get that mix of
areas that ran citizen visioning and conversation and members of their community who may have , .
starter processes reflected that these projects been absent from statutory consultations. people that wouldn’t necessarily

gave them practical experience and more
confidence in delivering engagement in future.
Local authorities frequently highlighted during

Statutory consultations do not always reach diverse have engaged with us before
groups of people!®, meaning the voices traditionally they took part [], SO perhaps

o . . : heard by local authorities are often not reflective of ’ .
insight sessions that independent design and the communities and groups living in their areas. In we’re getting the harder to reach

facilitation were pa,l,rt'CUIa,r,ly valuab"Ie, a_IIowmg" . lf—assessmentfframeworks, local a%lthority officers people as weII, because that’s
ghhkegtu®vg'ugg"yjcv'yiqqf deschib@dlelther Wanﬂng{ggngé:gggroups that were ”
reducing fear around conflict as processes were . : A . always a challenge for us.
beina manaaed independently. For example. in reflective of their local population, including groups
Brox?owe Bgrou h C?)uncil Io)gal authoritpof’ficers typically not reached by statutory consultation, or Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council
reported that theglnvolve te’am were able¥o wanting to involve those who were usually less likely
manage conflicting views of participants to engage. For example, Warrington Borough Council

targeted engagement towards young people. Local

effectively. authorities receiving strategic advice were often
0 During interviews, strategic advice and capacity wanting to understand how to better engage groups
building local authorities noted that the research, like farmers and other business actors.

support, and training provided by their project
leads increased their knowledge base on what
they needed to do to engage relevant actors in the
future. For example, Mid South West Partnership,
who received training modules, reported that these
had given them greater confidence moving
forward with engagement plans.

During insight sessions, local authority officers
consistently reported that participant groups for

citizen visioning and conversation starters were
broadly reflective of the local population, or well -
matched to the defined target audience they sought to
engage. Local authority officers consistently said
these groups were more diverse than those who
usually responded to consultations.
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They cited the use of the following as instrumental
in reducing barriers to participation:

o

©O O O O O

Effective recruitment, with project leads most often
said they used sortition recruitment supplemented
by community outreach where needed. Some
projects used alternative approaches which were
more time intensive and challenging, such as on-
the-street recruitment or using social media, which
were reported as less effective.

Paying people for their time at a Living Wage level.
In-depth onboarding.

Flexible adjustments to ensure accessibility.
Skilled and sensitive process design.

Independent facilitation.

These methods yielded strong results in local
authorities who were engaging the public, with most
officers in insight sessions reporting that the resulting
participant groups were diverse, reflective of the local

area or the group they wanted to speak to and included

demographics and perspectives they did not normally
hear from. For example, Wakefield Council reflected
that the engagement brought in perspectives from
across different wards and demographics, revealing
area-based differences they would not have seen in
routine engagement.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026

Section 1 Section 2 Section 3 Section 4 Section 5 Appendix

Independent design and facilitation of
sessions enabled participants to have in -
depth, complex discussions.

Local authorities regularly praised the role of
independent facilitators and engagement
practitioner experts as part of these processes.
They highlighted that innovative tools such as
graphic facilitation, creative outputs, and clear,
plain English participant materials helped enable
participants to engage with topics with which they
may have been unfamiliar (for example, local plans
or heat networks).

Local authorities also highlighted the crucial role :
layed by having ind dent facilitators in pl y
played by having independent facilitators in place, s,

{

able to guide conversations while giving a space
for participants to share their opinions.
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Local authorities had largely connected Figure 2: Example pathways for impact from
engagement processes to live strategies local authorities
and decisions.

These included: Dorset Council translated participant outputs into

gMg{"dwknf kpi "dngemuY" hqg
for flooding and used its advisory group to review
draft recommendations and provide further

O District or Local Plans. insights into the processes it would take for these

to function.

O Net zero and adaptation plan development
or refreshes.

0 Transport strategies.

0 The development of specific programmes

of work on retrofit and heat networks. Wakefield Council had recommendations that
were framed as ideas for tangible projects

Linking these processes to developing plans created allowing direct insertion into the District Plan and
a clear route for immediate influence, particularly as catalysing wider collaboration (including the
the teams working on the citizen engagement were communities team and partners such as the
also often those developing the relevant strategies, Woodland Trust and a Cycling Forum).
gpcdnkpi "c"engct"rcvj "hgt"g
recommendations into these. In many areas, local
authorities reported in insight sessions that these Forest of Dean District Council consolidated
wider strategies and plans were in progress and recommendations with other inputs in a single
ygtgreqphkfgpv®vjcv®ekvk]| gp s e N e iR T
would sit alongside other sources of data to Emergency Strategy refresh, committed to
influence the direction of strategies. Some reported updating participants within three months, and
strengthening this through creating governance prepared briefings for senior stakeholders. 90% of
R A I R AR AN R I these recommendations are in progress or have
owners, adding standing items to boards or been delivered, reuj cr kpi "vj g" eqwp

commissions, presenting to Cabinets, and building
trackers to monitor progress.
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We found that engagement processes were a Other indications of positive experiences included: “l am grateful that | was given the
?Osl!tr:v?rﬁx?ri”%ncergor parrtlcélpan(tjs,hwhof rtla\p]?trted 0 The proportion who agreed that they understood opportunity to participate, and |
eeling informed, empowered, and hopetul after the purpose of the engagement increased from am gratefu| to the Involve team
engagement processes finished. 84% (before the event) to 94% (after)?! . .

Across the pre- and post-engagement surveys (see _ _ and local authorlty COUI"ICI|] for
Appendix E), participants reported an overwhelmingly O The proportion who agreed they knew what their allowing me to air my alternative
positive experience and said they left feeling informed, local authority was doing to meet net zero also . . . ”

understanding the purpose of engagements, and having increased over time (44% to 64%). views and opinions.

a better understanding of what their local authority is 0 Participants regularly reported that the sessions Participant in a citizen visioning project

doing to tackle climate change. Across the surveys, ) . : )
fqokpcpv” ugpvk o gecitedX aufioskv § f " h twar%v,\(elxllexplalned and informative.
cphervpusX" dghqgt g"vjg"rtgeguugupagigigatstalso réparted in these surveys

ynformed X enfpgweredX . " lopeful’Xy r-q u v experiencing good facilitation, constructive

gpi ci gogpautiohX'kovjUay" t ghngevgf Cokverdatiolls'with people they would not normally
participants were uncertain about follow -through on meet, and agreed they felt able to speak openly and
recommendations. 2 share ideas. This was the case even when their views

did not align with the majority. For example, one
participant who reported feeling less concerned
about climate change also said that:

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026
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The focus on place over climate action proved
effective in generating locally grounded outputs
and recommendations.

At the outset of the programme, Involve pursued a
place-based approach when engaging citizens. This
meant the design of workshops focused on the shared
understanding of participants, their experiences, and
feelings about their place and how they felt it could be
improved. Involve project leads noted in insight
sessions and reflective workshops that specifically
focusing on those aspects, rather than explicitly on
climate action, helped to reduce polarisation and helped
participants converge on practical improvements. In
particular, several project leads described participants
who were unwilling to accept the science of climate
change but supported place-based changes agreed
upon by the group due to the focus on improving their
local area.

This method allowed conversations to explore
principles of making a more resilient, sustainable place
in a holistic way. It was described by project leads as
being most effective when tied in with innovative
approaches like futures and visioning methods,
combined with participants being able to practically
experience the topic being discussed. For example,
visiting sites where low carbon technologies had been
installed in Newham.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026
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Section 3

Section 1 Section 2 Appendix

Project leads noted that the place-based approach
often resulted in recommendations that aligned with
climate targets even when engagements were not always new ideas but could validate their existing plans.

directly focused on climate change. This view was In turn, during insight sessions officers said that this
tgkphqgtegf"vjtgwij"cpcn{uku"oguidtranklatekintog graakel license to act. For
recommendations. For example, in Blaenau Gwent, example, in Forest of Dean the local authority officers

where the focus was on transport, many citizen gzrnckpgf"vjcv"vjg"ekvk|] gpuX'
recommended solutions aligned with net zero
agendas, including less car reliance and greater
active travel and public transport accessibility. The
analysis of recommendations also suggested that
participants engaged well with the scope and
context of discussions, with draft recommendations
refined through feedback on feasibility, council
responsibilities and delivery constraints, resulting in
final recommendations aligning with areas such as
active travel, reduced car reliance, and wider net
Zero objectives.

Furthermore, local authority officers noted that the
recommendations produced by citizens were not

visioning process gave them confidence to proceed
with plans they had previously held back due to
uncertainty about the public support.
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Executive summary

What was more
challenging?

Despite these successes and some pathways to
impact, evidence indicated challenges in local
authorities achieving consistent follow -through. 22

The integration of recommendations varied
considerably. Some local authority officers have
reported when revisited that the majority (60-90%) of
their recommendations either have been delivered or
are in progress; others reported being less certain about
what pathways to impact were possible for them. In
insight sessions, local authority officers often

highlighted the following factors influencing this:

0 Ensuring there is sufficient staff time and resource
allocated to follow -through, including having a clear
commitment from staff that recommendations will
be considered and, where possible, integrated into
strategies and plans.

O Establishing clear response pathways, formalising
these where possible.

0 Maintaining relationships after the process has
finished with participants and other actors who
were engaged.

Innovate UK | Net Zero Living | 2026

Section 3

Section 1 Section 2

0 Setting and adhering to clear timelines for
responding to recommendations.

0 The complexities of local government and the remit
of different departments.

Despite linking engagement processes to strategies
and plans, in insight sessions local authority officers
were less certain if the impact of recommendations
would continue in the long-term. This was often due to
a mixture of the factors listed above: limited resource
meant that local authority officers who worked on the
engagement could sometimes be the only officers
qypkpi "
voices were heard more widely. In some cases, officers
said there was simply not enough staff time and
resource allocated to the engagement beyond the
funding provided as part of this programme.

Section 4 Section 5 Appendix

Carrying recommendations forward could also be

ht wuvtcvgf"d{"vjg"eqorngzkv{"

remit, with officers in insight sessions emphasising that
there was rarely a single, owned route (or owner) to
action. For instance, this was seen in DerryCity &
Strabane, where multiple strands of activity owned by
different departments within the Sustainability
Commission slowed the process of integrating
recommendations. This local authority also reported
that they were struggling to recontact participants due
to GDPR requirements as part of thisprogramme.

This challenge was particularly acute in local authorities

vig"tgeqoogpfcvkapu” cyphbre r@cBrbhiddAeiBns felfolitdidé bf th® sédbe for

the engagement unexpectedly T such as in Blackpool
Eqwpekn.
broader than anticipated, focusing not just on transport,
but also housing standards and awareness building.
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This was also highlighted in reflective workshops
with project leads, who noted that local authority
officers often lacked the requisite flexibility to
ensure that recommendations outside of their remit
would still be considered (i.e. if they needed to be
picked up by a different team or department).

In strategic advice local authorities, other challenges
were raised, including outputs often providing clarity
on issues local authorities had but not illuminating
pathways to improved engagement in the future.

Local authority teams and Involve leads stressed

that without embedded processes, including

recommendation tracking, scheduled reviews, Local authority officer in Derry City & Strabane
engagement with elected officials, and clear links Council
between decision-making and engagement

processes, projects risked becoming one-off

shapshots of public opinion rather than part of an

ongoing conversation. This could also be linked to

the discrete and time-limited nature of the funding

provided as part of this programme; it could enable

local authorities to shift their ways of working when

they had the immediate means to do so, but once

this stopped, many found it challenging to continue.
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