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Summary 
•  Background: energy policy and 

‘NIMBYism’ research 
• Research project: aims and methods 
•  Key findings: 

– How developers think about the public 
– Testing ‘NIMBY’ assumptions 
– Key factors shaping public support 
– Our conceptual framework 

• Conclusions and implications 



Beyond Nimbyism project 
•  Six UK Universities (Lancaster, Loughborough, Manchester, 

Northumbria, Strathclyde and Surrey) 
•  Multidisciplinary team: Psychology, Geography, Political 

Science, Sociology and Engineering  
•  Focus upon  

–  public engagement, following claims that engagement is key to 
increasing public acceptance 

–  large-scale, developer-led renewable energy projects 

•  ‘Beyond Nimbyism’ title reflects that: 
–  many social scientists have been critical of the use of the ‘NIMBY’ 

term to describe public opposition 
–  as a team, we did not position the project as one that aimed to 

‘reduce’ local opposition 



Fast-moving policy environment 
•  Our research proposal submitted against backdrop of 2003 

Energy White Paper  
–  Nuclear energy an ‘unattractive option’ 
–  Aim for 20% electricity from renewable energy by 2020 

•  Since 2003, governance has evolved significantly: 
–  DTI became DBERR has become DECC 
–  Acceptance of 80% emissions reduction by 2050  
–  Around 40% of electricity from low-carbon sources by 2020, 

including about 30% from renewable sources (currently only 6%) 
–  ‘Infrastructure Planning Commission’ for large-scale energy 

infrastructure 
–  Legal ruling Government nuclear consultation ‘procedurally unfair’  
–  ‘Big Energy Shift’ public dialogue and Low Carbon Communities 

Challenge  
–  Media: ‘NIMBY’ opposition to wind farms ‘socially unacceptable’  



NIMBYism 

•  Gap between high levels of public support for 
renewable energy, and high levels of local 
opposition towards specific projects 

•  Typically explained by the NIMBY concept - ‘Not 
In My Back Yard’ 

•  ‘In plain language ... [NIMBYs are] residents who want to 
protect their turf. More formally, NIMBY refers to the 
protectionist attitudes of and oppositional tactics adopted 
by community groups facing an unwelcome development 
in their neighbourhood…’ (Dear, 1992, p288) 



NIMBYism: Multiple meanings 
1.  A way of describing people:  

•  a pejorative label used to describe opponents 
2.  A way of explaining behaviour:  

•  created by spatial proximity to unwanted facilities 
•  caused by negative character traits: ignorance, 

selfishness and irrationality  
•  manifest by the attitudes: “it’s OK to put it somewhere 

else, just not around here” 
3.  A way of attributing the cause of technology controversies 

to individuals and communities, rather than to more 
‘upstream’ or ‘structural’ causes (e.g. energy policies and 
planning procedures, the design of energy technologies, 
the actions of developers etc.) 



A conceptual cul de sac?  
•  But research has not supported the ‘NIMBY’ term 

–  Critique of how researchers, industry and policy makers use a pejorative 
label (e.g. Burningham 2000) 

–  Critique of the simplistic ‘NIMBY’ attitude (Wolsink, 2000; Bell et al., 2005) 
–  Lack of evidence of negative impact of proximity (Warren et al., 2005; van 

der Horst, 2007, Michaud et al., 2008) 
•  ‘We have three reasons for not using this term [NIMBYism]… it is 

generally used as a pejorative… it may not be accurate… this label 
leaves the cause of the opposition unexplained’ (Kempton et al., 
2005)  

•  Research gaps and opportunities: 
–  To investigate how public opposition (and ‘NIMBYism’) is socially  

constructed in the context of renewable energy projects 
–  To identify a plausible alternative explanation to why ‘residents want to 

protect their turf’ (Dear, 1992)  



Project aims 
•  To significantly extend the current research base  - by 

examining a range of forms of technology which are 
expected to figure in the UK renewable energy profile  

•  To develop a sophisticated understanding of public 
responses to such technologies and the way in which 
strategies of engagement may shape these responses  

•  To provide an integrated framework for understanding 
public engagement with diverse renewable energy 
technologies 

•  To use this framework to suggest how a constructive 
dialogue can be better facilitated between publics and 
other stakeholders 



Summary of key findings 

1.  Conceptions of publics and public 
engagement held by industry 

2.  Case studies of specific renewable energy 
projects - conceptions of technologies and 
developers held by publics 

3.  Conceptual framework to go ‘Beyond 
Nimbyism’ 

4.  Implications for policy and practice 



Project Methodology 

•  Literature review - working papers 
•  In-depth interview study with 42 actors drawn 

from UK industry and policy networks 
•  8 case studies of renewable energy projects 

–  Interviews with key actors 
– Group discussions with local residents 
– Standardised questionnaire survey of local residents 

•  Guided by project advisory group and industry 
workshops 



Our 8 case study locations 



Project 
name 

Tech 
sector 

Tech 
scale 

Location Local 
action 
group 

Decision 
maker 

Planning 

Gwynt y 
Mor 

Offshore 
wind 

750MW Wales Yes DECC Consented 

Lincs Offshore 
wind 

250MW England No DECC Consented 

Baxterley  Biomass 2.1MW England Yes Local 
authority 

Refused/ 
appealed/ 

revised 
Port Talbot Biomass 

 

350MW Wales Yes DBERR Consented 

Ladymoor Onshore 
wind (plus 
hydrogen) 

48MW Scotland Yes Local 
authority 

Wind farm 
refused/H2 
consented 

Falkirk       
+  
Northants 

Onshore 
wind 

(urban) 

Both 
2MW 

Scotland 
and 

England 

No                 
-            

Yes 

Local 
Authority/ 

Local Corp 

Consented                              
-       

Refused 
Strangford Marine 

(tidal) 
2MW Northern 

Ireland 
No FEPA Consented 

& deployed 
Wave 
Dragon + 
Lunar 

Marine 
(wave and 

tidal) 

7MW 
and 16-
20MW 

Wales No                                      
-             

No 

DECC Applied for/ 
Not yet 

applied for 
 



Summary of participants 

•  3251 people participated in the project  

•  71 stakeholders were interviewed 
•  249 residents took part in focus group 

discussions 
•  2911 residents completed the questionnaire 

survey 



Findings 1: Imagining the public 
•  The public is typically seen by developers as a ‘clear and 

present danger’ with potential to derail projects 
•  Main objective of public engagement is to provide appropriate 

information to allay ‘concerns’ (information deficit) 
•  Emotional, influential individuals are seen as capable of 

swaying what should be a ‘rational’ decision-making process 
•  These are to be avoided by using engagement mechanisms 

such as public exhibitions rather than public meetings 
•  This ‘imagined public’ is shaping, in part, technology 

trajectories: 
–  Move of wind energy offshore 
–  Some instances of technology design (e.g. switch to three rather 

than two blade wind turbines) 
–  Nascent marine sector attempts to learn from onshore wind 
–  Conventionalising of community benefit packages by wind sector 



Findings 2:  
Residents’ levels of support 

for renewable energy 
generally 

for specific projects 



Continued 
•  Higher levels of support for marine energy in 

comparison to other sectors 
•  Varied levels of support within sectors (e.g. 

between offshore wind energy case studies) 
•  Low levels of behavioural engagement (e.g. 

actions such as signing petitions, writing letters to 
papers or politicians, joining action groups) 

•  Sometimes low levels of familiarity with specific 
projects 



Investigating ‘Nimbyism’ 

•  It is often presumed that ‘NIMBYs’ are those 
who: 
– believe renewable energy is a good idea, 

just ‘not in their back yard’  
– live closest to the site (spatial proximity) 
– are incomers to the area 
– older people 



But lack of empirical support 
•  Only 2% (61 people out of 2674 respondents) 

strongly supported renewable energy in general 
but strongly opposed the local project  

•  Our analyses found NO link between degree of 
support for the project and 
– perceived proximity of home to the project site  
– length of residence in the area 
– age 
– gender 
– education level 



What were the key factors?  

1.  Perceived personal and local impacts of the 
project 

2.  General beliefs about the technology sector 
3.  Beliefs about the developer’s engagement 

practices and levels of trust in the developer 
4.  Beliefs about planning procedures (fairness and 

transparency)  



Impacts 
• We asked what benefits or drawbacks 

projects were perceived to bring  
• We found a high correlation between 

personal and local impacts (r = +.85) 
•  These perceptions involve interpreting the 

perceived ‘fit’ between project and place 
•  This can be particularly disruptive for those 

individuals who feel a strong bond or sense 
of attachment to the place  



Interpreting impacts 

•  ‘People have been flocking here since 1842 because it’s such 
an area of outstanding natural beauty. And, to put the largest 
wind farm in Europe just a few miles in front of that bay is to 
me monstrously damaging to the area’ (Llandudno) 

•  ‘I don’t think offshore, I don’t think they’re unattractive 
things.  I’ve said for years, looking out to sea ... there’s 
absolutely nothing to look at.  That is the appeal of these 
turbines now’ (Skegness) 

•  Projects occur in places not ‘sites’ – involve meanings and 
emotions as well as physical properties 



Beliefs about technologies 
•  Marine energy more positively supported in comparison to 

other technology sectors 
•  Expectation that onshore wind farms might provoke 

controversy 
•  Average levels of support (5 = high support): 

– Marine   =  4.07 
– Offshore wind  =  3.67 
– Onshore wind  =  3.51 
– Biomass =  3.17 

•  ‘I think they are better than windfarms” (Dale) 
•  ‘It fitted in … it’s as if it was always there … Looks a bit like a 

lighthouse …and we’re used to that ‘(Portaferry) - continuity 



Developer engagement 
•  Have they listened to local people? 
•  ‘It was just one of those meetings that sometimes happen here. 

People call a meeting and the things done are redundant. They’re 
not asking, they’re telling you’ (Portaferry)  

•  Have they acted fairly? 
•  ‘They should have come with any common decency and said, well 

look chaps, I’m thinking of doing this, have you got any 
objections, and he might have had a bit better response off 
people if he’d done it that way. But just to bang it 
down ..’ (Merevale and Blyth) 

•  Community benefit offer: 49% of Llandudno respondents 
agreed it was a ‘bribe to silence local opposition’ 



Listening: only 12.8% agree 



Trust in the developer 
•  Across the case studies, levels of trust in project 

developers was typically low 
•  ‘M and B cannot be trusted, they have given us 

assurances in the past and a month after he got 
permission there was a new application’ (Merevale 
and Blyth) 

•  ‘But if it’s a big multinational company involved in 
developing this, you can bet your bottom dollar that 
the benefits aren’t going to come to St. David’s, or 
even this peninsula or even Pembrokeshire’ (St. 
Davids) 



Planning procedures 
•  Lack of transparency - DECC regarded as a ‘black 

hole’ 
•  Lack of fairness - in Wales, consistent 

disagreement that the final planning decision 
should be made in London 

•  Lack of efficacy:  ‘It’s the same as shutting post 
offices, you know, it’s still going to happen, however 
much we’ve petitioned and done, you know, which we 
have, we fought like mad, but they’re still going to shut 
them’ (Colwyn Bay) 



Thinking about Public 
Engagement 

•  It can be thought of as a bi-directional 
process involving the interactions 
between: 

a) RE actors in networks, and 
b) Public actors in specific places  
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Conclusions 
1.  NIMBYism does exist - but not in the way you might expect 
•  We found more evidence that it ‘colours’ how publics are imagined and 

engaged with by developers, than it can provide a means of explaining 
public responses  

•  For this reason, we would advocate that the term not be used  
2.  Public support for RE projects is based upon the interplay of several 

key factors - implying that there is no single magic bullet to secure 
public acceptance - a range of issues need to be tackled 
simultaneously:  

–  In terms of impacts, more attention should be paid to the ‘fit’  between a (technology) 
project and a (local) place 

–  Developers must do more to ensure they are perceived to listen to local people, and 
in so doing allay widespread mistrust   

–  Policy makers must ensure planning procedures become more widely perceived as 
fair and transparent than they currently are 

3.  Rather than discredit opposition as ‘socially unacceptable’, industry 
and policymakers should instead focus on protecting and nurturing 
widespread social consent for renewable energy generally and for 
specific projects 



Thank you 
•  To colleagues, participants and project advisors 
•  To Research Councils’ Energy Programme/

Economic and Social Research Council (Grant Ref: 
RES-125-25) 

•  www.sed.manchester.ac.uk/research/
beyond_nimybism/deliverables/reports.htm 

p.g.devine-wright@exeter.ac.uk 


