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6.2 Introduction

The present thesis began by discussing how the growing risks of climate change relate 
to the increased consumption of fossil fuels in cities worldwide. Energy transition 
is therefore one of the essential steps for mitigating the global climate crisis, which 

necessarily has to include urban energy transition strategies. Urban China, by all means, is 
among the prime arenas where urban energy transition needs to be made manifest, as China 
is faced with international and domestic pressure to reduce its use of fossil fuels. This has led 
to a strong ambition by the Chinese central government to shift to a low-carbon society. Such 
a transition not only demands technical and physical innovation, but also requires changes 
in the governance of energy transition and the many societal and institutional challenges 
associated with it (Kucharski and Unesaki, 2018; Milchram et al., 2019).

Hence, energy transition in this study is not only considered as a technical problem, but 
is also a complicated institutional issue in which a multitude of actors and networks need 
to engage in profound societal change (e.g., Bekebrede et al., 2018). In addition, the 
spatial dimension of the energy transition has gradually become evident (Faller, 2016) 
and is likely to trigger spatial constraints and societal resistance on the one hand, while 
on the other hand, positive examples already show that some towns and cities in China 
are indeed benefiting from renewable energy production (Zuidema and de Boer, 2017). 
Typically, such spatial conditions become manifest in the competition for land use, the 
integration of renewable technologies in dense urban areas, the creation of local spin-off 
from energy generation, and the related response by societal and business stakeholders. 
As such, integration towards the energy transition goal will explicitly depend on the specific 
societal, economic and spatial characteristics of an area. Only relying on traditional top-down 
‘government’ controlled approaches to deal with such an interrelated and spatially sensitive 
issue has proven to be problematic (e.g., Breheny et al., 1985; De Roo, 2003; Van Bueren, 
2009). Most of the time, central government is typically unable to comprehend the unique 
local conditions and circumstances as well as related stakeholder interests (e.g., Zuidema 
and de Roo, 2015). 

In the meantime, a paradigm shift has been taking place in planning and policy sciences 
away from reliance on a technical rationale towards a more communicative rationale and its 
associated style of governing, in tandem with a shift ‘from government to governance’ (e.g., 
Bailey, 1993; Innes, 1996; Healey, 1997; Rhodes, 1997; Capano et al., 2015; De Roo, 2003; 
Frahm and Martin, 2009; Jordan et al., 2005; Levi-Faur, 2012). This shift towards a more 
decentralised and area-based approach has attracted a lot of attention and been called for in 
dealing with interrelated policy issues (e.g., energy transition) at the local level (e.g., Bannink 
and Ossewaarde, 2012; Bardhan, 2002; Shah and Thompson, 2004). Next to a top-down 
‘government’ style of governing, the spatial opportunities and constraints of energy transition 
urge for area-based and tailor-made solutions due to their sensitivity to local circumstances 
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and local and stakeholder interests. Doing so involves a decentralised and area-specific 
approach and also resonates with changes in planning theory that support integrated, 
communicative and collaborative planning approaches.

Against this background, this PhD thesis has aimed to analyse how such a shift in 
governance (i.e., towards area-based approaches) can work out within the Chinese top-down 
political framework on the issue of urban energy transition. Little investigation into how 
local spatial conditions shape energy governance in Chinese context has been conducted 
thus far (e.g., Cai and Aoyama, 2018; Han et al., 2018; Yuan et al., 2012; Zhang, 2010). The 
overarching objective of this study is therefore to address this research gap by improving 
our understanding of how local energy governance and its policy outcomes are shaped by 
the Chinese centralised governance system. Following from the research objective, the main 
research question of this thesis was formulated:  How is local energy governance in China 
shaped and developing, given the national policy attempts and strategies in pursuing energy 
transition? And what are the constraints and opportunities for pursuing area-specific energy 
governance approaches in Chinese urban areas?

In order to answer these questions, the thesis has applied two analytical lenses and 
formulated four sub-questions. The first lens is the interaction between central policy 
frameworks and local energy governance, focusing on how national energy strategies impact 
local energy governance. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, this thesis first studied the 
function of the Chinese top-down policy framework for energy production and efficiency 
under different local circumstances (Chapter 2). Thereafter, the thesis explored whether 
Chinese local authorities have the willingness and capacity to implement decentralised 
energy policies (Chapter 3). The second lens considered integrated and collaborative working 
strategies at the local scale, with emphasis placed on a cross-sectoral approach within 
governments and collaboration between governments and other societal stakeholders.  
As such, this study investigated how spatially-relevant integrated energy policies are made 
manifest in urban China with particular attention given to government sectors (Chapter 4). 
It then also examined how local collaborative energy practices (between government and 
non-government actors) are shaped by existing institutional rules and regulations defined in 
Chinese energy governance (Chapter 5). 

This study has adhered to a qualitative research strategy. Four main observations are 
noteworthy from our selected case studies and are explained in detail in Section 6.2. Section 
6.3 provides implications for Chinese energy governance while focusing on area-specific 
policy. The theoretical and methodological reflections of this study are presented in Section 
6.4. Finally, Section 6.5 provides an outlook and recommendations for future research. 
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6.2 Local energy governance in China under national  
 policy attempts 
 

T he present PhD research demonstrates that China has clearly embraced the need to 
pursue energy transition. Therefore, this work has also explored the opportunities and 
challenges in governing the difficult pursuit of creating integral and situation specific 

energy transition strategies at the local scale. In this section we discuss the opportunities 
and challenges of Chinese energy governance in urban areas, and in doing so respond to the 
four sub-research questions defined in Chapter 1.

Does top-down policy strategy work well in Chinese energy 
governance…

C hina has traditionally relied heavily on a centralised and top-down system of policy 
making and implementation. The essential features of such a top-down approach 
to implementation is the carrying out of an authoritative decision by lower levels 

of authorities with clear and consistent objectives (Sabatier and Mazmanian, 1980). 
Implementation is subsequently based on hierarchical control, with each underlying link 
receiving orders from the level above it. Authorities in each level are allocated with clear 
responsibilities and tasks. Therefore, in Chinese energy governance, such a top-down 
approach is indeed the dominant style of governing. Chapter 2 has analysed a variety of 
national strategies with which the Chinese central government hopes to achieve its energy 
goals. Ambitions and targets set by the Chinese central government are expected to be 
implemented via central control of subsequent policy development and delivery by regional 
and local governments. Although the strongly hierarchical Chinese administrative system 
leaves room for lower levels of government to develop regionally and locally suitable 
strategies for achieving targets, such room is typically limited. In addition, conformance to 
national targets by local governments remains an important benchmark in Chinese energy 
governance when evaluated (i.e., the final evaluation of policy implementation usually 
depends on whether required targets are achieved) to ensure the prescribed policy goals 
are met. As a consequence, Chinese energy governance does not allow for much bottom-up 
development of locally inspired policy strategies. 

Top-down approaches can create powerful incentives and sanctions to help ensure public 
policy produces the desired effects, or at least complies with the request for generic, national 
action. Such a one-size-fits-all policy design, therefore, has been and is attractive when local 
units can be expected to perform well, and if specific local circumstances are not considered 
as relevant to the shaping of local policy objectives and targets. As De Roo (2003) argues, a 
top-down and conformance-oriented policy strategy works especially well for policy issues 
with relatively simple and direct cause-and-effect relationships and little societal debate 
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and policy conflict. Meanwhile, the international literature has explicitly demonstrated the 
limits of relying only or largely on a top-down mode of governance (e.g., Sabatier, 1986; 
Arceo et al., 2013; Logan, 2018). The present PhD thesis has also demonstrated that the 
institutional design of top-down approaches encounters large challenges when dealing with 
interrelated policy issues (e.g., energy and environmental issues), which often have time 
and place-specific manifestations; i.e., where participating actors, problems, interests, and 
potential solutions differ according to unique local circumstances.  

This study has shown that top-down target setting in Chinese national energy governance 
can easily risk being insensitive to various local contexts. Notably, it is difficult for central 
government to acquire the available knowledge of local differences to set the ‘right’ targets 
for every context. Failing to take varying local circumstances into account in national 
regulations, as this thesis has outlined, can be among the causes of lower levels of policy 
performance at the local level. 

Chapter 2 provides key examples where the top-down policy framework for national energy 
production and efficiency in China has overlooked the hardships and struggles of specific 
regions and cities that are trying to meet the allocated targets. For instance, the economically 
weaker cities of Lanzhou and Hohhot felt they were being confronted with unrealistic 
demands to not only combine targets for economic growth with energy transition objectives, 
but also to conform to similar targets as the economically stronger cities of Chengdu and 
Yangzhou. The targets set for Lanzhou and Hohhot thus posed greater conflict with alternative 
policy priorities that local authorities also had to meet, notably GDP growth and employment. 
This conflict eventually led to last-minute improvised practices during official state-induced 
inspections in these cities, arguably resulting in more optimistic evaluation outcomes than 
would be warranted based on actual local performance. Alternatively, the relatively generic 
target setting approach was also ill-adapted to provide sufficient incentives in the more 
advanced cities; for example, in Yangzhou and Chengdu the incentives hardly pushed them 
further than what already was occurring. 

Another key finding of this thesis is that, even when relying on a top-down policy setting, the 
different ways of evaluating policy implementation can potentially make a big difference. 
Conformance-oriented policy evaluation, as our cases illustrate, can provoke a ‘ticking-of-
the-boxes’ instead of really promoting actual performance. In other words, sticking to the 
numbers itself has shown to be more important than real investments, spatial impacts and 
projects, since the numbers have the final say. Chapter 2 has clearly demonstrated that 
local authorities have resorted to extreme and unreasonable measures merely to show their 
compliance with the given energy targets. Their coping mechanisms include, for example, 
last-minute practices just before or during official inspections, ‘creative’ data handling, 
downplaying failures, exaggeration of achievements, and ‘prettification’ of single actions 
and measures. Apart from failing to capture the ‘bad’ performance, this conformance-based 
evaluation system also risks not capturing ‘good’ performance, as the Yangzhou case 
showed. That is, if targets were not reached, performance was considered problematic, even 
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if the cities made significant and serious improvements. The analysis in Chapter 2 indicates 
that meeting a target on paper cannot be safely assumed to contribute to improving energy 
efficiency or energy transition. In other words, a strong conformance-based governance 
approach might tell a superficial story and could fail to capture the actual levels of policy 
performance. Alternatively, if policy evaluation is also embracing a more performance-based 
approach (i.e., judgement based on real actions), local action and ambitions considering 
local specific circumstances can be actively stimulated because it is actual progress that is 
evaluated; the implication here is that policy implementation could well be enriched.

This thesis does not suggest that conformance-based targets do not create a strong push 
for the local governments to implement energy policies. In fact, they clearly do. What the 
cases studied in Chapter 2 illustrate is the importance of seeking a balanced relationship 
between conformance and performance-oriented strategies and evaluation mechanisms. 
That is, the combination of top-down pressure and expectations with promoting area-specific 
policy practices and actions aimed at promoting local projects and actions that are in line 
with top-down policy ambitions, seems to increase the likelihood of local decision-makers 
to advance local energy transition. The findings of the PhD thesis indicate that national 
decision-making should then also consider greater flexibility and adaptiveness in both 
target setting and evaluation so as to better allow and push for area-specific practices. 
Such flexibility requires taking local contexts into account and encouraging and motivating 
local authorities to act and develop policies according to their own local conditions; the 
implication here is that a more decentralised and area-specific approach is relevant and 
could add value. Signified by the NEDC and LCC projects, the Chinese state government has 
also considered this argument and has begun to seek increased local action in purusing 
its energy transition. In other words, the first signs of creating decentralised working in the 
pursuit of urban energy transition are visible.

… However, does decentralisation in China allow for area-specific  
urban energy policies? 

D ecentralisation has indeed been considered and supported as a complementary 
approach (compared to top-down) in Chinese energy governance. In the international 
literature decentralisation is linked to several potential benefits (e.g., Bardhan and 

Mookherjee, 2006; De Vries, 2000; Zuidema, 2017). Among the potential benefits are 
boosting the ability of local authorities to respond to complex, interrelated and spatially-
embedded policy issues by adapting national ambitions to local circumstances. The main 
arguments in support of decentralisation are that it can increase government responsiveness 
and effectiveness to local needs and problems, thus producing more balanced, inclusive and 
tailor-made policy solutions, thanks to greater knowledge and understanding of local specific 
circumstances (e.g., Faguet, 2014, 2012; Rumbach, 2016). In this context, local authorities 
are better placed to balance various local policy priorities, interests, power relations, and 
resources among local stakeholders, market parties and social organisations. However, other 
authors have warned that decentralisation also comes with risks and may have potentially 
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negative consequences. For example, Smoke (2015) argues that decentralisation can be risky 
since local authorities might not have the capacity and incentives to take action as either the 
theory predicts or the national government considers necessary. Zuidema (2017) also warns 
that the outcomes of decentralisation depend on local performance, which is related to local 
willingness and ability to perform the decentralised tasks and responsibilities. As such, local 
willingness and ability are regarded as essential factors affecting local performance. Hence, 
when analysing attempts to decentralise energy policies in China, this thesis has explicitly 
considered local willingness and ability to perform decentralised tasks, and examined how 
top-down incentives might influence them.

In studying the local responses to national attempts at creating more scope for 
(decentralised) local action in developing and implementing energy policies, this thesis 
began with the assumption that local willingness and ability to develop and implement local 
energy strategies can not simply be assumed to exist. After all, China has a tradition of relying 
on a centralised, top-down approach based on regulatory instruments to govern many policy 
issues. Decentralisation might therefore pose serious difficulties for Chinese local authorities 
who are not accustomed to creating and developing energy policies by themselves. The focus 
of this thesis has addressed local decision makers’ willingness and ability, and potentials 
and pitfalls of decentralised (as well as area-based) approaches to energy transition 
pursued in the Chinese national pilot project: New Energy Demonstration City (NEDC). The 
NEDC project is one of the core projects representing an institutional attempt to experiment 
with increased decentralised practices in Chinese energy governance. In this project, local 
authorities can make decisions independently from national targets and take responsibility 
for NEDC project implementation.

This thesis finds that local willingness is not self-evident in urban China with regard to 
development and implementation of locally-based energy transition policies on renewable 
energy and energy efficiency. Moreover, the present study has found that renewable 
energy often has a long payback period and unstable earnings, and that governing energy 
transition is a long-term pursuit that can conflict with short-term priorities, notably GDP 
growth. These  characteristics of renewable energy create what can be described as a 
weak profile, i.e, the benefits of renewable energy are partly invisible and less tangible 
(e.g., relative to improvement of global climate change and lower air pollution). Such a 
weak profile of renewable energy ambitions easily undermines the intrinsic motivations 
(willingness) of Chinese local authorities as we witnessed in case studies of larger cities of 
Nanjing and Xi’an (Chapter 3). Chapter 3 clearly illustrated that, despite the rapid increase 
in popularity, renewable energy has not yet shown itself to be a mainstream policy priority at 
the local scale in China. The idea of renewable energy, as this thesis stresses, has also had 
difficulty capturing strong attention and support from local authorities, except in the case of 
Dunhuang. The lack of intrinsic motivation was even more significant in the cases studied 
where no external incentives and benefits were provided (e.g., national financial support). 
As Chapter 3 showed, only limited national support schemes existed, but no external stimuli 
were available to inspire local willingness, e.g., financial resources, awards and political 
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pressure. Even cases showing a high degree of local willingness, such as Dunhuang and 
Yangzhou, argued how limited external incentives and support would lower their willingness 
to really act, thereby increasing the risk of implementation deficiencies. As a consequence, 
the examined cases have shed light on the problem that, for some local authorities, the NEDC 
project runs the risk of resulting in mere campaign slogans and rhetoric without substance. 

Local performance in the NEDC project was also observed to be strongly constrained by 
inadequate local resources and abilities. Limited technical and managerial expertise (i.e., 
not enough staff, resources and expertise) can seriously undermine the cases studied in 
Chapter 3. Managerial expertise is paramount in linking area-based approaches that lead 
to integrated actions and the involvement of various policy sectors and interests. Even 
economically rich cities like Nanjing and Yangzhou did not think themselves fully capable of 
developing cross-sectoral and integrated approaches for managing energy transition. This 
problem was more obvious in economically weaker cities such as Dunhuang. Dunhuang’s 
high willingness to push for energy transition could not guarantee that the local NEDC project 
would really take off. In addition, both local willingness and ability are also influenced by 
what Zuidema (2017) calls the ‘scope of influence’. The scope of influence implies that there 
are relevant issues regarding energy policies observable at multiple spatial scales. Such a 
multi-scalar character tends to lead to a limited local scope of influence over these issues, 
as the decisions of higher-level or adjacent authorities are also relevant for reaching local 
ambitions. As Chapter 3 has described, all of the case studies faced serious challenges 
for renewable energy that proved to be beyond their scope of influence, such as how to 
access the renewable energy grid. According to our findings, grid integration is controlled 
by the state-owned grid companies in China, so grid access for (local) private companies is 
limited and subject to state control. Due to restricted grid access, even if cities increase their 
renewable energy share, they could face curtailment issues and be restricted in their further 
development; this is most starkly evident in the case of Dunhuang. Clearly, the wider national 
institutional setting and the limited scope of influence can easily frustrate local willingness 
and ability to develop local energy transition policies in Chinese urban areas. 

The present thesis also confirms that the benefits of a more decentralised governance 
approach cannot by themselves simply be assumed to push forward energy transition in 
urban China. Insufficient local willingness and ability can certainly undermine the outcomes 
of decentralised and area-based approaches in the energy transition. Notably, thesis results 
suggest the need for a much more nuanced understanding of how central government 
and top-down policies interact with local bottom-up governance approaches (e.g., Asif et 
al., 2013; Koontz and Newig, 2014)gaps remain on how CSR can be effectively integrated 
with existing business processes. One key question remaining is how to design business 
processes so that they accommodate stakeholder requirements in an integrated manner. 
The purpose of this paper is to present a framework that can be used to integrate CSR into 
business processes. The framework highlights the concept of simultaneous ‘top-down 
integration’ and ‘bottom-up community-related indicators development’ approaches to CSR. 
These two approaches are elaborated with the help of two cases. The top-down approach 
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focuses on building CSR into existing business initiatives through an integrated management 
systems (IMS. Hence, this thesis also highlights that integrating more local policy 
development should not ignore the role of national policies to enable and activate local 
authorities and stakeholders to pursue energy transition policies. On the one hand, national 
incentives (e.g., financial resources or political pressure) can create sufficient extrinsic 
motivations to stimulate local actions in pursuing energy transition. On the other hand, 
however, some degree of national support can help local authorities (especially smaller cities 
such as Dunhuang) by offering professional guidance, training and expertise, e.g., ideas and 
experience, to better deal with new tasks. In addition, the central government can set up 
effective regulatory frameworks to enable energy reform which local authorities have limited 
influence to change. One energy reform example could be for the Chinese electricity market 
to broaden access to the electrical grid. 

This thesis confirms that pushing the energy transition forward in urban China is currently 
largely based on national top-down policies. The constraints and problems associated with 
such an approach were also clearly exemplified in the cases studied. Nevertheless, China 
does show ambitions to opt for more decentralised, area-specific and bottom-up energy 
policies to complement its national policies. While this seems a sensible and highly valuable 
ambition, this study concludes that the current top-down policy structure of Chinese energy 
policies makes developing local energy policies both novel and, as our cases suggest, 
difficult. Mostly there is a risk that local willingness and ability to develop local energy 
policies is still too limited to expect decentralisation to result in a clear development of local 
energy policies. Altogether, the analyses have uncovered key limitations in both the strong 
top-down approach to which China is accustomed, and the highly flexible NEDC approach 
that relies almost completely on local and bottom-up actions. The two policy strategies 
have their own benefits and pitfalls and thus there is the necessity for a harmonic balance 
between strong top-down policy pressure and the types of actions and ambitions that make 
sense locally under specific circumstances. Such a balance in governance approaches 
also implies a balanced interrelationship between the state and local level. Specifically, it 
matters how we view the role of local authorities in the process of policy implementation. To 
simply view local authorities as the policy implementer for the state falls short of pushing 
for a meaningful local energy transition, while considering them free to develop their own 
bottom-up policies is also simplistic. Instead, this thesis suggests we ought to rather see or 
encourage local governments as proactive stakeholders who are working together with the 
state and other relevant stakeholders to jointly deal with energy transition. However, doing 
so requires a fundamental change in culture and attitude regarding policy development, 
implementation, and interaction between national and local authorities.

How does cross-sectoral manifest and then work in urban China…?

While it is crucial to consider the interrelationship between central and local 
governments in understanding local energy governance in China, this thesis also 
considers local cross-sectoral and collaborative working within the domain of local 
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authorities as a key analytical theme. After all, energy transition is a complex cross-cutting 
process and involves a variety of government sectors, including housing, transport and 
industry. Policies and actions must therefore go beyond what the energy policy sector can 
deliver by itself; i.e., cross-sectoral working is needed. By looking closely at the role of local 
authorities, it then becomes necessary to include energy ambitions in other sectoral policies 
as well and, ideally, to promote a more coherent, cross-sectoral or even integrated policy 
approach to energy transition. Within the more integrated and cross-sectoral approach, 
energy issues are discussed and governed by multiple policy sectors that collectively take 
responsibility and allocate resources to achieve energy ambitions assigned to one particular 
spatial area (Rode, 2019). A major pitfall to such an approach is that, if the local government 
is largely viewed as a policy implementer of top-down issued targets, then each local 
governmental sector has to concentrate narrowly on its own sectoral interests as reflected in 
targets required by central government sectors. This might easily result in an inward-looking 
approach and reluctance to contribute to targets and ambitions that other policy sectors 
face. Chapter 2 of the thesis has shown that China continues to follow top-down decision-
making approaches with nationally imposed command-and-control instruments within 
distinct governmental sectors. In other words, authorities at lower levels of decision-making 
still have to implement and conform to the targets and tasks allocated by the Chinese central 
government. Hence, there is real concern because Chinese local authorities encounter 
difficulties when they try to follow a more integrated and cross-sectoral policy approach 
within the existing centralised energy system. 

Chapter 4 validates these concerns. Both the cases of Chengdu and Yangzhou, as discussed 
in Chapter 4, clearly demonstrated that policy integration on energy issues at the local level 
is not self-evident. Although Chapter 4 also showed that energy ambitions are related to or 
integrated with non-energy sectors at a national and local level, there are no actual local 
attempts to create cross-sectoral policies. Instead, integration relies heavily on national 
incentives embedded in distinct policy sectors, that is, the state uses existing sectoral 
policies to issue energy targets that local governments have to work with. Policy integration 
with this approach is typically not due to collaboration across local sectors, but rather 
integration is pursued based on the implementation of national targets in distinct sectors or 
departments. 

National attempts to ensure that energy targets are part of the actions of local non-energy-
related policy sectors – as the studied cases show – have the potential to support local 
policy integration. Nevertheless, this potential seems limited. Instead, feelings of ownership 
and a sense of responsibility for energy transition hardly transcended the confines of the 
distinct departments to sub-departments responsible for energy. That is, the national 
projects studied (e.g., LCC and NEDC projects) in Chapter 4 were not seen as being the joint 
responsibility for all relevant sectors in both Chengdu and Yangzhou. Instead, they were 
framed as isolated or stand-alone projects within energy departments that were solely 
responsible for their own policy implementation. 
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The main reason for this, as found in both cases, was that non-energy sectors have to 
conform to national targets by implementing sectoral policies regardless of whether or not 
they relate to energy. They therefore hardly recognise the added value in also pursuing 
integrated energy policies. Complying with central government targets on energy was 
already seen by most departments or sectors at local scale as their contribution to the 
project implementation, but the strict top-down implementation system prevented an 
institutional culture of cooperation at the local scale in both cases, while experience in, and 
incentives for, cross-sectoral communication and interdisciplinary project groups were also 
non-existent. The local government departments and actors interviewed remained detached 
from policy-making in the implementation of national LCC and NEDC projects. Despite the 
fact that these projects were considered essential by most, a systematic, holistic and cross-
departmental plan based on mutual understanding of each other’s responsibilities and 
interests was missing in both cases studied in Chapter 4. 

As described in Chapter 4, top-down implementation and national sectoral incentives 
might result in reinforcing the departmental tendency to focus on its own sectoral policy 
agenda, and even create barriers against cross-sectoral working. However, Chapter 4 also 
found that national policies can still play a major role in promoting policy integration in 
the local context. For one, as Chapter 3 has suggested, central government can support 
local authorities by removing institutional barriers, in particular conflicting and fragmented 
departmental requirements. Moreover, top-down incentives and support, for example, with 
financial resources and expertise on energy transition is also conditional on the improvement 
of cross-sectoral and integrated working at local level. These incentives and support can 
help local authorities acquire the competences and intuitional frameworks that allow for 
cross-sectoral working on energy transition. Yet again, allowing for more local responsibility 
in conjunction with national support and incentives to enable and motivate local integrated 
working has been a key finding of the present thesis. 

Given that two developed cities have been studied, it is quite plausible that the problems 
noted here also exist elsewhere in China. At the least, it is possible to conclude that an 
integrated working strategy at local scale is not self-evident, and China’s top-down political 
system creates the difficulties for purusing integrated working at local level. Therefore, 
this study also suggests that the local authority cannot simply be regarded as a policy 
implementer for the state, especially when dealing with more complex policy issues such as 
energy transition which, by its function, requires cross-sectoral working. 

How are local collaborative energy practices shaped by existing 
institutional rules in China?

C ollaborative working needs to take place not only within governmental organisations. 
Pursuing energy transition also requires a great deal of societal involvement and 
implies collaboration between governments and non-governmental stakeholders. 

Pursuing collaborative efforts demands an effective, flexible and open institutional 

163 



framework that is transparent to everyone outside the government domain so as to support 
and trigger stakeholders to act together on government targets in support of energy 
transition. As Sovacool (2014) states, institutions structure social interactions and shape 
individual behaviours that either hinder or facilitate decision-making processes in multi-
stakeholder settings. Collaborative energy practices, as much as any form of collaborative 
practices, are shaped by existing institutional rules and regulations. Both formal and informal 
institutions can enable and stimulate or alternatively, constrain and undermine collaborative 
working. Keeping the distinct top-down institutional framework of China in mind, there is 
broad scope to doubt whether collaborative working can be pursued easily, and if and how 
existing administrative routines and cultures already influence such working. 

Chapter 5 analysed local collaborative energy practices in China using an enriched version 
of the IAD framework, which was originally proposed by Ostrom. Chapter 5 has shown how 
stakeholder behaviour and action outcomes on Chinese collaborative energy practices 
are shaped and defined by formal institutions (through the ‘rules of the game’) and how 
contextual practices, informal routines and interactions shape actors’ behaviours and actions 
(i.e., the ‘play of the game’). Chapter 5 specifically examined the decentralised photovoltaic 
(PV) power generation project in Guangzhou, which is not just an example of the struggle, 
but also of the innovation present in the pursuit of collaborative practices in a large and 
frontrunner city in energy transition in China. The core research interest was to assess how 
collaborative working is perceived and how it has evolved, while addressing the perspectives 
of the government and other stakeholders.  

The enriched version of the IAD framework used in Chapter 5 has proven useful. It captured 
essential contextual influences, the ‘play of the game,’ and informal interactions regarding 
local collaborative energy practices. Informal routines and interactions are deeply embedded 
in existing social customs, traditions, culture, and power dynamics. Chapter 5 demonstrated 
that, in order to get a timely grid-connection, energy developers often make use of guanxi 
with grid operators to ‘get things done.’ Guanxi is an important informal practice and cultural 
tradition in Chinese society of personal relationships. Cai et al. (2017) also confirmed that, 
in Chinese business, the successful formation and implementation of interfirm strategic 
alliances are highly dependent on whether there is personal guanxi across business 
boundaries, e.g., where guanxi, is manifest in information sharing and subsidies allocation. 
As Chapter 5 found, each year planned grid-connection capacity is made available, and 
is mainly decided by the NEB (National Energy Bureau) and grid operators. However, the 
information on how much annual capacity has been used and how much is still available 
is neither routinely updated nor shared with the public. Investors will then try to obtain 
this information through personal relationships (e.g., guanxi) before making investment 
decisions. The use of guanxi leads to unfair market competition and unfavourable outcomes 
such as rent-seeking. Moreover, information regarding how and which projects could get 
national subsidies is also not explicitly shared with the public. Likewise, investors have 
to get this qualification through guanxi, which can cause corruption and manipulation 
problems. Indeed, this poor transparency of information-sharing among stakeholders has 
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largely constrained collaborative practices in the implementation of our case study project 
researched in Chapter 5.

The Guangzhou case in Chapter 5 clearly shows that collaboration is indeed not the 
immediate and natural way in which the government approaches and interacts with other, 
non-government stakeholders. Several institutional constraints as well as opportunities 
have been discovered in the case study project when pursuing collaborative efforts. As 
found in Chapter 5, the main reason for the institutional barriers to collaborative practices is 
because state-owned grid operators (CSG and SGCC) in China hold the absolute monopoly 
position in the development of renewable energy projects. If one single stakeholder has 
excessive power and resources, it is nearly impossible for other stakeholders to truly 
collaborate and negotiate. In China, the two national grid companies control electricity 
transmission, distribution, and retailing. Only electricity generation is open to the private 
sector, while surplus electricity produced from renewables is not allowed to be sold directly 
on the market to potential consumers, but instead has to be sold to the two grid operators. 
Furthermore, these two large monopolistic grid operators can eventually decide when 
to connect renewable electricity to the grid and for whom. Therefore, as Chapter 5 has 
described, frequent delays of grid-connection (sometimes taking one year to realise; whereas 
the regulation stipulates that the connection has to take place within 38-58 business days) 
has largely influenced the profitability of an energy developer. Such an imbalance of power 
between stakeholders has potentially far-reaching implications. For example, it can also 
hinder possible reform and innovation. As the case illustrated in Chapter 5, little progress has 
been made in changing practices, even though the Guangzhou municipality has been actively 
pushing for local electricity system reform. Today, the two grid operators are still reluctant to 
enforce radical structural change in the electricity sector, so the retailing segment has not yet 
been opened to the market. Consequently, the direct trading of surplus renewable electricity 
between generators and end-users is still not realised.

While based on only one case (Guangzhou), Chapter 5 confirms our expectations on the 
problems for establishing a collaborative working style among stakeholders in the Chinese 
institutional context. Collaborative practices, as our case suggests, are strongly hindered 
by the dominance of national governments and large monopolistic state companies. 
Collaboration is meant to be based on open discussion, equality-based dialogue, and deci-
sion-making among stakeholders (e.g., Doberstein, 2016; Newig et al., 2018). It demands an 
open, flexible organisational structure instead of an administratively hierarchical one. Such 
an open structure allows for the free sharing of information, responsibilities and decision-
making, eventually developing a common understanding of policy ambitions. Therefore, 
this thesis advocates for research to further engage with the position of grid operators who 
have the most power in enabling a collaborative energy arrangement in China and points at 
the reconsideration of this position.Such a reconsideration is an urgent task, especially for 
central government, since it is the only actor able to dismantle this monopolistic position. 
This finding is in line with other research, especially Vangen et al. (2015), that effective 
collaboration relies on specific actors who have enough power, resources and knowledge to 
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direct, influence and enact the collaboration agenda. In addition, it is also highly necessary 
to give sufficient power and autonomy to local governments in the electricity sector because 
it can act as a check on the power of the grid companies.

 
6.3 Implications for Chinese energy governance 

 

T he overarching research objective of this study has been to advance the understanding 
of how local energy governance and its policy outcomes are shaped by, and developed 
within, the Chinese centralised governance system. After having answered each 

research question individually, the following subsections addressed two main implications 
based on the study findings. These implications may contribute to both theory and practice 
as they illustrate how institutional design at the local level and an area-based approach are 
essential to the governance of energy transition in urban China.

The importance of involving area-specific approaches in Chinese 
energy governance 

Renewable energy has a substantially larger spatial claim and impact than traditional 
fossil-fuel energy. Therefore, a major planning challenge with regard to energy transition 
is the need for careful integration of a vast amount of renewable energy infrastructures 

and their land use within the urban landscape (Pasqualetti and Stremke, 2018). As a result, 
the pursuit of spatial integration of renewable energy sources also requires a certain degree 
of local autonomy and responsibility. The findings of this research suggest that energy 
transition policies in the Chinese context have scarcely considered local characteristics.  
As emphasised, the Chinese central government sets the main targets, and local authorities 
must adopt and, as far as they are able, adapt these policies within their jurisdictions.  
As this research has showed, the scope for local authorities to create locally distinct energy 
policy is limited. The reported consequences not only pose difficulties implementing national 
objectives, but also act as barriers to policy integration and stakeholder collaboration on 
energy issues at local scale (Chapters 4 and 5). 

This study therefore calls for an increase in area-based policy approaches within and 
complementary to Chinese centralised energy governance. An area-based approach 
draws attention to specific local conditions and allows local authorities to translate the 
interrelated policy ambitions and interests into situations or policies that are adapted 
to (and carry meaning in) their own local contexts. Area-based approaches support local 
policymakers and planners in their pursuit of integrated and tailor-made energy policies, 
measures and regulations, such as adaptations to urban low-carbon visions and plans, 
community management, and developing renewables-based residential districts. Area-based 
approaches depend on allocating sufficient power and autonomy to local authorities, while 
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also creating adequate incentives and support for them to capitalise on their autonomy.  
As such, local authorities are not just allowed, but they are also motivated to pursue 
innovation and reform on energy issues. Examples vary, but may include renewable 
energy project development, (partly) opening up the electricity market to local developers, 
sustainable mobility schemes, and (re)designing urban districts. While promoting an 
increase in area-based approaches, this thesis has explicitly highlighted the complementar-
ity between decentralised, area-based decision-making and top-down political incentives 
and support. To achieve a balance, important policy recommendations for policymakers and 
practitioners at national and local level include the following.

•	 Flexibility needs to be considered in national target-setting and policy evaluation at the 
national level 

National energy policies and plans should allow and promote each area (region and 
locality) to meet its potential. Incentives should consider different potentials, capacities 
and constraints. To begin with, such considerations might result in differentiated national 
(strategic) policies in order to adjust policies and ambitions to local circumstances, which 
essentially would be an expansion of national target setting on Chinese energy efficiency 
(Chapter 2). Such differentiation involves creating just enough pressure to trigger local 
innovation and action. Linked to this, policy evaluation also needs to value the real 
performance of the implemented policy rather than focusing only on conformance-oriented 
implementation. Doing so can indeed encourage and stimulate local authorities to genuinely 
act and produce locally feasible policy outcomes. Meanwhile, local innovation towards 
energy transition could also be stimulated. In addition, performance evaluations may also 
help prevent the misuse of data at local level.

•	 National support and stimuli should be in place to enable and motivate local action 

Allowing each area to meet its potential also implies the need for national support and 
incentives to enable and activate local authorities and stakeholders in their pursuit of energy 
transition policies. The valuable role of national support and incentives should be called 
forth when implementing Chinese energy policies; these incentives can be generated as 
three different types: funding (financial support/reward), expert guidance (training), and 
leadership (power or pressure). 

In Chapter 3 we observed how the lack of external financial resources (i.e., financial support/
reward) has led to the reluctance of local authorities to implement the decentralised energy 
policies at local level. Chapter 3 showed how local performance is constrained by the 
absence of adequate local resources and capacities to deal with the new tasks for energy 
transition. Therefore, offering local authorities ideas, expertise, and experience becomes 
very helpful to enable local action to cope with energy issues. Lastly, national incentives 
also imply that for the central government to use its political power (leadership) creates the 
‘pressure’ to push and promote local performance. Additionally, such political leadership can 
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remove institutional barriers in the energy sector in order to pursue more deeply integrated 
and collaborative energy policies at local level (Chapters 4 and 5).

•	 Local strategic vision and leadership 

As has been suggested, a more inclusive approach that balances local possibilities and 
constraints for Chinese energy governance seems to have several policy implications at 
national level. Furthermore, local input and effort is also needed to create arrangements 
leading to effective local solutions and governance on urban energy transition. Specifically, 
this local input demands a contextual strategic vision and leadership that helps local 
authorities facilitate cross-sectoral communication and working. Based on the cases 
in Chapter 4, this thesis has confirmed that local political leadership can certainly be 
instrumental in creating a useful network of collaboration in support of tailor-made energy 
policies that range across sectoral boundaries at the local scale. This study found that when 
the Chengdu authority started to create the environment for a more holistic and integrated 
approach for energy issues, its power and leadership pushed the various sectors to at least 
discuss and acknowledge their responsibilities in the city in order to reach an integrated 
energy vison. Hence, this thesis suggests that if Chinese energy governance at local level is to 
advance, local political leadership/power and incentives should also be valued together with 
national top-down support to both enable and motivate locally-integrated and area-based 
working.

Formal and informal institutions both matter 

T his thesis explicitly has verified that energy transition is more than a mere quest for 
technological development, or the roll-out of technologies. It is just as much, and 
possibly more, an institutional quest shaped by many political, social, and economic 

dimensions involved in the energy transition. Advancing local energy transitions in urban 
China will benefit from institutional changes that increase incentives for local action as well 
as the willingness and ability among local actors to work together beyond their immediate 
responsibilities. While this study highlighted that institutional changes involve different 
levels of government, it also gave credence to formal institutions (policies, regulations, 
incentives) in addition to a range of traditions, norms and beliefs, or, in other words, informal 
institutions. Many of the characteristics of these institutions are deeply embedded in Chinese 
society; they have played a major role in determining the long-term economic and political 
development of Chinese society. As such, institutional change is not a simple improvement, 
alteration or redesign of formal regulations. It is also a change within people.

The longevity of China’s imperial history has profoundly impacted on ideology geared 
towards building and sustaining a highly hierarchical society (Pye, 1992). Even today, the 
Chinese government under the rule of the Communist Party remains highly centralised, 
and government and society continue to be strongly hierarchical. The implications of the 
general features of China’s culture on the governance of the energy sector and on individual 
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behaviour is far-reaching. As observed in Chapter 4, even when policy integration on energy 
issues is highly encouraged by Chinese central government, local governmental sectors still 
follow the established pattern of top-down policy implementation and tend to concentrate 
narrowly on their sectoral interests and on achieving targets required by central government. 
Moreover, this thesis has also shown how Chinese informal routines (i.e., guanxi) shape 
local energy practices, at least in the case studied, which constrains local area specific policy 
in support of the energy transition. Given the important role of culturally shaped informal 
routines, the present thesis has chosen to adopt and enrich the IAD framework in order to 
conduct an institutional analysis. 

In practice, the modified IAD framework showed that the policy-making process regarding 
grid-connection issues in China is obstructed by deep rivalries between factions based on 
guanxi, behaviour embodied in Confucian tradition. Our Guangzhou case (Chapter 5) clearly 
revealed that energy developers often use their ‘special’ guanxi with the grid operators to 
gain business favors for the grid connection. This finding confirms that, even though formal 
regulations are in place for the grid connection, informal institutions (i.e., guanxi) still play a 
purposeful role by influencing exchanges in the Chinese decision-making processes relative 
also in the studied case on energy issues. Hence, when pursuing an institutional change in 
the face of energy transition in a Chinese context, one needs to be aware of and understand 
cultural influences and historical traditions, particularly when such traditions/norms might 
lead to negative policy effects such as opportunism and unfairness in the Chinese electricity 
market (see Chapter 5). 

Meanwhile, it is necessary to carefully consider how and what type of policy strategies or 
instruments in the energy sector may need adjusting for current Chinese energy governance. 
While not a key objective of this thesis, some initial recommendations can be presented. It 
is evident that the practice of guanxi cannot be ignored when considering Chinese energy 
governance and notably, the electricity market, particularly in the absence of effective rules 
of law combined with relatively imbalanced power relations between key stakeholders. In 
the case of Guanghzou, it would help if local authorities were given more responsibility 
to challenge (state-owned) grid companies and to advance the creation of transparent 
systems of information provision and sharing. Other support, such as a further differentia-
tion between regional and local targets, a related process of evaluating performance rather 
than conformance, and welcoming debate on how localities might choose their own paths 
under predefined conditions, could lead to a more innovative and proactive thinking in urban 
energy governance.  
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6.4 Reflections: contributions and limitations of 
 the research 

Two foundational elements used in this thesis are next given critical reflection: the theoretical 
frameworks and the methodology, which have led to contributions and limitations.

Theoretical reflections 

T he first contribution of the present study has been the enrichment of the IAD framework 
for analysing institutions (Chapter 5). In line with other scholars’ arguments (e.g., 
Clement, 2010; Whaley and Weatherhead, 2014), the IAD framework originally 

developed by Ostrom (2011) is considered both ahistorical and apolitical, and risks over-
simplification of the complexity of human relationships. The IAD framework presents 
institutions largely as given, or formal entities (i.e., regulations, laws, constitutions) shaping 
actors’ strategies and behaviours in an action situation. The framework is therefore unable 
to fully capture contextual variables, including informal routines, cultural traditions, implicit 
practices, and power dynamics that also influence actors’ behaviours and social interactions. 
As such, this study has clarified that actors’ behaviours and outcomes of a certain action 
situation can be seen as shaped through formal institutions (i.e., rules of the game), as well 
as through the interactive, informal practices (e.g., what, when, how, and why) based on how 
rules are applied by actors in real life (i.e., the ‘play of the game’). This ‘play of the game’ 
is also highly associated with cultural and historical traditions, customs and beliefs deeply 
embedded in society and organisations (i.e., informal institutions). 

The enriched version of the IAD framework in this thesis has considered the role of context, 
informal routines, and interactions by adding the ‘play of the game’ in the analysis of 
institutions. The added value of this enriched version of IAD is the provision of a more 
comprehensive and deeper understanding of how actors deal with institutional barriers and 
opportunities. Specifically, with the enriched IAD, this study could examine the reasons 
for the mismatch within and between the ‘rules of the game’ and the ‘play of the game’. 
To illustrate, Chapter 5 discussed how the cultural factor guanxi plays a purposeful role 
in manipulating exchanges in the decision-making process of energy issues. The case of 
Guangzhou showed that getting a timely grid connection sometimes depends on how close 
the guanxi relationship is between developers and the grid operator; and investors often 
make use of guanxi with grid operators to obtain the information about grid connection 
capacity before making any investment (Chapter 5). Hence, the analytical approach adopted 
in this thesis contributes to a richer understanding of institutions by shifting focus away from 
thinking only in terms of policy objectives and formal regulations, and instead, seeking to 
understand how social interactions are also influenced by cultural, (inter)organisational and 
political dynamics in specific institutional contexts.
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The second analytical contribution of the present thesis is the use of an area-specific 
perspective for discussing local impacts of national energy transition policies in China. In 
doing so, the thesis connected to research on energy transition that has begun to consider 
the interrelationship between energy systems and their spatial-physical and institutional 
contexts (e.g., De Boer, 2018; Faller, 2016; Kempenaar et al., 2020; Sijmons and Van Dorst, 
2012; Zuidema and De Boer, 2017). This study gives credence to the spatial dimension of 
energy transition and how an area-specific perspective can support local energy transition. 
Taking an area-specific perspective on energy issues can help identify how spatial contexts 
and local circumstances can be supportive to energy practices and policy outcomes. Firstly, 
the area-specific perspective can help understand how national policies impact on local 
actions and policies related to energy transition. For instance, as Chapters 2 and 3 have 
shown, an area-based approach interprets the response of local authorities to the Chinese 
national policy strategies for the energy transition as influenced by local (geographic and 
socio-economic) conditions. Hence, an area-specific perspective helps to better ascertain 
which challenges and opportunities local authorities face while implementing national 
energy policies. Secondly, an area-based perspective can help clarify how the interrelated-
ness between energy systems and their spatial/institutional contexts in practice has been 
translated into local policies. Chapters 4 and 5 have demonstrated how interrelatedness is 
more than just respecting and adapting to the physical environment; it is also about how 
various governmental and non-governmental actors are engaged in local energy actions, 
specifically, their work on integrated and collaborative energy policies or practices. Hence, 
an area-specific perspective sets the stage for showing how integrated energy policies 
(Chapter 4) and collaborative energy practices (Chapter 5) not only relate to local institutional 
structures but are also made manifest in, and depend on, a geographical setting.

Methodological reflections 

T he thesis has applied a qualitative approach to obtain insights into Chinese energy 
governance at the local scale, paying close attention to how local contexts are shaped 
by national Chinese energy policies. The method has both strengths and limitations.

The use of a qualitative approach has allowed for the study of the specific institutional and 
organisational contexts of the urban cases. Taking local context into account has allowed for 
close scrutiny of the actual formulation and implementation of urban energy policies. So, 
instead of focusing on generalisations, the study was better able to identify the conditions 
shaping local energy governance in a specific and local, spatial and institutional environment 
and to observe the impacts of these conditions. Distinctions between cities will, to a large 
extent, influence policy strategies and governance responses to energy practices. Thus, 
choosing multiple cases of Chinese cities with explicitly different urban conditions (e.g., 
resource distribution, population size, and economic development) has been instrumental 
in achieving the aims of this study. Furthermore, document analysis proved useful as 
background knowledge and understanding situations prior to conducting interviews. 
In-depth interviews have provided the advantage of first-hand insights into the actors’ 
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experiences of policy implementation, their perceptions of the process, and the deeper 
reasons for the struggles and possible motivations in the process of decision-making on 
energy transition in urban China. In-depth interviews have also given insights into both the 
limitations of formal institutional frameworks and also the application of informal routines, 
behaviours and traditions. 

Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that the methodology adopted in this study has several 
limitations. Firstly, a qualitative research approach focuses on human perceptions and 
interactions, so it inherently deals with subjective views. As Appendix A shows, the list of 
interviewees centres on governmental sectors (including national and regional governments), 
while different perceptions of other actors related to energy governance (especially local 
residents and businesses) have received less attention. Although these groups of actors 
have been included in this study, they have gotten less priority; therefore, their standpoints 
may have been underrepresented. Moreover, the perceptions of interviewees could be 
easily influenced by their own personal biases and idiosyncrasies and by the conditioning of 
common institutional mechanisms.

Secondly, there is the possibility that the degree of openness of the interviewees may be 
limited. Those involved with the Chinese government (both centrally and locally) are generally 
reluctant to share their experiences with parties outside the relevant policy sector without 
this having been discussed, commented on and adequately covered within the sector. 
Most of the participants who are government officials have relatively high titles (at least 
Deputy Director of a government sector). Choosing officials as our interviewees was based 
on the notion that they could discuss the issues from a more macro, overall standpoint. 
Nevertheless, they may not be aware of the detailed, exact problems during the process of 
implementation of Chinese energy policies.

Thirdly, given the explorative aim and intent for in-depth engagement with local contexts, 
only a limited number of case studies has been analysed in this thesis. As noted, this has 
reduced opportunities for generalisation. Although this study has deliberately focused on 
variation in the case studies with sufficient distribution within China, the author is aware that 
a variety of specific local conditions in other Chinese cities with regard to energy transition 
may have been overlooked. This study is primarily exploratory and has aimed to identify the 
most important bottlenecks at the local urban level of Chinese energy transition. Addressing 
these bottlenecks is an open invitation for further research.
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6.5 Final remarks and suggestions for further   
 research 

A fter a thorough analysis of the governance of the energy transition in urban China, the 
thesis recommends the adoption of an area-specific and corresponding decentralised 
approach. Emphasis has been placed on integration of policy and on cooperation 

between actors and institutions that focus on Chinese decentralised governance of the 
energy transition. The study showed how an area-based approach helps to identify and boost 
energy practices by involving local contexts, local actors and local responsibilities. This 
study found that, although a degree of decentralisation is necessary in order to hand over 
more autonomy to local governments, decentralisation cannot by itself simply be assumed to 
work. Importantly, there remains a key role for national policies to create central support and 
incentives at the local scale. 

Based on the main findings and general implications of this PhD research, the following 
conditions appear to be crucial for integrating area-based approaches into Chinese 
energy governance. Firstly, if the necessary national support and stimuli are missing, a 
more decentralised and area-based approach to energy transition has a high likelihood 
of failure. National support (e.g., financial incentives, policy guidance, and expertise) is 
a very important condition to create sufficient levels of local willingness and ability which 
can help and motivate local authorities to pursue proactive and integrated energy policies. 
Therefore, the support and stimulus provided by central policies and regulations is a crucial 
precondition for decentralisation to yield positive outcomes. In other words, decentralisa-
tion (or area-specific solutions) should be pursued with the condition of assessing whether 
national policies have enabled, stimulated, and supported local performance. 

Secondly, central support is not only essential for providing funds or policy guidance, but 
also for setting up effective regulatory frameworks and pursuing institutional reforms to 
remove barriers to energy transition. For example, reform and innovation in the Chinese 
electricity power system is needed. This thesis has demonstrated that the types of struggles 
local governments face when trying to implement renewable energy policies are often due to 
institutional constraints in the Chinese electricity sector. Therefore, the central government 
needs to build up a more effective institutional framework for energy transition in China.

Thirdly, current energy transition policies (e.g., energy efficiency) in China still largely rely on 
conformance-based targets evaluation which can provoke a ‘ticking-of-the-boxes’ instead 
of promoting actual policy performance. If more successful policy outcomes are desired, 
decision-makers need to embrace more flexibility and adaptiveness in both target setting 
and evaluation. This alternative way of policy evaluation could focus more on actual levels 
of policy performance; here, local unique circumstances and hence local municipalities are 
allowed to develop their own tailor-made and situation dependent strategies to deal with 
national policies and regulations.
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This research has emphasised contextual conditions for the development of local renewable 
energy; future research could conduct a comparative study on local, area-specific energy 
governance between China and other countries with different institutional contexts using 
either a more market-led or public-led orientation. Indeed, a plethora of research on local 
energy governance is available (e.g., Beermann and Tews, 2017; Kucharski and Unesaki, 
2018; Lammers and Hoppe, 2019)however, is challenged by a complex multi-stakeholder 
configuration, and by ‘rules of the game’ (institutional conditions, but it has remained 
outside the scope of this study to conduct cross-examinations or comparative policy 
analyses. Such comparisons could shed light on what and which contextual conditions 
hinder and facilitate energy transition, and for which reasons. In doing so, possible 
opportunities for mutual learning or policy transfer could be identified; these may not only be 
helpful to China, but may also contribute to the wider understanding of how energy transition 
might globally be pursued with respect to the role of local governments.

Moreover, this thesis has also discussed the importance of seeking to enhance the 
balance between top-down and bottom-up approaches in Chinese energy governance. The 
development of the urban energy transition calls for local responsibility that can create 
sufficient space and freedom for area-based energy innovations and initiatives; meanwhile, 
national support and guidance are also needed. In addition, this thesis has provided some 
first indications and illustrations of what a nuanced and balanced combination between 
centralised top-down approach and a decentralised bottom-up approach might look like. 
Nevertheless, these indications and illustrations remain limited in scope and evidence. 
Further research can unpack how such a balance might look, assess which institutional 
frameworks and instruments fit in, and examine how alternative institutional designs and 
policies actually perform across a range of different circumstances as they progress through 
the various stages of transition/innovation. Existing literature has already indicated that 
energy governance has evolved into a complex polycentric structure spanning global, 
to national, and sub-national levels (e.g., Di Gregorio et al., 2019; Marquardt, 2017). 
International state, national, sub-national and non-state actors are involved in formulating 
and implementing energy policies and actions. Such a complex governance structure must 
have multiple levels of governance (e.g., Jörgensen et al., 2015; Kunchornrat and Phdungsilp, 
2012; Schreurs, 2010). To contribute to this debate, future research can investigate how 
cross-level interaction and collective action, with its related challenges and opportunities, 
could work in the Chinese context. Multi-level governance involves increased power sharing 
between the state, market and civil society, and influences businesses and their practice of 
corporate responsibility for society as a whole (Leventon et al., 2015). Future research could 
contribute to interactive, integrated, and collective forms of energy governance-setting by 
examining the role of market-based instruments or market reforms. In particular, the analysis 
of how China’s state capitalism shapes and impacts such a process of multi-level governance 
would certainly yield fruitful insights into China’s energy transition.
 
Lastly, although the central focus of this study was on government behaviour and 
corresponding institutional design, the research carried out here has shown the importance 
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of participation by all related stakeholders in the energy transition. A large body of recent 
literature has considered the role of civil society in the energy transition (Dóci et al., 2015; 
Dóci and Vasileiadou, 2015; Magnani and Osti, 2016; Middlemiss and Parrish, 2010). 
According to the literature, two main points of view could be examined in future studies. 
One perspective would use the concept of social acceptance of renewable energy sources 
to analyse local potential conflicts and opposition to renewable energy production projects 
in the Chinese context. The second exploration could be whether and how civil society in 
China can play its role as a local source of social and organisational innovation in promoting 
a sustainable energy system. Based on this, future research can also focus on the study 
of community-based renewable energy, examining how local knowledge, networks and 
experiments contribute to locally tailor-made energy practices. Such studies could provide 
useful insights for governments seeking to identify what types of policy support would also 
help civil initiatives play a role in the development of new, more sustainable energy systems. 
Notably, and underlying much of the aforementioned studies, is the particular relevance of 
the role of communism in China, which can be of added value in approaching civil society to 
work with the authorities towards a sustainable urban environment. 

175 



176 


	Chapter 6



