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Summary
Having directly observed one of the most rapidly spreading global 
pandemics, we understand more than ever the power of contagion. In 
today’s interconnected world, trends originating in one corner, whether 
it’s a disease, clothing fashion, or an online social media challenge, 
can swiftly gain momentum on the opposite side of the globe, often 
within a matter of days or even hours. This rapid diffusion is enabled 
by our globalised world and developments in technology and ICT. 
Social networks and social influence are strong influencers in shaping 
our attitudes and behaviour. However, this influence can be a double-
edged sword. On the one hand, it brings people and cultures together, 
it facilitates the exchange of information and resources. On the other 
hand, it can be easily exploited to spread misinformation and exert 
pressure on individuals to engage in negative behaviours like smoking or 
violence. This phenomenon is commonly referred to as ‘social contagion.’

In this handbook you can find the result of ENRGISED: Engaging 
Residents in green energy investments through social networks, 
complexity and design. In 2019 we saw an impasse in the Dutch energy 
transition, where many technologies were available but not many people 
were taking action. Since then, global events, such as Covid 19 and the 
invasion of Ukraine, have disrupted our world and the energy market. 
In the midst of these changes we conducted our research. Between 
2020 and 2023, we studied the use of social contagion - social influence 
and the effect of social networks - towards the energy transition in 
neighbourhoods in the Netherlands. 

In this book we start with an introduction to the ENRGISED research 
project (Chapter 1) and the subject of social contagion (Chapter 2). The 
following three parts cover our findings for the three phases of our social 
contagion strategy. These also include recommendations for others to 
use social contagion towards the energy transition. 

In PART I IDENTIFICATION we discuss the identification of people in 
the network who can start spreading the contagion. To do so, it is 
necessary to find those people who are well connected, those who have 
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already shown the desired behaviour, and those who are part of different 
social groups. We identified energy coaches as successful influencers for 
others in neighbourhoods (Chapter 3). We find that energy has strong 
but very selected social networks (chapter 4). We also report that if 
you are unaware of details of the social network, start with a random 
selection of people and ask them to name one close friend. Once at least 
15% of the people have responded, you can identify your starting point 
(Chapter 5). 

In PART II: ACTIVATING we explored what holds people back from 
transitioning away from gas and how to activate relevant groups. In 
setting up a social contagion process in the form of a positive chain 
reaction to stimulate the energy transition in a neighbourhood, it is 
important to clearly outline and define the options people can adopt. Any 
barriers in a neighbourhood need to be clearly understood. We found 
(chapters 6, 7 8), like others before us, that money was often the most 
mentioned (de-)motivator followed by perceived control and possible 
inconvenience. Also, people were keen on more transparency in the 
decision making processes. Sometimes activating people also includes 
uncovering narratives that need to be de-mystified. We suggest offering 
subsidies, tax benefits, calculators, coaching, giving good examples 
and bad examples, building mock-up houses, demonstrations and so 
on. But, what is also important, is making these things more easily 
accessible, for example by communicating them in different formats 
(visual and text) and languages.

In PART III: ACCELERATING we present results of two experiments 
(Chapter 9) and introduce three practical toolkits for accelerating 
social contagion (Chapters 10,11,12). To achieve social contagion, the 
activation has to inspire others and quickly spread through the network. 
Different artefacts, networks and interventions need to be designed 
that can enable the spread of behaviour, based on the neighbourhood’s 
needs. These can be tokens of change that promote those people that 
have changed. Sometimes system structures need changing or sources 
of information have to be adapted to certain audiences. Interventions 
should focus on improving transparency between municipality and 
citizen, between different citizens in the neighbourhood network, or 
transparency about the effects of the different energy options.
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To conclude, for someone to adopt an energy behaviour through social 
contagion, this person must be able to identify with the people that 
already display the behavioural example, and the person needs to see/
hear this from multiple people. That is why the strengths of networks 
are potentially such a strong influencer. However, we found that energy 
is not necessarily a strong social connector. There are not too many 
social conversations about energy. Also, for energy there are only small 
(strong but small) social networks. Building a larger new network is 
rather difficult. Second, for a wide spread, it is essential that a desired 
behaviour spreads from one network to another. Therefore, people who 
are part of two different social groups, for example the mosque and 
the community garden, are important. They can potentially transfer 
information and behaviour from one social group to another. In order 
to stimulate the transfer between different social groups and connect to 
existing networks, municipalities can facilitate the interaction between 
different groups, organise events, and connect the energy transition to 
other pressing issues like poverty, social cohesion, and comfort. 
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