
Improving the Public Perception of 
Bioenergy in Europe

Wilma Mert
IFZ - Inter-University Research Centre for Technology, Work and Culture
Graz, Austria

© Thomas Tobabeb/PIXELIO © Kurt Michel/PIXELIO © Bernhard_pixler/PIXELIO



� Interdisciplinary research, consulting and training 
focusing on the complex relationship between 
technology and society

� IFZ
� works on an interdisciplinary basis
� initiates social and institutional learning processes 
� involves all stakeholders in the research process

� Clients: national and international public 
institutions, companies 

IFZ – Inter-University Research Centre 
for Technology, Work and Culture



Research areas  

� Ecological Product Policy

� Energy and Climate 

� Modern Biotechnology

� Women – Technology – Environment

� Information and 
Communication Technologies 



Background

� No detailed data on the public perception of 
different forms of bioenergy in Europe

� Public support for bioenergy appears to be lower 
than for other renewable energy sources

� Perception strongly depends on regional contexts, 
traditions, specific actor configurations etc. 



Low awareness of bioenergy
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Heterogeneity of bioenergy

� Term bioenergy or biomass covers a heterogeneous 
group of energy sources, conversion technologies 
and end-uses 

� ‘average’ people do not speak of bioenergy, but of 
e.g. wood heating or district heating etc. 
� i.e. no practical experience with ‘bioenergy’ as such

� use of bioenergy has different traditions in different 
countries and regions (e.g. traditional wood stoves)

� sometimes connotated with ‘backwards’ or dirty 
(smoking) – often confirmed with early plants



The term „bioenergy“ is difficult to 
communicate

� It is not connected to specific images of 
consumers

� It is not at all concrete and tangible
� It is too abstract as a notion



Who is the public? 

� End-users
� new house, refurbishing, ecologically, technologically

interested...
� Multipliers and intermediary actors

� installers, chimney sweepers, home builders
� Information-disseminating institutions

� energy advisers, NGOs... 
� Politics and authorities

� regional, national, European...
� Producers, distributors
� Potential suppliers and beneficiaries

� Boiler producers, agriculture...
� Media © http://www.sxc.hu/



Types of acceptance

� Technologies at household-level
� important factors: information, 

environmental attitudes, understanding 
of technology (why is it used and 
how?), price, comfort etc.

� rather depend on ‘marketing’-type of 
strategies
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Types of acceptance

� Larger-scale-technologies, like 
biogas plants, CHP-plants, waste 
incineration etc. often face problems 
like other industrial projects
� possible local resistance (NIMBY, 

general resistance against this type of 
technology, transport, air pollution etc.)

� importance of planning procedures; who 
is the developer? (municipality vs. 
external, commercial developer)

© http://www.renet.at/deutsch/standorte/guessing.php



How to promote bioenergy?

� General, unspecific PR campaigns
won‘t work
� 99% of mailings go directly to 

wastepaper basket

� The promotion of bioenergy has to 
be based on informed customers
and competent suppliers

� Task is to transform sociotechnical
systems, not to promote specific
technologies isolated from social
contexts © http://www.lupama.de/images/Bilder/Papierkorb.jpg



Social marketing

� Social marketing is the planning, implementation
and evaluation of programs designed to bring 
about social change using concepts from
commercial marketing

� To sell ideas, attitudes and behaviours the same
marketing principles can be used that are used to 
sell products. 



Social marketing as a cylce

Soziales Marketing als Feedback-Schleife ( n. Novelli, 
1984 ), 
Quelle: http://www.psychologie.uni-
kiel.de/nordlicht/soma.htm 

� Analysis 
� Planning
� Development
� Implementation
� Evaluation
� Feedback



Selection of target group

� Take the view of target group
� Target audiences are seldom uniform 

in perceptions – they should be
partitioned into segments

� They usually have little a priori 
knowledge about new technologies

� Focus on small regions
� Selection of appropriate media to 

address target group

© Marcus Bachmann/PIXELIO



Campaign design 

� Goals of the campaign
� Strategies, barriers, solutions
� Financial, personnel aspects
� Follow-up actions
� Good documentation and evaluation



Social influence

� Use credible testimonials, opinion
leaders, models

� Social influence especially effective
when information comes from
people who are close to us (friends, 
neighbours, colleagues)

� Multipliers should be able to offer
convincing arguments and to 
defuse counter arguments
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Communication

� Communicate concrete and if possible already 
known uses of bioenergy and its advantages
� in a mostly modern, use-oriented communication which 

substitutes the somewhat outdated image of wood fuel with 
new values (design, technology, modernity, trend-setting 
etc.)

� Successful solutions and services (not abstract 
technologies or fuels) at an individual and 
communal level



Promotion: Large-scale plants

� Targeted campaigns and information programmes in 
the run-up to the planning of a facility

� Target specific groups with information campaigns
� e.g. those responsible for giving permits for the plants in 

public authorities



Promotion: Large-scale plants

� Get in contact with potential opposition groups to 
new plants
� e.g. environmental groups, at an early stage and try to 

develop joint guidelines and framework conditions for new 
plants: Sustainability, local impact, etc.

� Design information campaigns or guidelines for 
developers 
� on how to set up communication strategies accompanying 

the planning process and how to involve neighbours and 
stakeholders in the planning process



Empowerment of key players

� Training and education
� Know-how and information transfer at different levels and to 

different target groups
� Within the ‘bioenergy-community’ (Centre of Competence), 

for producers, suppliers, for relevant target groups
� Better image through 

competence and successful 
examples
� high quality material on successful projects, awards, 

exchange
� Targeted support with communication and promotion

� media packages, support with experts and speakers
© Rathmanner
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