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It is widely accepted that community engagement is vital for achieving sustainable development outcomes. While
governments in several low-income countries have introduced community engagement for their electrification
initiatives, the adequacy of traditional top-down approaches to capture community needs has been contested. In
this paper, we holistically assess the barriers to needs-centric community engagement. Based on a community
survey with 1.016 participants and 54 semi-structured interviews with government institutions and energy
businesses in Uganda and Zambia, we unpack the relationships between communities and the public sector, and
between communities and energy companies to interrogate the realities of community engagement in rural
electrification. We find considerable gaps between community preferences for needs-centric engagement and
how public and private sectors are currently engaging. Key institutional barriers for needs-centric community
engagement are vertical and horizontal disconnections within the public sector as well as challenging and
ineffective sharing of crucial information. For energy companies the main obstacle is the limited value attributed
to a deep understanding of community needs. Based on our results, we develop an integrated model for com-
munity engagement focused on capturing energy needs. The model combines top-down and bottom-up
engagement approaches where public institutions play a catalytic role in setting a flexible enabling environ-
ment for energy companies to establish deep connections with local communities, and where communities are
given a platform to define and communicate immediate and long-term needs through context-specific means.

1. Introduction

Access to quality and affordable electricity can function as a key
enabler for economic development in developing regions such as Africa
[1], but the rate of access to electricity in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is
low, currently standing at only 32% [2]. Furthermore, the degree of
urban-rural electrification inequality, i.e. the difference between urban
and rural electricity access levels, is greater in SSA than it is anywhere
else in the world [3-5]. About 70% of the urban population in SSA has
access to electricity compared to about 25% in corresponding rural areas
[6], figures that are significantly lower than the global average rate of
87% and that of other developing regions such as Asia and Latin America
where electrification is at least 85% [3,5,7]. It is therefore not surprising
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that many SSA governments have embarked on rural electrification
programmes to accelerate electricity access. Nevertheless, there has
been slow progress in raising the rates of access to electricity in the re-
gion. Given the limitations within the public sector, governments are
increasingly relying on the private sector to deliver energy to rural
communities [8]. But even where progress has been made, access has
often failed to deliver more than basic energy needs for communities
[9-12].

The paradigm for modern energy access and development has shifted
considerably in the last few decades from being predominantly aid-
based in the 1970s and 1980s, to a focus on market creation in the
1990s and early 2000s, to an integrated, sustainable development
paradigm since the late 2010s [13,14]. In order for energy access to
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enable sustainable development, however, the public sector, the private
sector and communities need to work together in new ways [13].
However, many attempts to engage with local communities in low-
income countries on electrification have been marred by challenges.
Global experiences have shown that development projects have stalled
due to community opposition based on concerns over project impacts,
land ownership or other related issues [15-17]. Best practices suggest
that community engagement should be systematically integrated into
development activities to lower project risks, avoid disputes and griev-
ances as well as avoid cost and time overruns during implementation
[18-20]. Yet, even where community engagement has been prevalent,
outcomes have often been unsatisfactory. A top-down approach to
community engagement has dominated where the visions of those
planning and delivering projects are developed separately from local
actors. Policy makers tend to focus on informing communities rather
than on involving communities in planning or delivery [21], which has
led to a lack of meaningful participatory decision-making [22]. Criti-
cally, such top-down community engagement often fails to capture the
actual needs of the communities or local contextual dynamics [23], a
problem that spans both the public and private sectors [24,25]. This
short-coming has become more salient as debates about the purpose of
increasing energy access have been shifting towards user-centric per-
spectives which require integrative approaches [26]. Both the wider
literature on community engagement [27] and the energy access liter-
ature specifically [22] argue that addressing the people-private—public
nexus and understanding the barriers to meaningful, needs-centric
community engagement require new research.

In this paper, we use the experiences in rural Uganda and Zambia to
analyse the relationships between communities and the public sector as
well as the private sector to explore two main questions. First, what are
the barriers to needs-centric community engagement for rural electrifi-
cation? And second, which guiding principles enable communities,
public institutions and energy businesses to focus on end-user needs?
Critically, we capture, analyse and integrate the distinct perspectives of
communities, of the public sector and of the private sector separately
and in two countries. Using household surveys and semi-structured in-
terviews to understand each of these actors approaches to community
engagement, as well as their mutual relationships, we aim to move
beyond a top-down analytical approach to community engagement.
Based on our results, we develop an integrated community engagement
model for needs-centric energy access where the people, the private
sector and the public sector are closely interlinked.

2. Background
2.1. Community engagement by the public sector for rural electrification

Community engagement by the public sector often involves a stra-
tegic, medium to long-term focus of policy strategy and instrument
design. From the perspective of the public sector, the development of
policies for rural electrification is complex and becoming even more so
as policymakers realise that electrification and energy access do not
automatically lead to development outcomes [28]. There are two main
considerations for the public sector: The first is to understand the pur-
pose for engagement, and the second is to decide on the means of
engagement.

Firstly, understanding and defining the purpose for engagement is
critical for the public sector in order to connect rural electrification with
the sustainable development agenda [25,29,30]. Stirling [31] identified
three predominant rationales for community engagement - normative,
instrumental and substantive. From a normative perspective, partici-
pation is just the right thing to do. From an instrumental perspective, it
is a better way to achieve particular outcomes. From a substantive
perspective, it leads to better outcomes overall. Normative and sub-
stantive rationales are important in guiding the purpose of community
engagement for sustainable development as they enable a redefinition of
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outcomes [32]. Despite the widespread acknowledgement of the
importance of involving communities more substantively in the defini-
tion of outcomes and in their empowerment, there are few examples in
the rural energy context where community engagement of this type has
been applied. A recent review of rural energy planning, for example,
found that only a third of projects studied across a variety of contexts
had some level of community engagement. Of these projects, the pur-
pose of engagement was to gather information from the communities
rather than to involve them directly in any types of strategic policy-
making [13]. This issue is mirrored in energy contexts beyond electri-
fication in low-income countries such as fossil fuel extraction where
national interests can thwart community initiatives towards meaningful
community engagement [33]. Electrification projects also often involve
a complex constellation of actors including NGOs and donors. These
actors may have different project objectives and priorities from the
public sector. The diversity of objectives, for example environmental,
health and education can make it difficult to assess whether projects
have been successful. This diversity can also sometimes lead to a focus
for example by funders on outcomes that are not aligned with end user
needs, expectations and values [34], making it even more critical for the
public sector to be clear about the purpose for engaging with
communities.

Secondly, going beyond gathering information from communities
requires careful consideration of the means of engagement. The means
can range from informing and consulting to involving and collaborating
with communities [35,36]. These different means of engagement are
distinguished by the flow of information between actors, where the di-
rections and intensity vary. In the simplest form, stakeholders are
merely informed, for example via fact sheets or at village meetings.
Collaboration or even empowerment where final decision-making is in
the hands of the public are focused not only on incorporating stake-
holder views in the development of policies and programmes but also on
enhancing ownership (e.g. see [37,38]). The majority of rural energy
projects have been based on information or consulting, rather than
involving, collaborating or empowering [13]. This is despite the fact
that assessments of existing projects across countries have clearly shown
that involving communities early and in an on-going manner enables
more successful project outcomes [32,34,39]. There have been several
recent examples of deeper engagement. In Guyana, for example, repre-
sentatives from remote communities collaborated in the design process
for the electrification plans through a combination of individual meet-
ings and workshops [40]. In Ecuador, one of the most successful projects
for off-grid PV systems was developed in collaboration with an electri-
fication committee composed of representatives from different parts of
the community. Despite the success of the model, it has not been
adopted widely in the rest of the country or region [41]. Even where
communities are more deeply involved, the link to empowerment is not
so straightforward and requires close attention [42]. Existing partici-
patory methodologies often fail to change and challenge the bureau-
cratic and centralised administrative structures that control decision-
making and resource allocation. The way in which participation is
designed often fails to adequately take the views of the poor and mar-
ginalised into account and can in many cases serve to underscore
existing power relations [43].

In summary, existing policy and project planning led by the public
sector have seen limited ambition in terms of the purpose of community
engagement and mostly have a focus on informing and consulting
communities. Where there have been examples of deep engagement
with communities, there are significant barriers to the widespread
adoption of these practices.

2.2. Community engagement by the private sector for rural electrification
Expectations for energy businesses to engage with communities in

the context of energy access have been growing [13]. Many low-income
countries rely increasingly on the private sector for implementing rural
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electrification [44,45]. Businesses have sustained and direct end-user
interactions [46]. They therefore play a key role in immediate com-
munity engagement usually covering short-term timeframes [47].
Recent research on rural energy projects across geographies point to two
main opportunities for energy businesses to improve the ways in which
they engage with communities.

The first opportunity is to improve understanding of current energy
needs. The project developers and energy providers who operate and
maintain solar home systems and mini-grids for example, and related
companies who provide services such as financing for appliances,
interact with users in various ways [8,47]. Developers for instance
physically assess project sites, bringing them into close contact with
communities during planning and implementation phases. Companies
who sell energy or energy-related services are connected to users
through an ongoing commercial relationship after implementation. And
yet the evidence shows that there has not been enough focus on un-
derstanding needs either in the implementation of projects [9], in
assessing the impact of projects [10] or in their wider socio-cultural
implications for communities [48]. This limits the extent to which
rural energy projects deliver in ways that will enable communities to
thrive. For example, needs beyond basic energy access are often over-
looked [9]. If these needs are not incorporated into project planning, the
potential for productive use of energy is severely limited [10], contrib-
uting to the underlying gap between energy access and development
outcomes [28,49]. There are different potential approaches to
improving understanding of community needs, ranging from top-down
engagement where the vision is still driven by project developers but
efforts are made to improve awareness of community needs [28]; to
ensuring that the project developer remains involved and embedded in
the local context after project completion [10]; through to approaches
that support partnerships between companies and communities with a
shared vision in delivering and operating projects [50].

The second opportunity is to extend the time horizon for thinking
about energy needs and by extension engagement with communities.
Energy access cannot be solved by individual projects alone. Even if a
mini-grid project is successfully implemented taking into account indi-
vidual and community needs, these needs are likely to adapt over time
[51]. Building in flexibility for these needs to change, as opportunities
for productive use evolve for instance is challenging and goes beyond
the scope of an individual project developer or energy provider. Bowen
et al. distinguish between transactional, transitional and trans-
formational community engagement, pointing towards the long-term
nature of both transformational engagement types and their payoffs
for companies [52]. Networks of partnerships between companies,
communities and local governments for instance might be required to
support extended engagement with communities to provide lessons for
the adaptation or replication of projects for other settings and the
translation of these lessons into regional and national policies [53].
Models of long-term partnership between communities and companies
for renewable energy projects have received increasing attention
particularly in high-income countries. For example Eitan et al. [50]
develop a typology of partnerships ranging from knowledge sharing to
provision of employment opportunities and leasing models. Developing
these partnerships in ways that will benefit communities, however, is
difficult in cases where communities are already marginalised, with
limited ability to influence decisions due to existing power relations
[54,55].

In fact, new models including community energy and collaborative
governance arrangements that bring together the private and public
sectors with communities at the centre offer a means of combining ap-
proaches in a more holistic way [34,39]. These models, however,
require rethinking the relationships between communities and public
institutions, and communities and energy businesses. They also offer
opportunities for intermediary organisations such as local NGOs to
facilitate partnerships and to coordinate the multiple objectives often
embedded in these complex projects [34]. We do not focus on the role of
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these organisations directly in this paper, but however our findings and
discussions can offer insights for intermediaries in supporting commu-
nity engagement. After discussing our research methods and data (sec-
tion 3), we examine each of these relationships in turn (section 4.1 and
section 4.2, respectively) in order to holistically assess modes, barriers
and benefits of engaging with communities.

3. Methods and data

For this study, we collected data via a community survey in rural
Uganda and Zambia and interviewed stakeholders on community
engagement in both countries’ public institutions and the private sector.
These data are critical to ensure empirical novelty and relevance of our
paper following recommendations in Sovacool et al [56]. They allow us
to describe and analyse the barriers for community engagement in rural
electrification, and based on the results, develop an integrated model for
community engagement which focuses on capturing and implementing
community energy needs. We integrate results from our community
survey and interviews to understand barriers to community engagement
first with the public sector and second with the private sector. Such a
mixed method approach has the merit of drawing from both quantitative
and qualitative evidence to identify certain effects, and ensure their
validity in the chosen context following Sovacool et al [56].

Uganda and Zambia were selected as case studies to enable cross
country comparison of community engagement of different countries in
the region. The selected countries exhibit similar patterns in electrifi-
cation processes and outcomes, including, critically, an existing explicit
regulatory framework for community engagement in electrification
projects in both countries - which thereby allows us to examine the
implications of community engagement on rural electrification. Also,
while both countries have low electrification rates (below 25% in 2017
[571), they both feature a quickly growing off-grid sector driven by
public sector ambitions and private sector interest of a largely untapped
market, providing an ideal dynamic and multi-actor setting to study
community engagement in electrification. Crucially, Uganda and
Zambia have contrasting community governance systems, which allows
us to analyse and derive insights which transcend beyond some local-
level governance differences. Public sector decision making processes
show significant sub-national variation in several sub-Saharan African
countries [58,59]. The “modern state” in the region has evolved in the
post-colonial period, in juxtaposition to a “traditional system” that re-
mains relevant especially in the rural areas where it administratively
complements the modern political state and maintains the socio-cultural
capital and indigenous social value systems [60]. This bifurcation of
governance systems has implications for community engagement in
public decision making, as the models for participation would differ
depending on the degree of integration of the two systems, and the de-
gree of democratisation of the systems. Uganda and Zambia show con-
trasting community governance systems: While Uganda has developed
robust non-traditional political and administrative structures, Zambia
has preserved distinct traditional leadership structures which coexist
with modern local and regional administrative structures [61]. The
formal administrative structures in both countries are organised into
decentralised local governments (LGs) units spanning over 134 political
districts in Uganda and 118 in Zambia. The Ministries of Local Gov-
ernment in both countries play an oversight supervisory role over the
decentralised governments and has an assigned function to support and
facilitate local infrastructure development. However, the District level
in Uganda entails a further cascade of a political and administrative
structure formally recognised and practiced as a Local Council (LCs)
system, built up from the grassroots with the lowest unit of a village
administered and denoted as LC1, and rising to the highest level of LC5
for the District. In Zambia, the local government structure consists of
elected city-, municipal or rural councils, depending on the rural or
urban classification of the council district, and these councils are
responsible for public services and planning, and also ensures the formal
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representation of local chiefs in these councils. In both countries, local
councils are complemented by political appointees by the President
namely Resident District Commissioners (RDC) in Uganda who report
directly to the President’s Office. In Zambia, the appointee is the District
Commissioner (DC) reports directly to the Ministry of Local Government
and to one of the 10 Provincial Ministers and their Permanent Secre-
taries, who are administrative heads of the provinces. The commis-
sioners in both countries are political appointees responsible for
Monitoring and Evaluation of government programmes and providing
policy input at national level. In Zambia, the 288 Chiefs, as traditional
leaders, have significant powers and influence in rural areas with
regards to land-ownership and the implementation of infrastructure
projects. These chiefs elect 50 representatives amongst them who are
formally organised and represented in a central House of Chiefs which is
linked to the Ministry of Chiefs and has an advisory role in various policy
areas. A recent comprehensive energy governance and policy analysis in
both countries, has revealed that energy policy-making processes in both
countries are highly centralised, with limited to no local or regional
stakeholder engagement [62].

3.1. Community survey collection

Using a novel community survey, we collected rural dwellers’ views
on the state of and perceptions towards community engagement in rural
electrification. The survey was designed to explore rural electrification
preferences and challenges, as well as to identify opportunities to
improve interaction of community members with private energy busi-
nesses as well as public sector institutions. Questions included their
current and desired degree of involvement and decision-making power
in energy access programmes in their communities, how, through whom
and via which means they wish to engage with energy access issues, how
they access information about energy access programmes and options,
and for which activities they require modern forms of energy. We
furthermore recorded characteristics such as age, education level, in-
come level, gender, connection to electricity, district and sub-national
region for each respondent. The questionnaire also captured support-
ing information such as community priority needs and challenges, ex-
periences and willingness to pay for electricity services. The survey had
106 questions in total, three of which were open, 103 closed. Each
enumerator used a hard copy printed questionnaire which they used to
capture the responses from the respondents during the interviews.

Our sample included randomly selected rural communities in Cen-
tral, Eastern, Northern and Western Uganda regions while in Zambia the
randomly selected sample communities were located in Eastern and
Southern Provinces. The total sample size was 1.016, of these 465 were
from Uganda, and 551 from Zambia. We employed stratified random
sampling to explore the different categories of community members
(targeting households, small business owners and community leaders)
and to capture the different experiences and preferences unique to these
community subgroups. Also the sampling strategy ensured balance in
terms of age, gender, income levels, education levels, as well as elec-
trified vs unelectrified across community members. As shown in Table 1,
69% of the respondents were households, 22% were small businesses
and 6% were local community leaders.

After drafting the questionnaire, a pre-test was conducted in Katete

Table 1
Distribution of community survey respondents by type of respondent and by
country.

Type of respondent Uganda Zambia Total
Households 278 421 699
Businesses 169 52 221
Community leaders 10 56 66
Unspecified 8 22 30

Total 465 551 1016
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District in Eastern Zambia, to check consistency and flow of questioning,
to check survey duration, and the relevance of questions for the rural
context. The feedback from the pilot was used to adjust and finalise the
questionnaire. After finalisation, the questionnaire was translated into
four languages: Chichewa (for Eastern Zambia), Tonga (for Southern
Zambia), Luganda (for Kalangala and Kampala in Uganda) and Acholi
(for Gulu in Uganda). Translation was necessary to ensure that the in-
terviews were conducted in each respective local language so as to
capture authentic responses. Conducting the interviews in local lan-
guage ensured that the enumerators would consistently pose the ques-
tions uniformly in all cases without translating the English questions
according to their own understanding.

3.2. Semi-structured interviews collection

We conducted semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders in
Uganda and Zambia. Public sector institutions where we conducted in-
terviews in both countries included the Ministry of Energy, the Rural
Electrification Agency, the energy regulatory authority, the Ministry of
Finance and local government institutions such as the Ministries of Local
Government, local council chairpersons and the Zambian House of
Chiefs. In terms of interviews with businesses, we focused on energy
companies with reach into the communities we had sampled for the
survey. These included on-grid and numerous off-grid companies with a
product range from small-scale solar home systems sold via standard
retail or via pay-as-you-go models, as well as several mini-grid com-
panies. Some of these companies were social enterprises, often referred
to as hybrid organisations because of their joint focus on social and
economic goals. For the purposes of our analysis with its focus on
community engagement, we do not distinguish between these different
types of organisations. In total, we conducted semi-structured interviews
with 26 public sector stakeholders and with 28 private energy com-
panies in Uganda and Zambia.

A systematic stakeholder-mapping and engagement analysis [62],
previous in-country experience and a review of policy-documents [63]
revealed that community engagement for energy infrastructure and
access projects takes place in both Uganda and Zambia, albeit in a
limited, and top-down way. The interviews with the public sector and
with companies confirmed this. We thus focused the interviews on
finding reasons why community engagement was limited for both
groups of stakeholders, asking them about their experience with com-
munity engagement, the key barriers for effective communication and
project implementation with communities and which factors could
enable more in-depth interactions. We also collected primary data on
company business models as well as on energy policy-making processes
and regulatory frameworks.

The interviews were focused on the degree of stakeholder-
interactions between various levels — horizontally and vertically as
well as the inclusion of certain stakeholders in decision-making pro-
cesses on these levels. The questionnaires comprised of mostly open
questions clustered into separate sections on regulatory frameworks,
strategic energy targets and planning, and energy policy-making at both
national level and local energy project implementation level, slightly
adjusted to each stakeholder group. Around two-thirds of the interviews
were captured through a combination of recording and transcription
while about a third of the interviews were captured through notes taken
by the interviewer, following on requests from interviewees. The in-
terviews were performed as part of a comprehensive energy governance
analysis in Uganda and Zambia [62], but the evaluation of the data for
this article was focused on the questions and responses with regard to
community engagement in the context of energy planning and project
implementation.
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3.3. Data analysis

3.3.1. Community survey data analysis

For the community surveys, after data collection, the surveys were
checked for completion, coded and entered into a spreadsheet. Dis-
crepancies in the datasets were identified and corrected. The statistical
package Stata™ and MS Excel pivot tables were used in the analysis.
Cross tabulation of key community engagement questions against
contextual parameters was employed to reveal any distinct patterns and
the effect of the factors related to the different contexts i.e. national,
regional, respondent type (household vs business vs community
leaders), education, income level, age, gender, electrified vs
unelectrified).

3.3.2. Public sector and private sector interviews data analysis

For the semis-structured interviews, the data were coded using four
main characteristics, namely (1) the level of engagement, i.e. nationally
or locally, (2) the type of engagement, applying a distinction between
strategic energy planning and the implementation of specific energy
projects, (3) the perceived need or willingness for engagement by the
stakeholder interviewed, and (4) the individual different challenges and
opportunities of community engagement. Coding the data quickly
revealed the critical importance of well-designed interactions between
the public sector, the private sector and communities for need-centric
community engagement. After coding the data, our data analyses
focused on identifying common themes within the public sector, and
within the private sector respondents in terms of their approach, moti-
vation and ability to engage communities. Comparing these results with
the need-centric paradigm of community engagement enabled us to
distil several motivational, processual and ability-related shortcomings
which have hindered the public and the private sector to understand and
capture community needs. After mapping these challenges onto the
different interactions between the public sector, the private sector and
communities, we combined cross-case and within-case analyses to
derive evidence-based interventions aimed at strengthening these in-
teractions between stakeholders.

4. Results
4.1. Community engagement and the public sector

4.1.1. The public sector’s barriers for needs-centric community engagement

Our interviews confirmed that the regulatory frameworks in both
countries limit community engagement to prescribing operational touch
points between private sector developers and communities for mini-grid
development and grid extension, but largely leave the details of
engagement on the ground to the project developers. This includes the
identification and integration of community needs, as well as the scope,
process and depth of engagement. Interviewees elaborated three such
touch points. Firstly, the environmental and social impact assessment is
a requirement for rural energy projects in both countries, but does not
specify how to engage with communities. Secondly, energy tariff regu-
lations for mini-grids require public community consultations. In
Zambia, these regulations are issued by the Energy Regulation Board
(ERB) and do not specify how developers should engage with commu-
nities. In Uganda, this process is more explicitly defined and requires
issuance of prior notices of consultation to local communities in gazetted
venues culminating in a one day public hearing workshop or “baraza” in
which project developers are required to present their tariff proposals
and community benefits, and subsequently receive comments from lo-
cals with support of the Electricity Regulatory Authority (ERA). Thirdly,
securing land access through applicable Land Acts in both countries
usually requires community input. In Zambia 94% of the land in the
country falls under the jurisdiction of the Chiefs. The distinct role of the
Chiefs as the local and land-owning authority in rural areas of Zambia
largely defines the type of engagement between government
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representatives or private developers on developing energy projects and
thus such projects require theearly involvement and support of the
Chief.

In Uganda, land is largely privately owned with some portions
owned by government. Project developers are required to privately
procure land and submit land titles or, if the land is government-owned,
to obtain Land Lease Agreements for submission and verification to the
regulator.

Our interviews reveal three main barriers to public sector engage-
ment with communities. Firstly, there is a disconnect between local and
national public institutions. Although local levels of government in both
countries have access to rural areas and are largely aware of local needs,
they are weakly linked to the national level which limits their ability to
effectively transmit community demands from local to national level. In
Zambia, the role of traditional leaders is a good example that shows the
potential for local leaders to support development. As one of the Chiefs
explains, “if I don’t play a role in development in my chiefdom there will be
no development in the chiefdom”. The Chiefs are involved in development
plans for their chiefdoms including plans for infrastructure and trade,
often in collaboration with other partners such as foreign donor orga-
nisations as the interviews revealed. With regards to the planning and
implementation of infrastructure developments such as electrification
projects, the chiefs are typically only informed about the project during
the pre-implementation stage. Thus chiefs are seldom consulted by
government officials or private developers during the strategic planning
of projects. Interviews with developers and government officials
revealed that potential project sites are centrally identified and selected,
and the local chiefs are then approached for their consent on the selected
project sites through an official visit to the chiefs including the presen-
tation of a small courtesy gift. These interactions, which are considered
of high importance include a number of customary protocols of respect
which have to be observed by government officials as well as private
sector developers. On the question of how chiefs or local representatives
are involved during energy project planning or implementation, a
representative of the Rural Electrification Authority Zambia replied that
“Chiefs are informed about the project before implementation. This is the
starting point and ensures buy-in”. These meetings are the gateway to
further community involvement and acceptance facilitated by the
village headmen who are usually in direct and frequent contact with the
chiefs. The communities usually follow the guidance and directions of
the chiefs, and opposition to the chiefs’ decision is rare, and so is open
conflict between communities and their leaders. The chiefs also act as
mediators between developers and community representatives in the
event of conflict. Chiefs are embedded in their communities and usually
do not take decisions isolated from their communities as one chief stated
during the semi-structured interviews: “As a chief, I am servant of the
people to provide good services and to attract private sector investment. My
final goal is to achieve self-sufficiency for the kingdom. Trust of and in the
chiefs is the economic engine for economic development of the chiefdom as a
board of trustees decides on investment in my chiefdom.”

As Chiefs have limited resources to initiate any infrastructural de-
velopments or actively reach out to developers, they are unlikely to stop
the implementation of such projects. However, they sometimes connect
certain demands to their approval such as the connection of their indi-
vidual ‘palaces’ if they are located in the proximity of such electrifica-
tion projects, but overall expressed a high degree of accountability and
responsibility for their subjects through the interviews. With regard to
the question of “interests” and “accountability” of Chiefs, a senior-Chief
responded in an interview that: “there might be self-centred Chiefs but
generally Chiefs are accountable to their subjects. Communities need infra-
structure and to be developed. Some Chiefs are weak and irresponsible, they
look after themselves, take bribes, and get involved in politics. But strong
Chiefs look after their kingdom. Chiefs have an advisory function to the
government. A chief is not a politician, they are neutral.”

About half of the land in rural areas is subject to customary tenure,
which also means that this land is not formally registered. The Lands Act
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of 1995, which is still disputed among chiefs, provides mechanisms to
convert land customary owned by traditional leaders into statutory land
owned by the government or sold to private investors [64]. This poses
potential risks for chiefs should they oppose certain infrastructure de-
velopments, their land could be converted and the project implemented
without their consent. However, the number of reported cases where
chiefs have withheld their consent or refused to allocate land to infra-
structure projects is very limited. The only reported cases during the
interviews were for some grid connected power generation projects that
were not benefitting local rural communities but feeding the national
grid.

Similar to their limited strategic involvement at the local level, the
chiefs’ strategic influence at a national level is minimal. They are con-
sulted through the House of Chiefs by national ministries in some policy
areas such as early child marriage or land ownership, but are not con-
sulted or involved in strategic energy planning or decision-making
processes. This is mainly due to a lack of awareness at the Ministry of
Energy, demonstrating a significant untapped potential in providing
direct feedback on actual energy demands and requirements of rural
communities. Similarly, in Uganda - which has a more structured
decentralised political governance system cascaded to various Local
Governments - energy policy development, project planning and
implementation is centralised in government ministries and highly
disconnected from local government. While the District Local Govern-
ment Chairpersons, Resident District Commissioners and Chief Admin-
istrative Officers who head the political and administrative functions are
expected to drive development programmes and be the link between
communities and central government, these local government in-
stitutions are largely not involved in energy policy and planning. Some
of these local government institutions are at times informed about en-
ergy projects during project implementation phase, but this is usually
too late to make meaningful appraisal or incorporation of community
needs in the projects. A local government respondent in Uganda noted
that “we only get to see REA or Umeme staff during the project imple-
mentation phase, often seeking our involvement to engage communities for
buy-in, otherwise we are excluded from planning”.

Secondly, there is a disconnect between ministries at a national level
particularly between the Ministries of Local Government (MLG), the
Ministry of Energy (MoE) and the Ministry of Finance. Interviews with
MLG in both Uganda and Zambia indicated that this ministry is not
significantly involved or consulted by their respective MoE in national
energy planning and strategy processes. In addition, the MoE in both
countries does not have sufficient capacity to undertake substantial data
collection or energy project evaluation in rural communities. A Resident
District Commissioner in Uganda wondered “how do ministries or REA
design projects if they don’t involve us to give them a fair assessment of the
energy needs of the people and communities we lead? We know our com-
munities better than them”. In both scenarios above, the nature of inter-
action between the community, community leaders and responsible
government ministries and agencies in usually informally done in a
bottom-up approach — community members verbally communicate their
dissatisfaction with lack of energy services to their district leaders, who
then relay the same to the Ministry of Energy. In a few instances, District
leaders will formally communicate this in writing or through joint en-
ergy sector performance review (JSR) workshops.

Thirdly, where there are connections between local and national
levels of government, interviewees point to inefficiencies in the flow of
information. While local government institutions are willing to get
involved and to share information with national government, there is a
lack of dedicated energy-related roles in local governments in both
Uganda and Zambia, leading to unclear responsibilities and reporting
structures. For instance, in Uganda, the national government points to
legal obligations and decrees dealing with stronger involvement of
communities in the country. At the district level, however, district
chairpersons have voiced frustration by the limited information shared
with them from national government about energy projects planned for

Energy Research & Social Science 74 (2021) 101975

their districts. Given limited energy access budgets and widely distrib-
uted rural communities, such inefficiencies can render effective com-
munity engagement highly challenging.

4.1.2. Community perspective

4.1.2.1. Types of community engagement with the public sector. Results
from the community survey show that there is a strong disconnect be-
tween the state of community engagement and the preferred level of
engagement with the public sector by community members in both
Uganda and Zambia. In both countries, an average of only 30% of the
respondents are involved in planning or implementation of local elec-
trification initiatives (N = 157 in Uganda, N = 150 in Zambia),
compared to 93% who expressed strong desire to be involved using a
variety of participatory approaches. About 53% of community members
trust that policy makers are aware of their energy needs, where this
perception is higher among Zambians (76%) compared to Ugandan re-
spondents (41%). Of the community members who are involved in
community energy projects, more than half (56%) of the respondents
believe their contributions are taken into account during decision
making and implementation.

Figs. 1 and 2 compare the distribution of community engagement
types (sampling from those respondents who are currently involved)
with the preferred level of engagement (sampling from all respondents)
for Zambia and Uganda, respectively. They show that across all methods
of community engagement which go beyond being merely informed,
respondents desire to be more deeply involved in public sector electri-
fication projects than how people are currently being involved.
Furthermore, across all types of community engagement, more Zam-
bians prefer to be involved in community energy projects compared to
Ugandans. The only exception is self-mobilisation — a process in which
communities organise themselves and take initiatives independently of
external institutions to develop local solutions — where 25% of Ugandan
respondents prefer it compared to 9% of Zambian respondents. The most
preferred form of involvement is ‘Active participation’ — preferred by
58% and 35% of the respondents in Zambia and Uganda respectively.

A significant challenge for efficient and effective community
engagement is the many different sources of information on electrifi-
cation which exist in the sampled rural communities. Five key different
information channels exist that are used by over 20% of respondents, yet
none of the information channels is used by >37% of respondents,
indicating a significant spread of energy-related information sources.
More Zambians (45%) go to the Rural Electrification Agency (REA) for
their energy needs compared to only 14% in Uganda. More Ugandans
approach energy business agents in their communities for information
compared to Zambia. However, this varies widely by region from 84% in
Central Uganda to 19% in Western Uganda and only 3% in Southern
Zambia. There are only marginal differences by gender, but notable ones
in terms of education and income levels. Those with high education
levels engage more with energy businesses (47%) compared to those
with low education (32%). In addition, a higher percentage of com-
munity members with low education trust REA as an information source
(42%) compared to the college-educated (19%). Comparing income
levels, the more affluent prefer to get information directly from com-
pany agents (53%) and hardly use the community leaders (6%) and local
authorities (13%) as sources of information compared to lower income
groups. While almost half of the community leaders (49%) prefer to get
information from REA, only 17% of local businesses rely on REA for
information.

4.1.2.2. Socio-economic attributes influencing community interactions with
the public sector. Individual socio-economic attributes such as gender,
age, income and education could potentially influence the level of
community engagement. Fig. 3 shows the influence of selected attributes
on current levels of community engagement in the two countries. The
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Fig. 1. Current versus preferred community engagement levels in energy access-related initiatives with the public sector in Zambia (multiple answers possible).
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Fig. 2. Current versus preferred community engagement levels in energy access-related initiatives with the public sector in Uganda (multiple answers possible).

most notable difference relates to education levels. Of all college-
educated respondents, 45% are involved in community engagement,
while only 12% of all people without a formal education are. However,
there is a less distinct pattern across gender and income level groups, the
latter indicating the decoupled nature of affluence and decision-making
in rural communities. While <30% of the poorer community members
(<500 Zambian Kwacha (ZMW) monthly income) and the more affluent
(>6000 ZMW monthly income) are involved, over 40% of the middle-
income group are involved in community energy projects. Limited
involvement of the more affluent respondents is because they prefer and
can afford to pay for energy services or technologies and get service
faster than waiting for bureaucratic public service delivery that often
takes long to materialise. One such affluent respondent in Uganda
commented “..we have waited for REA to extend electricity services to our
village since I was born but it has failed to deliver. I therefore decided to buy a
home solar system for lighting and pumping water in my farm”.

Moreover, community leaders are more involved in decision-making
than ordinary households and businesses, but the overall number is only
43%. This demonstrates the significant gap in community engagement
in both countries as community leaders represent the first line of com-
munity hierarchy through which participation of community members
is expected. There are also significant differences in level of involvement
by status of electrification when broken up by sub-national regions
where the survey was administered, as shown in Table 2. Respondents in
certain regions (Central in Uganda, Southern in Zambia) are much more
likely to have been involved in public sector electrification initiatives
than in others (Northern in Uganda, Eastern in Zambia), demonstrating
the influence of other region-specific factors. Electrified community
members are more involved than non-electrified (40% vs 23%) in both
countries.

There is significant variation in the level of community engagement
and engagement approaches across regions in the two countries. While
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Fig. 3. Share of total respondents with respective attributes who are involved (at least informed) in community engagement in public sector electrification initiatives

(N = 977).

Table 2

Share of total respondents who are involved (at least informed) in community engagement in public sector electrification initiatives by region (N = 1007).

Electrification status Country/region
Zambia Uganda Overall
Eastern Southern Central Eastern Northern Western
Electrified 38% 53% 72% 29% 13% 30% 40%
Non-electrified 12% 76% 44% 26% 16% 6% 23%
Total Involved* 17% (78) 71% (72) 69% (84) 28% (29) 15% (17) 23% (27) 30% (307)

*Number is brackets represents the number of respondents.

about 70% are currently involved in Central Uganda (Kalangala) and
Southern Zambia (Choma), only 15% and 17% are involved in Northern
Uganda (Amuru, Gulu) and Eastern Zambia (Katete). Similarly, the
engagement approaches vary significantly by region, for instance from
<2% for Southern Zambia to over 60% in Central Uganda for ‘just
informed’ approach.

Analysing community engagement preferences rather than actual
current engagement, we find a higher proportion of uneducated com-
munity members (64%) who want to only be informed rather than
having active participation (compared to 30% for the college-educated).
Across income groups, there is a varied preference for involvement - the
most affluent (>500 USD per month) prefer to be consulted (57%)
compared to other income brackets (<35%). More households (48%)
prefer to be consulted than businesses and community leaders (<40%)
but more community leaders (66%) prefer active participatory decision

making compared to the other respondents (40-49%). Furthermore,
non-electrified community members prefer to be involved in decision
making across all engagement approaches — 51% prefer to be informed
while 42% prefer to be consulted compared to 35% and 25% for elec-
trified respectively. The same applies to active participation, interactive
decision making, and self-mobilisation approaches. Furthermore,
although there is general convergence across age groups, there are some
slight differences in preference to community engagement approaches.
Young people (<30 years old) prefer more interactive decision making
while older people (>60 years) prefer to be merely informed. Given the
diversity in community engagement preferences, it can be concluded
that there is no one-size fits all approach to community engagement.
There is, therefore, a need to identify appropriate approaches for specific
communities, to ensure adequate involvement through relevant means.
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4.2. Community engagement and the private sector

4.2.1. The energy businesses’ barriers for needs-centric community
engagement

Most energy businesses interviewed in Uganda and Zambia engage
communities in the implementation of their projects, but do so in a
limited way. For solar home system companies, pre-sales interactions
with communities are almost exclusively focused on companies’ sales
teams trying to locally market and sell their products. For mini-grid
companies, community engagement was usually limited to several
brief site visits and, in the case of Uganda, one-day town-hall meetings
where all community members were invited to ask questions about the
mini-grid and the tariff they would have to pay.

Our interviews reveal three main reasons why businesses limit
community engagement activities. Firstly, most companies hold a strong
belief that they are fully aware of community needs, and thus do not see
sufficient benefits of engaging more deeply with communities. Of the 28
companies interviewed, 27 said they know the community needs well or
very well. Their types of community engagement instead focus on
explaining and demonstrating their technological solutions and
attempting to communicate their value for community members. The
vast majority of private-sector actors interviewed were convinced that
their products were already ideally suited to address community needs,
or, as one Ugandan solar off-grid company put it, “/w]e sell our product to
you, we solve your problem.” Another company operating in several East
and Southern African countries mentioned that their solar home systems
were “exactly what people need in the communities. They pay too much for
paraffin lights, or they do not have any light at all. Our solution fits their need
for lighting and socialising very well. ” This often implied a de-
prioritisation of business-led community engagements focused on scru-
tinising and understanding community needs.

Secondly, several companies have mentioned doubts as to whether
in-depth community engagement is valuable for the solutions they offer.
Over 80% mentioned that the current level of community engagement is
sufficient, even if no in-depth community engagement had taken place.
A Ugandan mini-grid company said that “[w]e design mini-grids based on
a rough idea of what the community would need. ” Several companies active
in Uganda said that the level of community engagement was limited to
one to three “one-hour visits”. Some companies have expressed doubt as
to whether the communities had a good understanding of their own
needs, claiming instead that they knew them better. A company active in
Uganda stated: “We use our experience [when defining our solutions]. It’s
amazing that you go to communities and some of them don’t even know what
they need.”

Thirdly, interviewees demonstrated a limited willingness to engage
in communities if there are no direct monetary gains from doing so. This
is especially salient as the energy access sector in Uganda and Zambia is
under severe cost pressure, with several companies highlighting strug-
gles with tight financing and price limits for what people can afford. The
limited monetary gains from community engagement can have different
reasons, depending on the technology offered. A solar home system
company mentioned that their solution is too standardised to be
impacted by community engagement. In one example, a number of mini-
grid sites were bundled in a package and auctioned off to the lowest bid.
As long as minimum reliability levels could be ensured, the winning bid
depended solely on cost. Hence, there was no incentive for businesses to
engage deeply with communities. Indeed, the company-led community
engagement for these sites was limited to one hour-long site visit of each
site before the contract was awarded to the winning company. One mini-
grid company participating in the bid described a lack of motivation for
deeper community engagement in this process, saying that “we saw
many villages that day. It was just not possible to get more from this than the
big picture of the site. ... The sites looked fairly similar to us.”

At the same time however, as a counterfactual, several mini-grid
companies view community engagement as a sine-qua-non where
communities are a necessary part of their business model. This is driven
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by mini-grid companies either focusing on productive use of energy
which requires community involvement or relying on community
ownership of their mini-grids to be profitable. Selling energy for pro-
ductive use is only viable if companies understand its potential in the
respective communities, in turn requiring interactions with commu-
nities to identify energy needs. As an international mini-grid developer
explains, “[m]ost communities have people that want to better themselves
[through productive use of electricity], get richer, be more organised. These
groups are very often led by women. As a company, we just have to be pre-
pared, be more organised, and find the right partners within the commu-
nities.” Similarly, a Zambian company explains that “/w]e have learned
that we need to engage with local communities and develop capacity within
the community because when we start to operate the project we depend on the
local people.” Also, businesses who rely on community ownership simi-
larly depend on community engagement for the viability of their pro-
jects. Another Zambian company mentions that “/w]e have a significant
amount of meetings with community people. [Our] model requires that we
have to train part of the community on how to use [the mini-grid], to be able
to manage the project, to ensure its sustainability. ” Other companies with a
community ownership component similarly see working with commu-
nities as crucial for making money, saying that “[t]he idea for the com-
munity was that we can collectively pay for this mini-grid and then own and
operate it”.

4.2.2. Community perspective

4.2.2.1. Types of community engagement with energy businesses. The
community survey showed that there is a gap in interaction between
community members and energy companies in both Uganda and
Zambia. About half of the community members are not aware of energy
companies operating in their localities and of those aware about 70%
have interacted with them. Further, only 43% are satisfied with the
energy services provided, and over half of respondents (52%) have
experienced problems with energy businesses. Conversely, 57% indicate
that the energy company they are interacting with has not been able to
meet their energy-related needs. Moreover, 58% of respondents indicate
that no discussion of energy needs has taken place with their energy
company (this number increases to 76% if those respondents who have
never had interactions with energy companies are also counted), sug-
gesting that at least three quarters of respondents have not been able to
refer their needs to energy companies.

Community members face numerous challenges when interacting
with energy businesses. As shown in Fig. 3, the top three challenges
faced include inadequate provision of information, abrupt cutting off of
prepaid services, and lack of after-sales services. All these challenges
demonstrate limited knowledge and understanding of the associated
energy business model by community members. This highlights the
importance of relationship building and communication between energy
businesses and their target communities. Almost 50% of respondents
indicated that lack of information and knowledge is the key issue for
community interaction with energy providers, but this is less of a
problem in Uganda than in Zambia. About 40% of the community
members are not happy that energy companies cut off prepaid electricity
services without prior notice or adequate communication — again this is
a much bigger problem in Zambia than Uganda. Associated with this
lack of clarity around the business model is the perceived lack of after
sales service by energy companies. About a third of the community
members regard poor after sales service as a key problem. This coincides
with an absence of follow up mechanisms that ensure easy access to
energy companies by community clients. Poor installations are also a
problem for 25% of the respondents and this could be linked with poor
system performance.

The various information channels in existence (see section 4.1.2) do
not lead to a well-informed customer base. Only 34% of the respondents
that have interacted with energy companies indicated that the
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companies discussed their energy needs with their clients. About 50% of
the electrified community members indicated that they were consulted
during the planning of the electrification scheme they benefited from. To
get connected to electricity, the majority of electrified community
members (about 40%) had to conduct their own investigations and
approach energy companies. This is in contrast with 30% of the elec-
trified community members that were approached by energy companies
and about 10% who were connected as part of a community electrifi-
cation programme. In addition, electrified community members ob-
tained information on electricity and its benefits mostly from neighbours
and friends (about 40%) compared to other sources of information such
as energy companies (23%), media such as TV/radio (23%), family
members (13%), local community leaders (20%), and schools and
churches (14%).

4.2.2.2. Socio-economic attributes influencing community interactions with
energy businesses. Our results show that on average, socio-economic
attributes of respondents have a limited impact on whether or not
community members report challenges in their interaction with energy
businesses, with the exception of income levels and, to a lesser degree,
education levels (Fig. 4). More high-income community members (up to
67%) report challenges with energy companies compared to low-income
groups (30%). Similarly, the more educated have experienced chal-
lenges with energy companies (43% for college educated) compared to
those with less education (19% for those with no education) (see Fig. 5).

However, similar to the findings with respect to the public sector, our
results indicate that significant regional differences exist. While the level
of awareness of energy companies is fairly high in Uganda (over 70%), it
is considerably lower in Zambia (<40%). Awareness is very high in
Central Uganda (>95%), Western and Eastern Uganda (about 70%), but
drops below 50% in Northern Uganda and almost 10% in Southern
Zambia. This generally follows the electrification levels within the
sampled regions which is linked to the proximity of these regions to the
national capitals where most of the energy companies operate from. As
shown in Table 2, electrification levels are high in Central Uganda
(72%), are lower in Eastern Uganda (38%) and Western Uganda (30%),
and much lower in Northern Uganda (13%). Eastern Zambia and
Southern Zambia also have low electrification at 29% and 38% respec-
tively. Moreover, service satisfaction levels vary widely by region: In
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Western Uganda, only 20% of respondents are satisfied with their
electricity services, whereas roughly 70% are satisfied in Southern
Zambia and Central Uganda.

Of the key challenges, information availability is problematic mostly
for the uneducated (70% cited inadequate information as a major
challenge) compared to 30% for the college educated. Repossessions are
also a major problem for the uneducated with about half being unhappy
about it. In contrast, only 15% of college educated members are affected
by repossessions. After-sales services is a fairly uniform problem to
everyone (34-44% of respondents across income levels encountered this
challenge). There is therefore an opportunity for energy businesses to
educate potential clients and improve understanding of business models
and manage expectations. We furthermore find some evidence for a
gender disparity in access to information as there is generally higher
awareness among men (60%) than women (47%).

Analysing all respondents’ preferred mode of engagement with the
private sector, the majority of community respondents (56%) prefer that
local government institutions (such as the district or local councils
through either the district administrator or local council chairperson)
lead community engagement (see Fig. 6). About 44% of respondents
prefer the process to be led by the local ward councillors while 35%
prefer the local Member of Parliament. Only 20% prefer community
engagement to be spearheaded by business association against 18% who
prefer women’s groups and 16% who prefer churches. There is limited
desire for self-initiative (7%). Differences in preferences exist across
regions in both countries. For instance only 4% in Southern Zambia
prefer local government led community engagement. In addition, only
20% prefer councillors to lead in Eastern Uganda against about 60% in
Central Uganda.

5. Discussion
5.1. Barriers for needs-centric community engagement

Existing literature suggests that the level of community engagement
required to link rural electrification with improved development out-
comes for communities is difficult to achieve in practice. Analysing
community, government and business interactions allows us to develop
a more nuanced perspective on community engagement governed by a

No after sales Poor installations Other

services

®m Zambia m Uganda

Fig. 4. Key challenges encountered by community members during interactions with energy companies (N = 193).
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Fig. 5. Share of those respondents who have interacted with energy companies and have experienced some kind of salient challenge in these interactions (N = 524).
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Fig. 6. Preferred actor platform of communities to represent their energy needs (N = 449).
people-private—public partnership maxim. We integrate the perspective Our findings on community-government interactions suggest that
of communities where typically their views about engagement are there is a large disconnect between the extent and the types of
assumed, for instance that more and deep engagement is always better. engagement that communities would like to see and what is happening
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on the ground. The public sectors in both Uganda and Zambia exhibit
vertical and horizontal interaction dysfunctionalities, while commu-
nities desire more in-depth and needs-centric engagement. This is
consistent with existing literature that has identified a gap in replicating
community engagement models that go beyond merely informing or
consulting communities about rural electrification plans [13] and with
findings attesting a high level of sophistication and maturity of rural
communities in Uganda and Zambia with respect to energy access issues
[65]. The combination of community surveys and interviews with the
public sector allows us to identify several barriers to overcoming this
gap. To start with, the considerable regional variation we find in the
experience of and desire for different depth and means of community
engagement points towards the importance of context for community
engagement, and reflects the fact that currently there are no clear na-
tional guidelines for engaging with communities in policy development
or in project implementation. The types of community interactions
which are regulated by the Ugandan and Zambian governments most
notably do not include how community needs are captured and inte-
grated into energy access offerings. The fact that some regions clearly
stand out in their approach to engagement however suggests potential
for learning and the development of guidance to benefit all regions and
to support equality in development outcomes. Furthermore, not all
community members want to be engaged in the same way. Many, for
instance on average those with low levels of education, favour an
approach of being informed rather than being actively involved.
Allowing for some variation in the types of engagement efforts and
particularly in the identification of community members to be involved
in different phases of policy and project development is thus critical.

Moreover, our findings on community-business interactions suggest
there is a disconnect between what communities want and how energy
companies are currently engaging. This stems from a lack of under-
standing among energy companies of the benefits of engagement. At
present, their engagements are generally not designed in ways that
enable an understanding of community needs. This limits the extent to
which the information companies gain from interactions with commu-
nities can be of value to them and ultimately to the communities they
serve. Consistent with the literature, we find that there is a focus on
technological solutions by energy companies and not on needs [28]. The
challenges communities identify concern the way in which energy ser-
vices are provided, for instance the prepaid service model and the lack of
continued support for services after installation.

5.2. Integrated community engagement model for needs-centric energy
access

The international and national push to accelerate electricity access in
SSA, combined with the increasing rise of the private sector in
addressing this challenge as well as the importance of meeting
communal needs [15], has created tensions between policy makers, the
private sector and target communities on how best to plan and imple-
ment electrification projects [13].This multi-actor setting requires close
collaboration between the actors involved. While the need for
community-centric electrification approaches is well-documented, there
is a limited understanding in literature on how these collaborations
between key actors in the context of needs-centric energy access can be
fostered [21]. Indeed, the barriers for needs-centric community
engagement we identify make it difficult to achieve meaningful com-
munity engagement in rural electrification in SSA. At the same time
however, they provide useful insights as to how these can be addressed.
This section, supported by prior findings from the literature, builds on
the barriers identified in Section 5.1, and suggests a set of design rec-
ommendations for integrated, needs-centric community engagement
[34,39]. These recommendations are informed by a complementary top-
down and bottom-up approach. Bottom-up approaches to community
engagement have been developed where for example communities and
energy businesses shape shared visions for rural electrification [50]. Our
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results confirm the importance of involving communities more deeply
than is currently the case, but, crucially, they also show some of the
barriers associated with doing this in practice, especially considering
existing inequalities. The multitude of stakeholders and the scale of the
energy access problem implies efficiency and effectiveness gains from
combining roles for these stakeholders within integrative approaches of
rural development [26]. While needs-centric community engagement
requires a bottom-up role for communities, in order for it to be effective
in overcoming barriers and to lead to scalable change, both the private
sector as the key energy access implementing body as well as the public
sector as the top-down policy-maker play crucial roles. We formulate
integrated community engagement design approaches aimed at each of
the interlinkages between the three key stakeholder groups, namely the
public sector, the private sector, and communities, addressing both di-
rections of the respective interlinkage separately. These design ap-
proaches comprise both strategy definition and its operationalisation
(cf. [66]). By combining these approaches across the six interlinkages,
Fig. 7 presents an encompassing guideline to foster integrated commu-
nity engagement for needs-centric energy access.

5.2.1. Interlinkages with public sector as the basis

Firstly, our findings indicate a lack of an integrated policy strategy
for community engagement, and overly broad regulations which do not
sufficiently account for the large subnational differences in community
engagement desires. In response, there appears to be merit for the public
sector in clearly specifying the goals for community engagement in a
top-down fashion. Energy businesses require support and guidance in
developing ways to engage with communities that integrate a focus on
long-term needs. In addition, the public sector could foster community
engagement by creating regulatory or financial incentivises for com-
panies to do so. At present, requirements for the private sector in Uganda
and Zambia to engage with communities are translated into specific
instruments as part of the licensing process, but there is no overall
strategy that specifies the goals of community engagement. Our results
signal that community members encounter markedly different chal-
lenges in Uganda compared to Zambia. Hence, involving community
representatives to tailor both policy strategy and instruments to the local
context is critical. In practice, this could be included by requiring
companies to engage with communities at certain stages following on
from project implementation. These goals are likely to involve multiple
national ministries and regulators, which would require efficient and
transparent processes for the ministries of energy and local government
to share information and incorporate feedback into policymaking.

Secondly, our results suggest that communal members on average
want to be considerably more actively involved in electrification pro-
jects. The current way of involving community members in electrifica-
tion projects leads to most community members either not being
consulted or being merely informed. In response, the public sector could
expand its regulatory framework to tailor the means of engagement to
community preferences. Instead of expecting rural communities to be
able to translate their needs directly to the private sector in a strictly
bottom-up fashion, there is an opportunity and a mandate for national
governments to strongly facilitate community needs to be better un-
derstood and integrated. Traditional leaders are known to have the
potential to be partners for constructive engagements for private and
public actors in the context of rural development projects [67], with the
degree of community embedment of the Chiefs being important de-
terminants. Depending on context, this may require the public sector to
build capacities aimed at the Chiefs and other traditional leaders to help
implement clear communication channels between Chiefs and their
respective communities and increase their drive to report the needs of
their communities to government officials [67]. Furthermore, commu-
nity representation could be more formally embedded into decision-
making processes, for instance by opening up the existing pub-
lic-private stakeholder meetings on electrification to community rep-
resentatives. Our results strongly suggest that the type of community
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Stakeholders

Connection

Evidence-based challenges

Design approaches to strengthen interlinkages

Public sector

Lack of an integrated policy strategy for
community engagement

Regulations do not account for context-
specific benefits and challenges of
needs-centric community engagement

Poorly institutionalised involvement and

« Co-develop and implement a community engagement strategy
for electrification projects (with businesses and communities)
Implement regulatory and financial instruments to incentivise
companies to engage in meaningful community engagement
Implement an inclusive regulatory review process with
feedback opportunities for the private sector

Institutionalise context-specific means of community

/ 4 engagement preferences
Private sector

Top-down
Bottom-up

communication

of engagement

communication channels between
government and communities
Non-transparent community needs and

Superficial engagement, limited
flexibility to tailor solutions to needs
Lack of mutual understanding between
companies and communities
Lack of awareness of economic benefits
of community engagement

Insufficient and unclear community

4
engagement rules
5 6
\ 4
" + Limited formal and informal channels of
Communities 5 communication
« Lack of mutual understanding between
companies and communities
« Highly context-specific preferred modes
of engagement
+ Limited trust in public sector institutions
6 * Limited formal and informal channels of

Highly context-specific preferred modes

engagement (beyond information sharing)

Offer capacity building for communal leaders to capture and
represent communal needs

Institutionalise regular communication channels between
communities and decentral government officials

Increase the frequency and the depth of business-community
exchanges before and during project implementation
Enhance business model to reflect need-centric value capture
Foster forums for exchange between communities and
businesses, and raise of community engagement benefits for
companies

Plan for community engagements requirements

Implement formal feedback mechanisms between companies
and sector regulator to monitor and adjust community
engagement regulations

Establish community-internal, context specific communication
channels to jointly define current needs and agree on means of
engagement with businesses

Communicate needs and preferences of engagement via
context-specific points of contact to ensure transparency of
needs

Define long-term energy goals and agree on means of
engagement with public sector

Engage in decision-making and provide feedback for policy
design

« Work towards mutual transparency to overcome trust issues

Fig. 7. Integrated community engagement model for capturing energy access needs.

representatives or local organisation that makes sense to include will
vary across regions and may change as the needs of local communities
evolve. Any public sector strategy to enable needs-centric community
engagement must therefore be flexible enough to accompany different
modes of representation.

5.2.2. Interlinkages with private sector as the basis

Thirdly, we find that those companies which engage deeply with
communities see value for their business in understanding end-user
needs, while many energy businesses are unaware of these benefits.
Current interactions are frequently superficial and focus on existing
solutions. Those companies with deep links into communities have made
incremental or significant adjustments to their business models in their
target communities. Such business model changes allow companies to be
flexible enough in the types of solutions they offer in order to monetise
known and newly identified needs [8], providing them with a profit-
oriented incentive for needs-centric community engagement. Our re-
sults thus point to mutual benefits of both energy companies and com-
munities in extended engagements: They allow communities to voice
their needs, while they provide an opportunity for in-depth market an-
alyses and a source for business model innovation and, in some cases,
value chain expansions for companies. Critically, these types of
repeated, in-depth engagements require an incentive to consider a
longer time horizon for engagement than is currently the case [51].

Fourthly, our interviewees have reported challenges surrounding
transparency on the ground. There is a need for a stronger collaboration
between the private and public sector to improve the connection be-
tween community engagement processes for policy development, and
for the planning and implementation of projects. Utilising the private
sector, i.e. the implementing organisation of the majority of electrifi-
cation efforts, to connect lessons from community engagement in pro-
jects via regular and quick information flows represents a clear
opportunity to embed these lessons into rural electrification policies.
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5.2.3. Interlinkages with community as the basis

Fifthly and sixthly, to act on their desire to communicate immediate
energy needs to energy businesses as well as to provide direct input to
policy making, communities can utilise the engagement opportunities
created by both energy companies and the public sector. As our results
indicate, satisfactory inclusion of community energy needs can hinge on
different, context-specific actors and means of engagement, requiring
communities to choose ways of engaging with private and public sector
actors. Given the considerable national and subnational differences in
energy needs and preferred engagement modes, and given the notable
shortage of institutionalised communication channels between com-
munities and government, pro-active communication is a potential
pathway for communities to make their respective needs transparent.
Our findings suggest that while businesses may believe they know
community needs, their degree of actual community engagement is
often highly limited. Notably, in Ghana, a country hailed for its
remarkable success in increasing rural electrification in Africa [3],
governmental policies attributing agency to communities and
demanding pro-activeness have been a significant part of their success
[68]. It is key to note that increased representation of rural communities
through their traditional leaders on local and national levels raises the
complex question as to which extent communal leaders such as Chiefs
are accountable to villagers in representing their interests. Chiefs in
Zambia commonly exert a high degree of influence, lobbying and
negotiating for the development needs of their chiefdom. Such struc-
tures are less pronounced in Uganda, however large regional differences
exist. This challenge necessitates to be mindful of the local socio-politics
of leadership with respect to pro-active community engagement. It
should be noted that a community being pro-active about communi-
cating its preferences alone is unlikely to be sufficient for businesses and
policy makers to take community needs on board, instead requiring a
mix of integrated measures across stakeholders (Fig. 7).

Moreover, our results indicate that education plays a critical role in
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determining the degree of community members’ involvement, suggest-
ing that different modes of engagement are likely necessary to avoid
biases in capturing needs, as well as a noteworthy potential co-benefit of
improving education levels in rural communities [43]. Our results sug-
gest that a critical issue centres around trust, with highly educated
people displaying limited amounts of trust into public sector in-
stitutions: Similar observations of trust into governmental versus private
institutions as source of information and the correlation with educa-
tional levels have been made with regard to trust in private versus state-
owned media across Africa [8]. Moehler et al. [69] discovered that the
level of education of a respondent was directly related to the levels of
trust in the private versus the state media. The level of education
negatively correlated with the trust in state media which Moehler et al.
[69] explain with the lower ability of less educated individuals to detect
and penalise pro-incumbent bias in state media. In the case of Uganda
and Zambia, this explanation would mean that less educated people
have limited resources to assess the performance of REA. Lower edu-
cation levels also tend to correlate with lower income and vice versa.
Better educated respondents tend to have a higher income, a correlation
that could be confirmed from previous empirical findings from both
countries [9,10]. An inclusive community-level process has the potential
of identifying electrification needs of groups such as those with low
education levels who are less likely to want to be actively involved in
electrification projects themselves.

6. Conclusion

Needs-centric community engagement has not been broadly imple-
mented in the energy access realm, even though it has been long called
for in theory and practice. In this paper we analyse current community
engagement activities in Uganda’s and Zambia’s rural electrification
sectors. We collected separate data from communities, public sector
stakeholders and energy companies to understand the barriers to needs-
centric community engagement, and how to foster a people-private—-
public partnership approach to needs-centric community engagement.
Our findings suggest that there are significant gaps between the depth of
engagement communities desire and how public and private sectors
currently engage. We identify several barriers for engagement between
communities and both public and private sectors. In the public sector,
there are vertical and horizontal disconnects as well as resource con-
straints preventing effective community engagement. In the private
sector, many energy companies do not see the value of community
engagement. From the community perspective, while members often do
not feel that their needs are adequately represented, their preferred
means of communicating and representing these energy needs are highly
context-specific.

In response, we identify and discuss several design approaches for
community engagement along the interlinkages between the public
sector, private sector and communities. Together, these community-
engagement design approaches form an integrated model which places
community needs in electrification projects at its centre. The model
relies on a combination of top-down and bottom-up approaches to
embedding the needs of communities into sustainable rural electrifica-
tion programmes. Key design elements include public institutions
playing a catalytic role by setting an enabling environment for the en-
ergy businesses and communities to capture community needs, busi-
nesses being ready to adapt their business models towards more need-
centric value capture approaches, ensuring that there are deep connec-
tions developed between all relevant stakeholders, as well as feedback
mechanisms to inform strategic policy making and instrument design.
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