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Research problem & objectives
There is an increasing consensus that the active participation of consumers in energy markets is a fundamental element of any successful strategy for an efficient and fair decarbonization of modern economies. Such active role can be performed individually or within collectivities, the so-called energy communities. Despite the significant attention they received in recent years, energy communities are not a new concept. They have existed for decades. What is new is the type of activities they can play in the energy system, which has expanded mostly due to the improvements in technology and the digitalization of the energy system. This expansion in the potential activities performed is one of the reasons behind the heterogeneity that characterizes energy communities and the difficulty to understand the opportunities and the obstacles that consumers face when they choose to act collectively.
The research aims at exploring the policy and regulatory aspects that enable or hinder the realization of the potential offered by technology to those consumers willing to take an active role in the energy transition. By doing that, the research highlights how the transformation of the energy system and the possibility for cities to effectively pursue climate neutrality is not the mere results of a transformation in the available technologies, but significantly depends on the rules that govern the production, transportation, distribution and consumption of energy.
Materials/case study description and methods
The research focuses on Europe and builds on a review of the literature on energy communities, an analysis of the existing regulation of the energy sector, and the investigation of a few case studies of energy communities. By focusing on the function performed by energy communities, the research establishes a taxonomy that differentiates between traditional and less disruptive energy communities on the one hand and more recent and disruptive energy communities on the other hand. This taxonomy is then employed to assess the strengths, weaknesses, policy opportunities, and regulatory barriers that characterize the various types of communities. 
Key results and arguments
The research shows how the energy communities that focus on different activities within the energy sector present different strengths and weaknesses, benefit from different policy opportunities, and face different regulatory barriers. As a result of that, the uptake of the energy communities and their contribution to the energy transition is likely to be far from uniform and much dependent on the choices made by policymakers and regulators. This is particularly the case for those communities that exploit the development of distributed energy resources and digital tools to enable the sharing of energy between consumers and the offer of demand-side flexibility to the system. A rethinking of the regulatory framework built more than 20 years ago to support competition at the wholesale level and retail choice among passive final consumers is necessary to fully unleash the potential of energy communities and give climate neutral cities the opportunity to stand up.
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