Energy-SHIFTS Working Group 2 – Smart Consumption. Interview 1.

--Initial conversation where the interviewers and interviewee introduce themselves--

0:02:42 Interviewer: There's these four working groups, as you probably know. And of course, they've been selected specifically to do with some of the higher level European targets...

0:03:04 Interviewee: Yeah.

0:03:04 Interviewer: Particularly around this sort of set plan strategic programme. So again, that's why these topics have have been selected and why they sort of feed into that that wider policy agenda.

0:03:15 Interviewee: Yeah.

0:03:16 Interviewer: Brilliant. Okay, so just very briefly to... You've had a look at the sort of terms and reference so that's covered.

0:03:24 Interviewee: Yeah.

0:03:24 Interviewer: Again, the aims and scope of the wider project and the working groups and so forth. But just as a reminder really, that the working groups overall, they've got quite a few outputs that are going to be associated with them. But one of the key ones is obviously this idea of coming up with sort of future research agendas and in particular each working group coming up with a list of 100 research questions for that particular area that we think should be... Essentially, should get more funding. For example, through the Horizon Europe programme and sort of feeding that in at a strategically useful point to the commission. But these particular interviews that we're running with sort of initial members of the working groups are an opportunity, because those questions are gonna be very much forward-looking and thinking about what needs to be funded in the future. What other areas that need more attention? 

0:04:21 Interviewee: Yeah.

0:04:22 Interviewer: The interviews are a bit of an opportunity also for us to place that into context and look back a little bit.

0:04:29 Interviewee: Yeah.

0:04:29 Interviewer: So that's why these interviews... They don't feed directly into that Horizon Scanning process and the questions that come up there. But they're enabling us to get more of a context of, "Well, where does the field come from? What have been some of the key points of it? When did it emerge in the first place?" Things like that. So, those are the things that we're gonna be touching on in the interview. And there's also this side of gathering some of the key literature because the working groups are going to be developing these small annotated bibliographies which again are supposed to be sort of gateways into the area which is why it's very helpful to get your literature suggestions. So, thank you for sending those over at fairly short notice as well. Just thank you, you've already sent the email, but I just need to confirm verbally that you're happy with the consent form and the information sheet. And you've seen those.

0:05:24 Interviewee: Yeah.

0:05:24 Interviewer: Fantastic. And then we can... Oh, yes. And there is an important point there actually. Just to reiterate, which is in the information sheet but that these transcripts are going to be, as part of the EU funding requirements that we have to make data available on open data forums. Now, it's gonna be completely anonymised and the process for anonymisation may mean that we end up cutting out quite large segments of the interview, which is fine. So, just to let you know, and we will send you the transcript before it goes online so that you can see it.

0:06:01 Interviewee: Yeah, Cool.

0:06:02 Interviewer: Great. Okay. If we can kick off then. The first thing that would be great to hear from you is just a general open question to tell us about your research to date in the context of smart consumption or smart generally.
--Interviewee describes their research to date, removed for anonymity--

0:15:09 Interviewer: And it'll be useful just to get a sense directly from you in terms of, in doing all of these various projects, what disciplinary orientation you feel either you've been bringing to that, or the project themselves have been employing.

0:15:30 Interviewee: So the projects? Yeah. Okay. So I'll start with me. I mean, throughout, I think I've adopted a more kind of sociological or science and technology studies type approach. I mean, I'm a geographer by background, so I'd like to say geographical, but I think most geographers would disown the sort of stuff I do. So it's sociological and it's specifically qualitative sociology. And bringing in those sorts of understandings and then the more... STS is in there as well. The reason I say this, it's at the intersection of STS and sociology because I don't think you can avoid the material politics, the material relations involved in this, and that's something that I think STS has got a better handle on than sociology.

0:16:12 Interviewee: And particularly in more of the public engagement, where that's coming from a very explicitly STS-type angle. So that would be my disciplinary perspectives. Then, in terms of the projects as a whole, they've all been explicitly interdisciplinary. But the reality of what that has meant in these projects is they've been largely engineering-framed. And this is what you find left, right and centre.

0:16:48 Interviewer: Yeah.

0:16:49 Interviewee: And so they've often been around, "Let's do some modelling about the possibilities of a future energy transition in terms of emissions, in terms of cost, in terms of whatever else, and oh, it would be nice to have some social science alongside that."

0:17:04 Interviewer: Yeah.

0:17:05 Interviewee: And so then we have introduced this sociological/STS-type approach into that arena. And this is where some of the work I was talking about with respect to interdisciplinarity comes in as well. So that was a deliberate... It was a deliberate move on our part to try and bring some of that stuff in and say, "Actually, we need to rethink these relationships between disciplines and the politics of disciplinary relationships as well." So yeah. So does that explain... So in terms of the engineering, electrical engineering. On the [project], there was civil and buildings engineering but also electrical engineering in that one. And also in that one, though we never did much work with them unfortunately, there was Design. At [University] we had some of their designers involved which... But and sadly, I think that we got on very well with them, but didn't do much work with them, which was [laughter] one of those things.

0:18:01 Interviewer: That's interesting, yeah. Okay, brilliant. Thank you for that. And then if we move on to thinking more about the broader literature and how that's evolved, really, it would just be really useful to get your sense of how you feel, in particular social sciences and humanities research has evolved when it comes to smart consumption? Over the last decades that you may feel that there are particular points at which it became more widely done. So thinking a bit about a timeline as well will be very useful to get your perspective on that.

0:18:45 Interviewee: Okay. That's an interesting one, because in a way, the standard story is similar to the one I've just given. And I think it certainly has a truth to it, which is that there's an engineering-economics dominance, and then that what we're seeing is the more critical and qualitative social sciences have been more present, but still marginal, since probably, the noughties onwards, sorry the teenies onwards rather... From the 2000s... throughout the 2010s, then that would be a roughly the sort of time, a late, late noughties that sort of time. I think that some of those voices are being amplified. I think that's one story, and I think, as I said, that has a certain truth to it, but there are other stories as well, if you look at the origin...

0:19:33 Interviewee: And I guess the question here is about whether it's sufficiently smart-focused or whether it's smart with a capital S or whether it... cause there's a lot of work... Some of the earliest work that I was aware of around smart homes is the early '90s. And then there's people, like Lisanne Bainbridge who was writing on the "Ironies of Automation" back in the early '80s. And then if you look at Lucy Suchman's work on "Human Machine Reconfiguration", there's a lot of work there, and Weiser's work on... What's it called? What's Weiser's work called, like ubiquitous technologies, but it wasn't called that he had another name for it, can't remember it now. And so there was a body of social science coming out of well, early STS, Lucy Suchman's work, the Palo Alto research unit, all this sort of stuff, that was in the late '80s, early '90s... well '80s and '90s, that wasn't ‘smart’ in the sense that we talk of it today, because those technologies were at the time... well, they probably did exist then, to be honest but they weren't as mainstream, they weren't backed by such big industry backers in the same way they are now, they weren't...

0:20:45 Interviewee: They were perhaps more focused on industry, they were perhaps more about prototypes rather than consumer products, but that work's been around for a long time, and so... But it's also... I think you've got that social science, these early bits of social science, which are really important and really valuable. I mean then there's all the work... And again, it's not necessarily explicitly about smart tech, but work on the... What do they call it? Technology adoption, but also work on domestication in media studies. Silverstone's work, and Hirsch, and Morley and people like that, were working in the early '90s on householders adopting computers in their homes and TV and media... ICT basically.

0:21:30 Interviewee: And I see this as the origin of this work, and so there's a strong line of that I think within sociology, within well, early STS, these sorts of areas, within media studies particularly, that is very strong and has been there throughout. But it's also not been about necessarily consumption explicitly, it's not been explicitly calling itself ‘smart’ perhaps and it's certainly not, in it's origins, been about sort of sustainability and energy and these sorts of things, and so I think... I don't think we can forget that history, but I think then the other history, if you... So that's almost in one little corner of the screen, if you like.

0:22:16 Interviewer: Yeah.

0:22:17 Interviewee: And the other history is, where we've had all this technology push throughout the '80s, '90s and beyond. Of everyone developing these... Engineers and big companies developing these smart gadgets because they can, no one really wants them... You know what is it Sarah Darby always says? Her line is something like, "There are thousands of smart developers coming up with solutions for thousands of problems that that don't exist” or something. There's that technology push on, which again is very true, but I think it's divorced from... that social science work, which was there, but it wasn't connected up. And so then that's... so that more, I guess, well-known narrative is one for me that comes out of... probably an energy and engineering push, it's like we've got all this interesting social science, let's ignore that 'cause we're doing stuff on gadgets, technology development, energy, sustainability’.

0:23:19 Interviewee: We can do all this great stuff, we can make all these technologies that have wonderful technological potential, "Oh my God, it doesn't work. No one wants them, they don't reveal the savings that we want. No one wants them in their home, blah blah blah." Or, "The only people that do, are people like us." ... So once, arguably the dominant disciplines.

0:23:46 Interviewee: And when I say that, I mean the disciplines that have the most capital, the most resource, the most backing, the closest industry ties perhaps. Then all of a sudden, "Oh, there's a little corner opened up for social science." And so I think you have that dominant narrative, which is the one we are dealing with, but that dominant narrative's only come about because the powerful disciplines have realised they can't cut it. I'm being perhaps a bit glib and short in terms of what I'm saying, but there has been a much longer and very rich vein of social science connected with that. So it's those two things... I think that social science is connected and it's connecting up there.

0:24:32 Interviewer: Yeah, okay, that's really...

0:24:33 Interviewee: Does that... And that I think has happened throughout the noughties and teenies. And then what we've seen in that there's then been other things going on there to go into more depth in that more dominant narrative. I think there's been a move from initial work on technology adoption and acceptance, which is still a very, very strong theme and still very much ongoing about, "We've got the technologies, it has the potential, how do we reduce the barriers to adoption? How do we make people accept it? How do we raise awareness? Educate? All this sort of stuff, the deficit model stuff. Going on in the late '90s, early noughties, and then I think it's only more recently still in the teenies, that you started to get this much more critical, sort of socio-technical agenda coming... No. I was gonna say coming to the fore, but I don't think it is at the fore. But being amplified a little bit more loudly. And you're starting now to get... If you look at, for example, in [country], [funders and projects], all those sorts of things, the balance of funding in those projects, although they were all explicitly interdisciplinary, explicitly socio-technical, I think the vast majority of funding still went to engineering projects.

0:25:55 Interviewee: Within the social sciences, I would suspect, and I'd need the figures to back this up, but this is what I suspect, the majority of money went to the psy-sciences and economics, and then there was still, although it was a much bigger presence, probably relatively little funding devoted to the more critical and interpretive social sciences, that drew on this long vein of work. That would be how I understand it.

0:26:20 Interviewer: How you've seen it. Yeah, no, that's very helpful. And you've already given a really good view of this in terms of how things have changed over the last decades, but I was wondering if there's any particular pivotal moments you would identify to do with, for example, publications or policy priorities, or... You were just talking about the funding landscape. Any other of those like moments, I suppose, in that period.

0:26:53 Interviewee: Being an interpretive and critical social scientist I'm always hesitant to identify specific moments, 'cause it's always about... in a classic Foucauldian tradition, they are always multiple discontinuities.

0:27:08 Interviewer: Yes.

0:27:09 Interviewee: So what would I say there? I mean, I think...

0:27:11 Interviewer: I mean, you're absolutely right in that sometimes it looks like... It looks that way, doesn't it? You look back and you're like, "Yeah this, that will happen." But it's not quite that simple.

-- Interviewee talks about national public policy initiative --

0:28:19 Interviewee: I can't remember some of the earliest EU statements were about mandating smart meters across the EU, they were probably late noughties. So I think that's a very big public policy shift.

0:28:51 Interviewee: I'd be hesitant to identify specific academic moments, because I think the way that academia works, you're writing these things over two years, so it's hard to identify what it is precisely that makes that big, big thing happen or not. So yeah, I think the [national public policy initiative] has been... If I was to identify one... Can I have one or do I need to have more? 

0:29:14 Interviewer: No, however many you like.

[overlapping conversation]

0:29:18 Interviewee: Other moments, but they're not moments as such, are then the massive rise now in kind of voice assistants and all this sort of stuff. There's a much, much stronger... What's happened, and I perhaps should have said this in my history a little bit, where I think it is now, is this move... I come at this from a sustainability, social sciences angle I suppose, so I've always been interested in the energy side of it and that thing.

0:29:44 Interviewee: And you're now starting to see massive... And a lot of the early smart stuff was about energy, smart energy management, smart grid, there's very smart energy-focused thing, but actually what we're now seeing is essentially consumer goods. Google and Apple and whatnot really coming to... And Amazon, really coming to dominate this market and the whole sustainability credentials increasingly aren't even there.

0:30:11 Interviewee: My [child] is very... [they] went to a friend's house the other day and [they’ve] got a new Amazon Echo Dot, and [they are] now very excited about buying an Echo Dot, that's what [they] want to do. And if you look at the marketing and the advertising for that, there's no mention at all anywhere... I mean they talk about you can connect it up to your smart home, but there's no mention of the potential sustainability implications for good or ill of that. It's not even there anymore. So I think that's another thing going on. Yeah.

0:30:46 Interviewer: That's very helpful. The next area that would be useful to explore is to do with... You've already talked a bit in terms of, not conflict exactly, but some of tensions between some of the more engineering-led projects and so forth, and then trying to bring in some of the social science voice. But I wondered if you see any degree of fragmentation also across... Within the social sciences and humanities itself and any particular debates, conflicts that maybe have arisen there? 

0:31:23 Interviewee: Oh yeah, very strongly. I hinted at it. I suppose just a caveat on that saying, and as I was talking a moment ago, I realised that if I was a designer and if I came at this from design research, I'd probably have yet another different story to tell 'cause design's been involved in these sorts of questions for a very, very long time. And I don't know that literature very well. I mean I'm connected a little bit with some of the human computer interaction stuff, which has stronger design origins and inclinations, but that would be... So I can't talk to that, 'cause I don't know it, but I think that's probably a very important part of the story that I'm not on top of.

0:32:06 Interviewee: So what I was then then saying. So bearing in mind my own enormous ignorance, in the social sciences, or these engineering social science splits, but there are also... Yeah, there are very strong debates, I think within the social sciences, and I pointed towards them. For me, the bigger ones, they mirror debates that have been going on in sustainable consumption for decades around essentially a more individualistic type approach.

0:32:35 Interviewee: The rational consumer awareness raising thing, towards a more sociological structural approach, which is... Well, actually, it's not just about raising awareness, it's not just about having the right attitudes, there's a whole lot more going on. And I think that core... So I guess it's an agency-structure, maybe a psychology-sociology type split, but it's also a positivist-interpretivist split I think, and it mirrors a quant-qual split as well.

0:33:04 Interviewee: There's lots of fault-lines that this plays across. But so it's not just been any... It also plays into... Where was I going with that? Completely forgotten where I was going with that. I had another point on it, but... Yeah, so there's that. So that's it, it plays into technology acceptance as well, this stuff about... So when you talk a lot about the work on, resource man and these arguments about resource men being the typical rational consumer as opposed to these more sociological arguments. That plays also into a, the difference between studies that are about the public acceptance of smart grids or smart homes or whatever else.

0:33:54 Interviewer: Yup.

0:33:54 Interviewee: And work that's developing around perhaps material politics, material relations, and more recent, I guess, social science work on socio-technical change. So I think, I guess what I'm saying here is yes, I've already highlighted the number of the splits I think are going on there, but I guess it's about how far you see society and technology as mutually imbricated. There are lots of groups out there now, across the social sciences and humanities that are doing, and I think legitimately can call themselves doing socio-technical work, but some of them arguably should still be putting a hyphen between the socio and the technical because they're still two different worlds that are joined up. Others are much more... Are trying much more to recognise that the social is the technological and the technological is the social, there aren't two different worlds, it's one world.

0:34:57 Interviewee: And I think... So all of the work around attitude surveys and acceptance and so on is effectively saying "Technology's over here, social... Society's over here, let's see what one of them thinks about the other one, or let's see how this one can be changed to meet the needs of the other." They are fundamentally pitching these things as different worlds, and the aim of almost all of that work is to bring the two worlds together, but they're still two different worlds. And then there's other work, more... It tends to be the more critical interpretive work, which rejects the premise that they're two different worlds in the first place, and that technology is always inescapably social. And I think that is probably, for me, the key fault-line.

0:35:41 Interviewer: Brilliant. That's very helpful. And then, this is particularly important in terms of thinking about our wider working group membership...

0:35:53 Interviewee: Yeah.

0:35:54 Interviewer: And again, you've already touched on it in several of your answers, but thinking more about marginalised groups when it comes to smart research, and whether that is to do with disciplines, but also, because obviously this is a European project, thinking about geographies, thinking about which areas are more represented and less represented, it'd be useful to get your take on that.

0:36:25 Interviewee: In terms of disciplinary or representation? 

0:36:26 Interviewer: Both. So disciplines, but also geography.

0:36:43 Interviewee: Geographically.

0:36:43 Interviewer: Regions, yes, yes.

0:36:45 Interviewee: Yeah regionally. Yeah, I get you. Sorry. 'Cause I also have another question which I was gonna try and raise later around disadvantaged groups and vulnerable. But that's a... [laughter]

0:36:52 Interviewer: Right.

0:36:56 Interviewee: Okay, Yeah, Yeah. So I think... My sense is that still, if you look at the overall amount of research funding devoted to work in this broad area of smart consumption, that it's still overwhelmingly dominated by obviously engineering, but then the economics, the psy-sciences, these social acceptance, technology adoption, diffusion of innovations type models, that's where the money goes that holds these two worlds separate and effectively positions the social sciences in a service role. Which is, we've got the kit, tell us how to get it out there faster and it's bound to make a difference, and if it doesn't make a difference it's because the society is wrong, we need to make them right. And I think that still dominates. No surprise that it dominates because it fits in with existing agendas, it doesn't criticise and critique and change those sorts of things, it holds out the promise that things can be more or less the same, the political economy can stay the way it is, and we can get the benefits of this sort of stuff. It's...

0:38:00 Interviewer: Yes.

0:38:00 Interviewee: It's green growth, if I'm being really blunt about it.

0:38:05 Interviewer: Yeah.

0:38:05 Interviewee: And I think then the other more critical social sciences... This is not to say there's not research funding for them, there's not growing interest in them, that they are having a lot of impact and being successful, and I think there is... If you looked at the size of the wedge, it would be growing, but stuff that comes from a more social science... A more sociological, anthropological STS human-computer interaction work is... If you looked at funding amounts, I think still marginal. I said earlier, I caveat all of my arguments by saying, I'm not sure about design and design is really interesting for me as well.

0:38:46 Interviewer: Oh. Yeah.

0:38:47 Interviewee: Because design is explicitly instrumental. It's... That's what... It literally makes instruments. [chuckle] But then you get these very interesting... I'm sure actually the debate is the same in design, you've got people who are trying to make better energy feedback devices, trying to make better handheld... Apps that work better so people can use them more, and then you've got the more critical designers who are saying, "It's not enough just to get people to turn their lights off, we should be designing stuff that get people to challenge the framing of a sustainable energy future or whatever." And I bet there's the same split there, but I don't know enough about design. So that's what I'd say in terms of the disciplinary split, which I probably... I'm probably boring you tears with now. And geographically that's really interesting 'cause I'd say, and this is totally about... There again, the political economy of academia, or the political geo economy, geopolitical economy, whatever the phrase is.

0:39:46 Interviewee: The stuff that I know, and the stuff that gets published in the journals, the mainstream international journals, has come very, very largely from the UK, from Scandinavia, particularly Denmark and Norway, from the Netherlands, and then some stuff emerging from places like France. There's very, very little from... So it's all very EU-focused. It's all Northern Europe, there's not much that I've seen from, say, Spain, Italy, I mean, there has been work there, I'm aware of the odd thing here and there. Certainly not from eastern Europe. I've not seen stuff from Bulgaria, or Romania or whatever. So... Yeah, and then if there... So that's what I'd say, and that's in terms of... 

0:40:45 Interviewee: I think that... And again, there's a long history here, a long lineage. The work that I'm talking about is these sociological STS-inspired type studies. That is in many ways, although I have mentioned France only in passing, it's many... It's often coming out of French sociology of the '70s and '80s. It's inspired by people like Bourdieu and Foucault. And so that's where that has found an audience. But that, as I've said already, is a marginalised group within this broader research funding landscape, and so if you look then at the more psychological and economic type studies on smart, then suddenly you start to see that there's actually a bigger community here, and actually I think a lot of the US work is coming out of that tradition. I think of a lot of the... A lot of the work I've seen from places like Switzerland and Germany is coming out of that sorts of tradition.

0:41:50 Interviewee: And so there's that split going on there as well, and so the stuff I talk about, the stuff I'm aware of is coming out very much of that French sociological tradition, and that's a long split. It goes back to the late '70s and '80s, that you have French sociology, which was by and large rejected by US academia, or at least not adopted so positively. And so there's a really long history to this, I think.

0:42:21 Interviewer: Fantastic, thank you. That's very helpful. In the interest of time, I'm just gonna ask you for a brief response on this one, but if you've got any particular additional things to add about relationship between policy and research in this area...

0:42:44 Interviewee: That's a good one.

0:42:47 Interviewer: So additional sort of things in terms of, has it changed over time? Have you seen any particular examples where this has worked really well, or conversely not worked? 

-- Interviewee talks about national public policy initiative --

0:43:42 Interviewee: But it's very much been still, and this is perhaps inevitable, this more social acceptance type model, and there's a whole host of other debates and issues as to why that might be the case. It plays into dominant interest, it plays into these sorts of things, it plays into the evidence that... You know these debates, I think... I don't need to go over them again. But there's been interest, and I would say without wishing to be too harsh to some of the individuals involved who I think are really, really good and really trying their best, there's been lip service paid to more critical agendas, there's been interest in them, but that interest hasn't... That I've seen yet translated in [country] policy to any policy decision or action.

0:44:40 Interviewer: Yeah.

0:44:41 Interviewee: And the policy decisions and actions are still underpinned... Where they are underpinned by the social sciences, they're underpinned by a social acceptance type model. Okay, it might be a social acceptance type model that's... Social acceptance 2.0, which is nudge, behavioural economics type stuff, a pseudo understanding of social dynamics. But that's not fair, but that's adopting that, but still at heart isn't challenging anything. Still at heart is, "We got the kit, let's get it out there. When people don't get it, let's design it better, let's market it better, let's... Whatever."

0:45:17 Interviewer: Brilliant, thank you. I just need to explain a little bit about these annotated bibliographies that are gonna be produced as part of the working group output. So as I said before, thank you very much for the five pieces that you produced and that you sent us. The bibliographies are not gonna be super long, they're gonna be around 25 pieces, and it's gonna be taken from both suggestions that come from the interviews. Also when we are doing the full, sort of Horizon Scanning process, we'll be looking at... So people will be suggesting future research questions, and then they'll also be given the opportunity to sort of justify their choices about that, and they may not, but in some cases, people might want to refer to key literature, when they're doing that.

0:46:10 Interviewee: Yeah, sure.

0:46:11 Interviewer: So there'll be literature taken from those as well, and these are aimed at being a window in for... Particularly for those working policy to really get a sense of these wider debates. Exactly as you were saying. If you're saying that, actually, when it comes down to it, policy decisions haven't really been taking some of these findings into account. This is a way for people to see, well look, this is where you go, this is the stuff that's out there. And you're probably familiar, but it will just be short descriptions of the papers that are chosen.

0:46:46 Interviewer: So this is just an opportunity for you to just explain why you chose the five pieces that you did, and if there is anything else you wanted to add based on some of the topics, maybe that've come up in the discussion that we've have today.

0:47:01 Interviewee: Okay, cool. You'd said in your thing, seminal or cutting-edge, and I realised as I was going through it that my rationale for selecting them was based on ones that are... I was trying to mark out a range of what I see as key debates or issues.

0:47:15 Interviewer: Yeah, that's great.

0:47:16 Interviewee: And I realised as I went through that, that doesn't necessarily mean that these are seminal or highly cited, or highly influential papers in... Some of them are...

0:47:24 Interviewer: Yeah.

0:47:24 Interviewee: A lot of them aren't necessarily. And so I tried to think of them as representing debates or different strands in the literature.

0:47:33 Interviewer: Brilliant.

0:47:34 Interviewee: That was very much my...

0:47:35 Interviewer: That's very helpful. That's really good.

0:47:38 Interviewee: And so I... Should I go through and say...

0:47:42 Interviewer: Well, if you would like to say, for example, what you feel the key debate on each one is...

0:47:47 Interviewee: I'll do it alphabetically because that kind of seems to make sense. So the first one I've got is Murray Goulden's paper on smart grids and smart users, and in a way, I wanted a paper that represented this broader debate around, smart citizenship and public engagement.

0:48:03 Interviewer: Yep.

0:48:03 Interviewee: And about public, how smart technologies frame publics, and so it speaks to this much broader line of work on public engagement, material, material politics, material engagement, socio-technical imaginaries, these sorts of ideas. And the Goulden one, it actually happened to be quite well cited, it's one of the ones that gets talked about a lot. It's very simple. It's like you either have a passive consumer or you have a citizen type approach, all interesting.

0:48:32 Interviewer: Yep.

0:48:33 Interviewee: But for me, it's rather than the paper itself that's significant. I mean it's got well cited, but even Murray himself will say it's too simplistic. But it represents a broader strand of literature and that is a strand of literature that Tomas Moe Skjosvold, I don't know how to pronounce his surname, has been written on this stuff, Will Throndsen. I mean some of the stuff I'm doing now with [collaborator], has not been so much about smart, but it's about public engagement, it's about these new ways of thinking about public engagement, and it's about this idea that publics are created through technologies and if we... And we can create them in different ways through the different technologies and visions that underpin those technologies.

0:49:16 Interviewee: So that was that one, and it was trying to speak into this line of STS work around public engagement, socio-technical imaginaries, that's where that one came from.

0:49:26 Interviewer: Great.

-- Interviewee talks about own research --

0:50:24 Interviewee: … And then again it's emblematic I think of then a broader theme of work that has developed out of that, and so I look at the work by Buchanan.
0:51:11 Interviewee: Yeah, but also work in the Netherlands, and in Denmark Sophie Nyborg and work around this, but also stuff on... In the Netherlands Joeri Nauss’ work. People from Gert Spaargaren's Group have been doing a lot of stuff on this. They're exploring these kind of household dynamics and how it is that for any of these smart meters, smart homes, smart technologies to actually function or to do anything they have to play in with these sorts of existing social dynamics, and actually they tend to be designed without much thought given to these sorts of dynamics and that ends up complicating things.

0:51:52 Interviewee: Okay. And then the Evgeny Morozov one, that one's more... I guess that is to some extent, more forward-looking for me, even though it's 2013 now. And it's not... I always felt a bit guilty 'cause arguably it is not about smart consumption in the name, it's about the internet and society in the... Whatever it is, the teenies and I mean, the whole argument of that group is around internet solution-ism, this idea that the internet is a solution to everything.

0:52:25 Interviewee: And there is a chapter in there on feedback and monitoring, it goes from things on the calculated self, but also energy stuff. And the bit... So it's about this idea that hang on, the internet is not just a solution to everything. Actually, we can't just have a technological solution to all these problems, we need to ask whether these are indeed problems, we need to explore the politics of how these problems and issues get defined as problems that can be solved with a new bit of kit. And so it's speaking to that whole set of ideas for me, and the thing that I have taken from it personally that I thought was most interesting, is when he talks about energy feedback and feedback generally, he distinguishes... I think, I've forgotten who he's drawn on that, Dewey or someone... That he distinguishes between what he calls the numeric and the narrative imagination.

0:53:18 Interviewer: Okay.

0:53:20 Interviewee: And so his argument is that feedback in the way it's normally thought about, plays to the numeric imagination. So we think of things in terms of numbers, we quantify. This goes back to the... All the debates that we talked about previously, we quantify and if we quantify, you can only go up or down within that scale. Feedback is all about that, let's quantify then, we can cut energy, so we can go down. But by playing to the numerical imagination you actively shut off questions about going sideways, imagining problems in different ways. And he says that's the narrative imagination, that's what he calls it. And here's...

0:53:55 Interviewee: So the thing, I thought from that is, well, we need to rethink smart consumption, smart feedback, all these sorts of ideas, to not just be playing to the numeric imagination, but to be actively opening up this narrative imagination and asking different questions, and thinking about the multiple different roles that public's citizens can play in these sorts of issues around energy futures or sustainable futures or what have you. The other thing that Morozov says is that the numeric and narrative imagination fight one another. The more we appeal to the numeric, the weaker the narrative gets and vice versa. The more we appeal to the narrative, the weaker the numeric gets, so the more we appeal to a numeric imagination through our feedback devices through smart consumption blah blah blah, the harder it becomes to imagine alternatives.

0:54:43 Interviewee: And so then that was one of the first things I have read that was putting that so clearly and nicely. But then it also then feeds into the whole body of work around speculative design, which is okay, a fairly small but hopefully growing body of work, but work that is trying to get people to open up different questions about feedback. I think the best example I can think of that is Mike Michael and Alex Wilkie's work on... What was it called? The... Not energy bot. Energy babble. Did you hear about the Energy Babble? I love the Energy Babble, it's wicked. It's this little... It's like a feedback device that they put in homes in and other energy communities, but didn't give you numbers on how much energy you were using, it gave you a random tweets from the internet about energy and climate change.

0:55:31 Interviewee: So it'd read out like, "[Government] today announced that their smart meter is gonna be delayed," or it might read stuff from your local newspaper that says, "Mrs. Jones has put up a solar panel." And you could... People could record their own message to put into the machine and it would read them out at random.

0:55:47 Interviewer: Mm-hmm.

0:55:47 Interviewee: The whole point was to get people to reflect on their position in debates about energy in new ways and thus ask different questions. So it's a feedback device that is giving people information about the world out there, that encourages them to respond by appealing to their narrative imaginations. But completely useless when it comes to policy decision-making. But really opens things up. What a brilliant idea. And there's a whole body of work out there around speculative and oppositional and critical resistive design that is playing to these sorts of issues, which I think is... Which is important. So that's it, that's more a future on... That's where I want things to go, but I wouldn't necessarily say it's been seminal yet. Okay then, so Strengers... Okay everyone... A lot of people come up with Strengers. I'm sure it's gonna be a pretty obvious one.

0:56:33 Interviewer: Yeah.

0:56:33 Interviewee: Covers a lot of these sorts of debates because of the way it addresses, so many different aspects of the smart consumption debate with respect to energy particularly, it's got chapters on feedback, automation, dynamic pricing, flexibility, etcetera, etcetera. For me, what's that doing so well, it's bringing out this resource man versus a more practice theory type perspective, it's really hammering that.

0:56:56 Interviewee: And saying that visions of a smart utopia are based on an understanding of publics or people that is frankly incorrect. And we therefore need to re-imagine them based around understandings of practice in everyday life. In the process of doing that, the other thing I think that Yolande does very well in this book, but also in some of her previous work on it that was more about energy feedback, is this stuff around social conventions and this idea around... And again, to some extent it's about this narrative, numerical imagination a little bit, but about what feedback does is pay attention to the bad energy use or the bad consumption that we can do something about.

0:57:39 Interviewee: And by highlighting the bad, it actually leaves the rest as good and therefore unchallenged, and we don't need to do anything about it. And so what it does is it promotes... It's efficiency, isn't it? We can make our existing system more efficient by identifying the bad bits and getting rid of them, but it fails to question whether the system itself is something we should be seeking to sustain. It actively diverts attention from those sorts of questions. So you focus on turning things off standby or not using lights in unused rooms, but you don't think about much broader trends in energy demand and whatever else. So that's the thing for me. It's about that question about societal conventions, which gets into questions about energy creep.

0:58:25 Interviewee: Sorry, gets into questions about energy intensity of smart technologies, the way Yolande's taken some of that work since about the back room technology involved in a smart device or whatever.

0:58:36 Interviewer: Sure.

0:58:38 Interviewee: So that's what for me, that one is in there. But I imagine that would be very widely chosen. It is such a... I think it's a wonderful book. And okay, then the last one of my picks was the one by Taylor. This is one that I think is probably a little bit more obscure. But I think this is to some extent, my attempt to bring the design literature in a little bit more.

0:58:56 Interviewee: This comes... It's a fairy early work, it comes out of more a design type perspective. And for me, there was this paper, but there was also a paper by another from this same group led by Swan, who's one of the authors on this one, but some early work, mid noughties work around smart homes, that was saying, "Hang on a minute, our homes are already smart." Basically, and saying when you look at the way in which people, families coordinate their lives, they already integrate technology, values, beliefs, attitudes, knowledge, etcetera, etcetera, in phenomenally complex ways, it's already extremely smart. And the idea that we can just put a smart bit of kit in there and suddenly it will become smart is nonsensical, and so what they were starting to do is question the distribution of smart-ness.

0:59:52 Interviewee: Where does smart-ness reside? That was for me, what I think they were doing. And saying smart-ness does not and can never reside in a box, smart-ness is always and inevitably going to be distributed across the box and the social context in which it defines itself. And so it starts to play on some of these issues around socio-technical, I guess. But say for example, they talk about clutter, and there's one, I think it's the other paper, I didn't refer to here, the Swan one talks about clutter and mess and how smart visions never have any clutter or mess in them, and yet clutter and mess plays a really important role in normal, everyday lives.

1:00:28 Interviewee: And it's important, I mean, they were talk... In the classic designer away, they design a smart clutter bowl, and things like this, so where you can put all your digital crap, literally. How many households have a bowl somewhere that's got all the crap that just accumulates there? The digital doesn't allow us to have that. And so they're saying, what would that look like? How could we do that? 

1:00:49 Interviewee: And I think that's some interesting set of questions there about the smart utopia and how we might design and rethink it. I mean, there are a bunch of other papers, I think related to that in the noughties about family life. There's a really interesting set of work from... I've forgotten their first name, Davidoff and colleagues in 2005-6 about control in the smart home, where they looked at, again, family dynamics, family life, and how they weren't being accounted for by smart technologies. So that plays into that kind of line of work, I think. Yeah, so I think that's a... That's my five.

1:01:24 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah.

1:01:25 Interviewee: I mean, I have... There were other ones that I didn't put on the list. I mentioned some of them already like Lisanne Bainbridge's work, but I didn't... I didn't talk about that one because it was explicitly industrial automation. I mentioned Lucy Suchman's work earlier as well, and again, it wasn't smart consumption, so to speak, but for me, really seminal texts in a disciplinary area that's about human interactions with technology and how that happens.

[overlapping conversation]

1:02:00 Interviewer: Yeah? 

1:02:01 Interviewee: Was, that it doesn't include anything around sort of social justice.

1:02:07 Interviewer: Mmm-hmm.

1:02:08 Interviewee: And I think this is probably an area of smart debates that is underrepresented.

1:02:15 Interviewer: Mmm-hmm.

1:02:15 Interviewee: It actually... So one of the things I have done in the last two or three years has moved into work around…energy poverty, and part of the reason I did that was a bit of frustration at discussions about smart always essentially being about the wealthy. And, great, you can talk about these high-end smart homes and all the problems they have, and it just ignores actually really some very pressing debates, vast swathes of the population. So I think I've not talked about, and I think there is obviously work on the digital divide, all this sort of stuff, but I think a very, very important forward-looking area would need to be around not just energy probably, but social justice and smart. And there are... That's starting to emerge, but I... Unless I've just not found it, I haven't yet seen that seminal text.

1:03:07 Interviewer: Sure.

1:03:07 Interviewee: Let's really get to grips with this. And this is actually the key thing or a key thing in the next decade or whatever.

1:03:18 Interviewer: Well, hopefully that sort of seeds some thoughts for this in terms of future research questions as well. I'm aware of not taking up too much of your time.

-- Interviewer talks more about the next steps for the Working Group –
End of interview


