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

00:00 Interviewer: Record this conversation? 

00:02 Interviewee: Yes it is.

00:04 Interviewer: Thank you. So I'm just gonna... Yeah, it's starting now. Just to... You should have noted it on the information sheet perhaps but just to mention that the transcripts, because we have, because of the EU funding, all data from the project has to go on to Open Access portals.

00:24 Interviewee: Yes.

00:25 Interviewer: So the transcripts from these interviews will go onto there, however, they also need to be anonymized, and that means that obviously because we're talking to people, for example, about their work, that that might mean that some segments of the interviews are cut out completely when they go into the transcripts for the online version, if that makes sense. So we will send you what we are going to upload before it gets uploaded so you can see it, but yeah, just to say, it might be the large segments of it aren't included anyway for that reason.

01:00 Interviewee: As we are talking about scientific problems, it shouldn't be a problem to attach my name to what I say because this is not political.

01:07 Interviewer: No no. And... Yeah.

01:08 Interviewee: It is about science and future science projects and questions and problems.

01:12 Interviewer: Absolutely, yeah. Brilliant.

01:14 Interviewee: So I don't see a problem here.

01:17 Interviewer: Fantastic, so you've already confirmed by email that you've seen the consent form in the information sheet.

01:27 Interviewee: Yes.

01:27 Interviewer: That's great. And just to remind, you've just re-read the terms of reference, so you've got an overview about the aims of the Working Group and so forth but just to restate that, one of the key outputs from the work groups is for them each to come up with a list of around, well we're aiming for 100 future research questions in this area. And the idea is obviously that that then gets fed directly into the European Commission as they are looking to put together all of the Horizon Europe funding programs, so giving them some direction if they want to take it on ways that social science and humanities research could be better funded, better accounted for in that.

02:15 Interviewer: So that's really the major output from the working group, but as I'll come on to later, there's a couple of other outputs that we are planning as well, which obviously you will be able to be part of as much as you would like. And then really with that, we can kick off. At the end of this conversation, I'll talk more about time scales, so in terms of the next few months and what working group membership is gonna entail over the next six months, really. So yeah I'll mention that at the end, but if it's all right, we'll sort of kick off with the main questions, which firstly is just to get a bit of a idea about your research to date, particularly in the context of smart consumption, smart systems, smart in general. So if you can give just a bit of an overview, don't feel... Yeah, over to you really if that's all right.

03:16 Interviewee: I think the most fascinating aspect of Smart consumptions would be the relationship of technology and social activities in terms of that we will experience a more and more a non-transparent, opaque and very complicated, if not complex system, where people have to cope with, where people have to act with, where people have to make decisions. So what we see nowadays is this relationship between simple interfaces and a very complicated machinery behind these interfaces, and this complicated machinery can't be understood by those who use these machineries, computers, IT networks, whatever. And that has consequences, in my opinion. If you think about... Already our work... If we think about data protection, data security, privacy, we have no idea what is actually happening with our data, who is observing, who is using data, for what purposes? This is vastly non-transparent to us.

--Interviewee describes their research, removed for anonymity--

09:19 Interviewer: And when you're thinking about either work that you've done, or what you've come across in particular in these areas, so you've mentioned around data protection, privacy system trust and so forth, do you feel either for yourself or the other work you see out there that, are there a particular disciplines. So obviously in the context of this project, we're talking about social sciences and humanities disciplines, but that are addressing these questions.

09:48 Interviewee: Yeah, a lot of people write about acceptance, which is in my opinion misleading a little bit, because acceptance has to do with actually debating the pros and cons of technology, and I think in the future, if we're talking about infrastructures, digitized infrastructures, smart infrastructures, those infrastructures will be in the background again and we will forget about it. It's about not actively think about, reflect about technologies you use, which is in many cases today, because it would be too time-consuming to concentrate on the pros and cons of each and every technology use every day. So after a while you have to forget about it and normally you... The technology re-enters your consciousness only if it fails, you have an accident or you have a failure or lack of service or what... And acceptance is more term which describes conflicts, open conflicts, like people in the [region] do not accept wind mills, because they think they are ugly.

11:28 Interviewer: Sure.

11:30 Interviewee: They have a nice landscape here. They wanna have energy in there, but they don't wanna have the windmills. They don't wanna have the transmission lines. So those are all citing conflict, mostly, and those are attached to acceptance, in my opinion, from a conceptual point of view. But if we talk about system trust which is more fundamental, then it's about using and not reflecting on the workings, the inner workings of the technology anymore. But you have the idea of, this technology is safe and it's working in my favor. So this is kind of the... So the acceptance literature is very strong, there's a lot of it going on, but I think the trust issue is more interesting in my opinion, but there's not a lot of research dedicated to this.

12:27 Interviewer: Okay, okay. And then would I be right in, because it's important to us that we're getting this from people themselves rather than guessing and getting it wrong, but would I be right in characterizing your own take on this as being coming more from kind of a sociological, an STS perspective, that's what you would...

12:48 Interviewee: Actually systems theory.

12:49 Interviewer: Systems theory.

12:51 Interviewee: I have to say, it's not very popular in STS or in non-continental research but I think this is the main idea.

13:04 Interviewer: Okay.

13:04 Interviewee: More about functional methods, it's not about the correct actions, it's about how actions come about in the first place.

13:18 Interviewer: Yeah.

13:20 Interviewee: I think it's a little bit different from the premises. The theoretical premises are different.

13:27 Interviewer: Okay, fine. If it's all right then we'll move on to the second sort of strand, which is really thinking... So with the research questions, as I say, the working groups are gonna be trying to come up with, that's obviously very much more future-looking and thinking about where is this field going or where could it go. But these interviews that we're carrying out are an opportunity for us to do a little bit more reflecting back, so thinking about, well, where is the field come from? And when where looking at smart research, research around the digital, and energy, thinking about the last... I mean you can choose your period and I don't want to put words in your mouth, but if you're thinking about the last 20, 30 years, it'd be useful to get a sense from you of how you think the field has evolved. Different topics have come to the fore. If there have been particular moments when parts of the field have become more active for example, do you see any of that from your experience? 

14:33 Interviewee: You mean the whole SSH? Or just smart consumption? 

14:36 Interviewer: Smart consumption, particularly.

14:38 Interviewee: I think smart consumption is a pretty novel field or not, I would say... I don't know if this is... It comes about with the emergence of smart technologies, of course, I would say.

15:00 Interviewer: And, I mean it could've...

15:01 Interviewee: as you wrote in your paper. This ICT is an enabling technology which makes it possible, in very elaborate and sophisticated ways to micro-control activities, I don't know. Maybe 200 years ago, smart consumption was right where it should be, because there have been more sustainable ways of coping with energy shortages. So, in terms of what is interesting, possibly if we do a historical comparison, is it possible to talk about Smart Consumption? I know what you mean actually from your paper, but there's a contradiction, consumption is never smart.

[chuckle]

16:09 Interviewee: In terms of the consequences of increasing consumption, that would be leading to one of the major issues we... I don't know... We can talk later, I think the overall increase of human activities, which is a very, very important topic in this regard. I would argue the only way to save the world, or let's say society or us, or whatever is decreasing radically human activities and the human population anyway, but this is different topic. So Smart Consumption is kind of a conflicting topic, conflicting thesis or conflicting, I don't know...

17:02 Interviewer: Concept, yeah.

17:04 Interviewee: Concept, yes.

17:07 Interviewer: And have you seen literature that has been making that argument? Do you see that as a threat? 

17:16 Interviewee: No, not at all. There's only one, a recent publication from Nathan J. Hagens, and he's connecting the energy consumption with the invention of the reflexive mechanisms of money. Money works as a medium of communication, a success medium, and it has become reflective as money is a commodity itself, and the banks have invented money over the centuries and now we have so much money, that we are able to actually explore sources of energy which would be way too expensive otherwise.

18:10 Interviewer: Sure.

18:12 Interviewee: And this is kind of an interesting reflection about technological inventions and human inventions. Which go hand-in-hand, and which accelerate the level of human activities in unprecedented ways. And smart consumption would be... And that should be explored less activity or less consumption. And it's not about doing the thing you want to do, and using less energy, that would be the conventional idea of smart consumption. But I think the correct and helpful and sustainable definition would be smart consumption is doing less...

19:10 Interviewer: Sure.

19:14 Interviewer: With less energy.

[chuckle]

19:17 Interviewee: That was the only solution actually. [laughter] And that is a topic which is not addressed at all, and I'm pretty sure the European Union will never fund any kind of research going to this direction because this goes directly, will contradict any kind of economic growth. I'm very interested to see if this kind of idea will be picked up in any kind of political discussion.

19:46 Interviewer: Well, it's interesting. Yeah, you're already obviously bringing up loads of points that could be going into this horizon scan and... Yeah, that'll be interesting, you'd have seen in the terms of reference that we obviously have, because we're speaking to a policy audience, we've got our "critical policy friend" as it's called, who's gonna be thinking about how it's framed as well for that kind of audience. And it would be interesting to think about, yeah, relating that to some of the agendas that they have, and maybe we will have a segment in the output, which is kind of the stuff that we think is very unlikely to be taken out but we want to say...

20:25 Interviewee: Yeah, maybe we have to find a way to hide it...

20:28 Interviewer: Maybe. Well, there's two... I suppose there's two different ____...

20:32 Interviewee: In some kind of language which nobody understands.

[laughter]

20:37 Interviewer: Okay, so the other sort of areas, think about, if we're thinking about how the literature's developed in the past, I mean, you've sort of said, well, it's fairly recent really. And with the kind of advent of more smart technologies and so forth. But are you aware of particular examples where... I'm not talking about SSH with STEM engineering research, whatever, but thinking about debates within the SSH field around smart. Particular areas of difference that there might be, maybe between different disciplines, and we've touched on a few different... When you're thinking about the acceptance literature versus alternative takes as well, but are there any other kind of ongoing debates that you see as being important here? 

21:42 Interviewee: I think one of the major arguments is that new technologies in terms of renewable energy and smart technologies would have to develop under developed countries in terms of energy supply. I think this is the major idea. However, we're scared that those populations will be enabled to do more and use more energy. So this is always a problem we will talk about. But otherwise, I think smart consumption overall has the SSH idea of... There is a possibility not only for renewable energy, but also for more efficiency and the use. And I think this is it. And I think it's not interesting for me to have these kind of sub-topics now, to identify sub-topics, but I would like to think about the problems we will face. Because as I noted in the email, I think the psychological work, the people there in the reference I gave you...

23:20 Interviewer: Yeah.

23:21 Interviewee: Otto and Kaiser, is very, very interesting. Not from the stand point of the solution they gave, the solution is very conventional, but what they claimed that technology will help save earth, technology will be more efficient, but this efficiency will free up resources of time and money and these resources will be used for more activities.

23:47 Interviewer: Yeah.

23:48 Interviewee: So there will be no positive effect. And the only thing you can stop this is, and this is very conventional which I really do not like, I do not find plausible is you have to slow down people by education in terms of... You have to tell them what's right and what's wrong. And this is one of the mainstream ideas of SSH research, they come up with solutions telling people what to do and what not to do.

24:26 Interviewer: Yeah.

24:27 Interviewee: 'Cause they know better. And I'm pretty sure this will never work.

24:31 Interviewer: Yeah.

24:33 Interviewee: And they come up with the second topic, which is not... They are a topic, but it's in the reference. Is the idea of nudging.

24:42 Interviewer: Yeah.

24:42 Interviewee: And the idea of nudging is nothing else and kind of a technization of action, where you do not reflect about how do things work, you just do because it's the premise or the default in a certain situation, and you have to take considerable effort to change this kind of default and this has the over-premise of course, that those people, persons, experts who are setting the default are correct. So this you have to assume, otherwise it will lead to bad consequences again. But you will never know... Or know I think only after while you have to supervise and see what the consequences are. So this is a very important topic which was also again, point in the direction that all kind of technology is dedicated to smoothen the effort regarding any kind of activity.

26:00 Interviewee: It's all about convenience. And smart technologies I think will not be any kind of exception in this regard. That means more convenience, more activities. We always come to this kind of contradiction. And I think this contradiction is very, very important to look at. Because then again, the overall problem is people do too many things and use energy. And this is what I'm just trying to do research on all year with my little project. And I think this level of activity is not really addressed.

26:58 Interviewer: Interesting.

27:00 Interviewee: And what the mechanisms actually are increasing these kind of level of activities, which means we can do more and more in the same period of time compared to, let's say, 20 years ago, 50 years ago, 100 years ago. And all these kind of activities devaluate energy and matter. And the outlook of what kind of levels of activity we can expect in the next 30 years is just really frightening. Because there are a lot of people in the world who are waiting to start consuming. So you really have to think about the idea of smart consuming. I think that you need to put smart consuming in, let's say, in...

[foreign language]

28:00 Interviewer: In invest...

28:02 Interviewee: Sorry.

28:02 Interviewer: Invest commerce. Is that what you mean? 

28:02 Interviewee: Yeah, yeah. I think you should think about... Smart consumption is an oxymoron or is it...

28:14 Interviewer: Yeah. Yeah, that might be what you mean. Yeah.

28:16 Interviewee: In terms... If you have the overall goal of saving the world. Yeah.

28:23 Interviewer: Interesting. Yeah. I mean, yes. No, that's very interesting. I like that. Another thing that we came to try and assess kind of a little bit from these interviews, is if you feel that there are particular areas that are under-represented. So that might be in terms of disciplinary representation, but also one of the challenges that we're coming across is we have goals as you'll remember from sort of some of the shape energy stuff in terms of representation across different parts of Europe, and trying to represent some of the research that's going on in different parts of Europe. But it's also fair to say that when it comes to research on smart technologies, then it does potentially... Is dominated by certain countries. And so it would be useful to get your take on both the areas that you feel are well-represented, under-represented, but also if you're aware of sort of exceptions to that. So if you're aware of a particular work, that's... For example, a thing taking place in Eastern or Southern Europe. Those are the areas that it's typically harder to find examples from, but if you're aware of that.

30:00 Interviewee: I would argue regarding the problems we have been talking about in the last half an hour, the region doesn't matter. Those are fundamental problems, and there might be slight differences, cultural differences, geographical differences, political differences in different regions but let's say the basic problems are the same. So it has more to do with concepts, I think. It's not a deficit of under-representation of countries, of organizations, or persons, other than we missed a lot of interesting ideas, I don't know. But I don't know. This I can't know. I cannot know what I don't know.

31:07 Interviewer: Yeah, [chuckle] sure. Yeah, that's an interesting perspective as well. Obviously, some work is as are you saying more or less site-specific. But when it comes to some of these things, I can see what you mean.

31:25 Interviewee: We can think about... We have huge countries like Russia. I don't know if there's any kind of sustainability debate at all. I don't know actually. There is some research going on in regard of technology assessment. We have an interesting context to Russia, but if you think about the political culture there, you have a very, very dominating political regime which denies climate change or at least says climate change is happening, but it's not human made. It's kind of cosmic influences. However, we have a strategy on how to cope with the consequences. So they have just published a climate change mitigation plan, as far as I know. And they will profit from climate change because they will have a lot of consequence as well, negative consequences. But also they will be able to explore more regions which they couldn't before. It's kind of a...

32:38 Interviewee: This could actually be a interesting topic if you turned around into the direction of research. It's maybe we, social scientists should talk about looking to the relation of risk and opportunities more in regard of the climate change. I think right now, the overall bias is to talk about climate change as a catastrophe, which it is or will be. But this kind of catastrophe in a mathematical sense of a new regime coming about, there might be some regions, some people, some organizations, who profit actually. And maybe it could be interesting to do research on this. It could be a blind spot in the overall SSH scenery, which has a strong bias in direction of doomsday scenario.

33:47 Interviewer: Sure. Okay, great. Oops, sorry.

33:50 Interviewee: I would share. The outlook is so bad, I cannot believe it. It's just, I shouldn't read [publication] any more. It is depressing. They're doing a lot of very, very good and very interesting reporting on climate change issues I think. I would say [publication] right now is leading in this kind of...

34:16 Interviewer: They've made very public commitments, haven't they? In terms of giving visibility to climate change.

34:22 Interviewee: Yeah. They have very good writers. So it's very interesting but depressing.

[chuckle]

34:29 Interviewer: If it's all right, we'll turn now to the suggestions you kindly made, the literature suggestions. So these are, I mentioned before about the major output from the working group being this list of research questions. But then one of the secondary outputs will be in a way that you're familiar with, an annotated bibliography. But a more condensed version than was produced before and particularly aimed at giving a bit of background to some of the research questions that we're gonna be saying should be further funded. So there's a couple of different streams that are gonna feed into the choices for that literature. One is these recommendations that are being given now, and I need to check whether you would be happy to be named in the acknowledgements of that annotated bibliography as being a contributor to it.

35:33 Interviewee: Why not? 

35:37 Interviewer: Okay. And, but another part will be when we do the survey to ask people for their future questions, there'll be an opportunity for people to give their rationale as to why they think that's an important area to be explored. And some people might choose to put additional literature in supporting their arguments, so that would be another source of potential suggestions. But it would be really useful, if you're happy to, to just talk through the suggestions you made and I guess what you see as... Well, why you made them really? What you see as being some of the key arguments perhaps put forward in them, or the things that they represent, or whatever you use to decide on them? 

36:23 Interviewee: All we have discussed for is aligned to this literature hints. There was a trust issue. The rebound and nudging issue. And the activities, I think the first one, I would like to add the paper from Hagens, I think is the name.

36:52 Interviewer: Yeah. Yeah.

36:52 Interviewee: So all we've been talking about today is actually an explanation for this selection.

36:58 Interviewer: Yeah. Fine. So, yeah...

37:03 Interviewee: If you do a transcript, you'll find all the arguments.

37:07 Interviewer: Yeah, so from what... If I summarize, seeing that these, the trust in systems and this idea of almost the increased efficiency of smart creating its own problems by actually serving to increase consumption. You're seeing those two as I guess the major themes that you think are important in this area? 

37:35 Interviewee: Yes. I sent you the Hagens' Economics for the Future. Beyond the Superorganism.

37:47 Interviewer: Okay, great.

37:50 Interviewee: This is a combination of human activity, systems research, economics. Very, very interesting and exciting research. So, I think, I started thinking about your question this morning and so I didn't feel like I'd want to give in my own paper. But I still think this is a major issue if you talk about the smart technology, human activity interaction problem. That the problem of complexity and interfaces and using smart technologies is very important to do research on. I think the rebound and nudging problem is very interesting because there a lot will be decided if people do more with more efficient technology, which would be a problem as well. And I think for a future project, which is not addressed at all, is this kind of human activity, these level of human activity research. I think these are the three streams I would recommend to look at.

39:09 Interviewer: Right, that's very helpful. Thank you.

39:12 Interviewee: Today I read a comment on... From a older scholar and he said estimated 40% of all jobs are superfluous and they're just producing useless goods and use a lot of energy. So it's kind of really depressing thinking.

39:41 Interviewer: Sure.

39:42 Interviewee: Sometimes ... it's to keep yourself occupied.

39:55 Interviewer: Yeah, yes.

39:58 Interviewee: But the whole economy works like this. It's not... There's no rationality beyond... You can sell it in any kind of activity and production. If you invent any kind of stupid product which... And you find some buyers, you are in the market, but the consequence... Can you remember these little... I don't know if you, these rubber bands people had a couple of years ago.

40:27 Interviewer: Yeah.

40:27 Interviewee: It was one guy who we got really, really rich by inventing and selling this kind of rubber bands around the wrists. I think it was half a year or a year, it was a fashion thing and now it's gone.

40:43 Interviewer: Yeah.

40:44 Interviewee: But what is not gone is all the waste coming from this. This is one of the millions of examples of completely superfluous...

40:58 Interviewer: Activities.

40:58 Interviewee: Activities, products, whatever.

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

