Energy-SHIFTS Working Group 2 – Smart Consumption. Interview 8


00:08 Interviewer: So, because this is an EU-funded project as well, and they're also very keen on trying to make data open access now, there's a big push for that. So that means that versions of these calls will be going up on to an open access portal, just like transcripts. But because they are not gonna be anonymized, and because we're talking to people about their own work, that may mean that quite large portions of them don't end up in those final transcripts. And, of course, we would check anything with you, before making it available.

00:42 Interviewee: Okay. Yeah, no problem, I'll try to say clever things.

[chuckle]

00:47 Interviewer: Right. Brilliant. Okay. So, just to recap, 'cause obviously we've been in touch a little bit about the working group, and thank you so much for being part of it. But just to recap about the process that this working group's gonna undergo, which has also been sort of crystallized in the last sort of couple of months when the methodology's all being finalized and so forth. But essentially, we have four working groups as part of the Energy-SHIFTS project, all looking at different areas of energy and Social Sciences and Humanities research. And the output from each of those four working groups is gonna be a list of 100 priority research questions in these four areas, which is then obviously feeding into the European Commission's work, particularly in designing their Horizon Europe program. And thinking about how that future funding programme could be directed to best include Social Sciences and Humanities and ensure that the field is moving forward, rather than either funding things that there's already been a lot of attention to, or it being particularly narrow and so forth.

01:52 Interviewer: That is the major output from the working groups, but the purpose of these initial conversations, that we're holding with around ten interviewees, that horizon scanning process is looking to the future. These interviews are thinking about, "Well, how did the field get to where it is now?" In order to then move on, so that's why we've sort of chosen 10 initial members to have these conversations with and think about, "Well, how has the literature around these different areas developed over the past... " I mean, we've sort of said, broadly, "The past 20, 30 years." But in some of the conversations I've been having, been looking back over the past 100 years and in others, we've been looking more recently than that, because certain aspects of smart technology debate have actually been fairly recent. That's really kind of just placing in context what we're gonna be talking about today, if that's all right.

02:53 Interviewee: Sounds good.

02:53 Interviewer: And we just, to start with really, it would be great to just hear, from you, a bit about your own research in the context of the the wider smart agenda, smart research. But also energy and Social Sciences research in general. It's fine to hear more broadly about different areas, different strands of your research but yeah, in particular, perhaps current projects and really just a little bit about that journey for you, if that's all right? 

03:29 Interviewee: Yeah, yeah. I sort of reluctantly got into the smart cities field. I wasn't really interested in it because I feel like even ten years ago it was really about these sort of boutique utopian projects, like Masdar City and Songdo and things like that, that were high sex appeal. But they weren't really about what I'm interested in, which is about cities and technology and people and nature, so those of kind relationships. They were just these really tech-driven projects by the private sector, and so we saw a lot of promotion of that. And then after that, that was followed a few years later by Social Scientists and Humanities scholars, who criticized those visions, and talked about all the downsides of a tech-led urban development.

04:36 Interviewee: Which I was sympathetic with those kind of things, but there's only so much to that critique that you can listen to because frankly, a lot of the utopian smart city projects didn't turn out the way they were intended to. So Masdar City is an example of that, and it really only got interesting to me when the smart city became a real urban programme, a real urban project, and we started to see the actual existing smart cities. So I guess probably, that paper by Zook I think is a good one. I think you know it but I can send you the reference if you want.

05:16 Interviewer: I do.

05:16 Interviewee: But that seemed to kind of signal a shift, and so we went away from this, "The smart city is gonna be great versus the smart city is gonna be horrible," to, "What's actually happening?" And then it becomes less about... I don't know, how many articles can you read where they say there is no definition of smart cities and what smart means, and you're like, "Okay." And then we start to see the same thing that happened with sustainability 30 years ago. What does sustainability mean? And it was just all these debates about the definitions, which are... They get boring after a while.

05:55 Interviewer: Yeah.

05:57 Interviewee: I think I've seen a shift maybe, from the term smart and maybe we're talking a bit more about digitalization now. And I think that's a bit more concrete and it talks... You know, I think people understand that more. I mean, when I talk to taxi drivers and people on the street and my mother, and I say, "What do you think about smart cities?" She says, "Well, I don't know what that means." [chuckle] But when you talk about digitalization, and you say... I use an example and I say, "You got this phone, and that's changed your life in multiple ways. And what if we started operating systems in that same way, what if we... Cities in that same way, what if we started operating our houses in that same way?" That's when you can start having conversations. So one thing that I talk to my colleagues about is, are we gonna be talking about smart cities in 10 years? Or are we gonna have a completely different term? Is it gonna be intelligent cities? Some of my colleagues say, "We need to be talking about wise cities. We need to move from intelligence to wisdom."

[chuckle]

07:04 Interviewee: So anyway, it's been an interesting... So as I said, I was kind of reluctant to get into it, just because the projects that they were promoting weren't that interesting to me, because they were just so specialised and unique. But now that it's becoming kind of the background of what or how we experience the built environment, that's when it gets interesting to me. So it's moving away from just sort of the knee-jerk critiques, which are... They're accurate, but they're just based on visions that are being promoted, and actually looking at what's happening on the ground and seeing both positive and the negative. So I guess it's more of a middle ground, more complicated perspective.

07:50 Interviewee: So it's been a good journey, I think, over the last... I guess I would say, it hasn't been that long. I usually start the journey in 2008. But then I also argue that we need to look back 150 years to when the modern city was being invented in the United States and England and in various places. And we haven't really made that connection back to the history of Roman infrastructure, the history of Roman technology, and apply that to digitalization and smart cities of today. And I think that's an agenda that could still... Learning from historians about digitalization and the way that human beings have interpreted technologies in the past.

08:38 Interviewer: Yeah I had a really interesting conversation with another interviewee who was bringing in a lot of the historical perspective, which was really fascinating.

08:47 Interviewee: Oh, really? 

08:48 Interviewer: Yeah, absolutely. Yeah. Very, very interesting. So yeah I'm sure that's gonna be part of some of the working group conversations moving forward as well. Okay. And in that context, are their particular projects that you've been involved in, or particular pieces of work that you've been leading on? 

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

13:25 Interviewer: Sure.

13:27 Interviewee: I think that will... Yeah, I guess the thing that I was surprised about was how tightly smart cities and smart consumption is shaped by the European Commission and by Horizon 2020. And you see these projects and they all involve transport and energy and data hubs, maybe now they start to involve green infrastructure. But they're all responding to what the European Commission defined as a smart city. And the contexts are different and the players are different in each place, but actually the script they're following is fairly close. So that's really interesting.

14:15 Interviewer: Yeah, absolutely. That's useful reflection.

14:19 Interviewee: So then... So sorry, I'm interrupting my own self.

14:23 Interviewer: That's okay.

14:23 Interviewee: So we had this project and then we had a testbed and now we have these platforms. And the platforms are a bit less spatially bound, so you don't necessarily have to have a laboratory. You don't have to have particular boundaries for it. Instead, it's how the smart city is moving into the cloud, you know, into the virtual world. And so we see things like Airbnb and Uber as sort of the classic platforms, but I think we're gonna see a lot more of those in the future. And I think that will be a much more pervasive and interesting manifestation of smart cities than, these Horizon 2020 projects that we've done in the past, which have been useful and interesting, but I think the platform is really where it's heading. We're doing a special issue right now on platform organisms so we'll what comes out of that, but that's sort of the... Feels to me like that's sort of the cutting edge of these digitalization and smart debates at the moment.

15:29 Interviewer: Fantastic, thank you. Another important thing, sort of, thinking about this context of the various projects you've been involved in, is that we want to make sure that when we are putting forward the disciplinary orientations of our working group members, so that's coming from them. So is it all right to ask you what discipline or disciplines or fields you see this work is sort of coming from? 

15:58 Interviewee: Yeah, so I guess the places that I engage are inbetween urban geography and you might even say urban studies, and science and technology studies. But then within that, that's fairly broad, and I think there's been a tradition maybe since the '80s that focuses on infrastructure, urban infrastructure networks, and you know, critical studies. Going back, Thomas Hughes and power networks and all that kind of stuff. And then going through large technical systems, which was really big maybe in the '90s, and then Splintering Urbanism, that book kind of really kicked off a really fruitful period of infrastructure studies.

16:55 Interviewee: So yeah, so I think sometimes it draws on theories of practice, sometimes it draws on sustainable transitions. People are talking now more about transformations, maybe than transitions, which I think is interesting. But it seems... I don't know, maybe I'm just getting old, but it seemed like back when I was doing my PhD that the fields were a bit more coherent. And now there's so much publishing happening and there's so much activity happening that it's hard to really carve out and understand all the influences. But maybe I just... Maybe, I don't know, I just can't keep up with the fire hose of publications.

[chuckle]

17:37 Interviewer: Don't worry. Yeah, yeah, yeah. Non-stop. Yeah, yeah. I know what you mean. Okay, that's very helpful, thank you. So you've already started, well you know, said some of this in terms of thinking about what kind of cutting edge debates are. You were talking about how things have developed. But the next question is, really, to think about how Social Sciences and Humanities research has evolved. And in particular things, for example, any areas that you see of contestation, fragmentation, any particular key debates, I guess, across the research literature in recent decades, in recent years, that you've recognised or equally, particular trends where certain topics, certain... I don't know, methodologies and so forth, have become more used or less popular.

18:42 Interviewee: Yeah, yeah. No, so the thing that comes to mind. Maybe this isn't what you're thinking about, but stop me if it's going the wrong direction.

18:48 Interviewer: No, no, no. Go on.

18:50 Interviewee: But I think what I've been thinking about, what I've witnessed maybe even over the last five years, is more of a turn towards engaged research. You know all about this in the UK with the knowledge exchange framework and impact, research impact and all those kind of things. But also with funders and research money and the idea now that they want non-academic partners involved. They want some sort of solutions and results, you know, that come out of Social Sciences research and Humanities research. In the past, sometimes that happens, but not nearly as frequently, you know? To find funding now where you can go out and do some proper Social Science that doesn't involve non-academic partners, and that may or may not lead to policy change. That's very hard to find that kind of money anymore, you know. So maybe if that's called pure research or, yeah, just not so applied.

20:03 Interviewee: And I'm not really complaining about it. Maybe I am a little bit, but I think, I mean, in some ways, I think the academy should respond to society more directly. But then you can start thinking about what does that mean to research? How does that change our research in the way that we conduct it. If I think about [project], it was really fascinating to be working with the public sector, and private sector, and small medium enterprises. But it was not me doing an interview like this, you know? It was more engaged in the project and I was invested in the project. And a lot of times I was doing presentations and I felt like I was promoting the project rather than using the project to do critical inquiry. So yeah, I mean, it's exciting, but it's a shift in the way that we conduct research.

21:08 Interviewer: And maybe a shift in terms of the role of the researcher as well, do you think? 

21:12 Interviewee: Yeah, the positionality, the ability to critique these things. So how much can I critique [project] if I'm working alongside these people. I can't say they're idiots and I can't say that they, you know, did something wrong. So, yeah. So being sort of an insider has both its advantages and disadvantages in many ways. And I think that trend is gonna continue. But I think one of the things that it's leading to, and I'm starting to hatch a new research agenda around this idea of the new urban science. And the new urban science is this idea that we can use cities, whether it's at the whole city scale or a regional scale, or whether it's a neighbourhood scale or a building scale. We can see those as objects of scientific study, and so we're... In some ways, we're kinda going back to the Chicago School of the 1910s and 1920s, when you had these sociologists that used Chicago as a laboratory. And now, with this new urban science, it has to be trans-disciplinary, it has to be engaged, and it has to have some sort of normative agenda attached to it. It has to. It usually does. It's reflexive, it's about learning.

22:38 Interviewee: And I think there's some pretty exciting things. It's suggested that universities are gonna be, you know, kinda these more civic institutions in the future. And a lot of the stuff that's being done with new urban science, of course, this goes back to what we're talking about, it's digitalization and smart. And we start to see if we're talking about trans-disciplinary, I get my technical colleagues here. I'm at a technical university and they're like, "We're doing this Smart Cities thing with Stockholm, the City of Stockholm, and you know, we need some social scientists, can you come and help?" You know? [chuckle] And I'm like, "Well, maybe."

[laughter]

23:18 Interviewee: "Are you just using me to demonstrate that you thought about the social aspects of this project?" "Yes, of course." "Okay."

[chuckle]

23:27 Interviewee: So, anyway. It's been interesting. But we have a new project with the [partner]. And it's a consortium of both kinda technical and social scientists that we're interested in developing a new... Some way to use digitalization to inform planning, decision-making at [location]. And that sounds promising, but what's it actually gonna be? So far, we've talked about some sort of a digital tool that planners can use to somehow make better decisions. I'm not quite sure how that's gonna work, but... So it's a bit up in the air, but it's... You know? But it also means that, you certainly don't get results as quickly and you don't have such definitive conclusions as when you're just a social scientist working on your own and doing your questionnaires and doing your interviews, it's a bit more... Spending a lot of time sitting around the table debating about ontological and epistemological issues without using those terms.

24:38 Interviewer: Yes.

[chuckle]

24:42 Interviewee: So it requires a different social scientist. And I realize that some people aren't. They don't have the stomach for it. I used to be a practitioner, so I kinda like to bridge the two, but then I can also see that probably the research that I do is not as robust as if you put it up to traditional metrics, but it's maybe more interesting and more useful. So, yeah.

25:14 Interviewer: Well, it's interesting. I mean, this is slightly off on tangent but it makes me think about, obviously, the repercussions of that that change, again, the role of the researcher has on, for example, training programmes and sort of how implications for the next generations of researchers coming through. And the kinds of skills that may be more called upon, I guess, in some of these projects. So yeah, it's a really interesting reflection.

25:45 Interviewee: Yeah.

25:47 Interviewer: Would it be alright to now turn to thinking about whether there are any... Now, this doesn't have to be sort of like the top five or anything, but it's kind of, any particular piece of literature that you have found to be helpful, insightful or represent turning points, perhaps, in some of the debates when it comes to smart cities, digitalization. Are there any key... Or even, if it's not a specific paper, if there are particular authors that you tend to go back to, I guess.

26:32 Interviewee: Yeah. I mean, I think a lot of Rob Kitchin's work is driving these debates. He seems to be somebody that people are latching on to. I think Simon Marvin and Andrés Luque-Ayala, they really... I don't know if I should say this or not, but I'll say it. I feel like with their smart cities book from a couple of years ago, they kind of... They made a pretty big statement, kind of critical statement about smart cities, and we're still seeing those things filter out. But I think their book set that agenda and maybe... Did it put an end to that agenda? It was kind of a final chapter on that or a summation of that kind of work could have been building up for over 10 years or something like that. That was sort of the end of critiquing the divisions of smart cities that were being promoted. And now we're starting to see a lot of very detailed case studies that are really interesting, but maybe they don't have that kind of higher conceptual level that the earlier stuff had.

28:00 Interviewee: I think what I'm interested in now, I think, is seeing how we are looking at social agendas as they relate to smart cities, taking on that critique that the smart city is corporate story-telling. And now we're starting to see how can community groups, how can activist groups, how can sustainability advocates, how can they start to use smart technology, digital technologies in the home, in the street, in districts and neighbourhoods in cities and things like that, so that's that kind of more critically informed smart city stuff. So Nancy Odendaal in South Africa, she's doing some really interesting stuff in looking at how people that live in squatter communities and slums are using mobile telephones to forward their agendas. I think that's really interesting. Probably, the more interesting stuff is coming from the global south now.

29:08 Interviewee: In the global north now, we're struggling with it, but there's a lot of government actors that are internalising this. And so one of the things that we're looking at now is... There's an argument that urban planners have not really been involved in the smart cities debates, and why haven't they been involved? It's been tech companies working with municipalities, but not really working with the planners. And so what's the role of urban planning in smart urban development? And that's something that... But it makes sense in some ways, 'cause these digitalization efforts, they've tried to work outside of bureaucratic channels, and planners are typically deeply embedded in bureaucratic silos. But now that we're starting to see digitalization become more commonplace, we're seeing urban planners that work with it and they're getting more engaged with it. So, I'm just trying to think off the top of my head of some other authors. I mean, it's funny, I've been talking to some of my colleagues who also do work on smart cities. We're getting really tired of it.

[laughter]

30:30 Interviewee: It's just like there's only so many times you can talk about smart cities and then you're just like... I think one of the things is that it's just such a long journey ahead of us, and it's not... The tech enthusiasts say, "Oh, it's right around the corner, it's gonna happen tomorrow. It's gonna be so wonderful." And what we see when these projects are coming at us, this is gonna take 20 or 30, you know... Some stuff is happening faster than other stuff, but a lot of it is pretty, pretty slow.

31:07 Interviewer: Sure.

31:08 Interviewee: So there's only so much you could say about one thing before you're like, "Okay."

[laughter]

31:15 Interviewee: I need to move onto something else.

31:18 Interviewer: Sure. Well...

31:18 Interviewee: But I'll continue to talk about it, so it's not...

[laughter]

31:22 Interviewer: But well...

31:22 Interviewee: Beats complaining.

31:23 Interviewer: If it's alright to follow up, you were just starting to talk about some of the research coming out of the global south. And that kind of moves on to another point that we're interested in covering in terms of the kind of regional geographical representation of some of this work. And obviously, there's kind of hot spots, really, for a lot of the research that's gone on around smart cities. But it would be interesting to get your take on both areas that have been... I mean, geographic areas that have been dominant in undertaking this research, but also some of the up and coming regions, but you're saying that are really starting to feed in some relevant and perhaps framing the questions slightly differently and certainly having different context to look at it in.

32:18 Interviewee: Yeah, when I think about global geographies, I think one of the things that that surprises me is that North America, United States and Canada haven't really done a lot of work on smart cities. You have Toronto and their... The waterfront work that Google is doing there that's been very controversial. You've got... But really, you don't have a lot. It's surprising you've got a lot of North American tech companies, particularly from Silicon Valley, but they're not engaging in the United States and that's because the US government isn't funding smart cities. We do have Rockefeller who's working on resilient cities, I guess. But we don't really have government support, and you got a little bit, I think, in Canada but it's surprising that, unlike Europe, where there's a ton of smart cities things happening, and China and India. Those are the big places where the governments have invested a lot of money, and Japan. But not a whole lot from the US and Canada, which I think is surprising.

33:43 Interviewee: And then in terms of global south, the one that comes to mind, I think, is Santiago, Chile. I think they seem to be doing a lot of the things. But some of it seems to be grass roots but some of it seems to be global neo-liberalization and trying to mimic what's happening in other parts of the world. And trying to become the next Rio de Janeiro with a control room and all of that kind of wonderful things. So, I don't know what's really happening in Africa but I imagine that there's some technology transfer type of things that are happening in there. I think that's really starting to emerge. I think the Indian cities, I think there seems to be a lot of hype about the 100 Indian cities that are gonna be smart cities, but also a lot of critique. So yeah, Ayona Datta, she seems to be one of the leaders of using a critique of Indian smart cities to forward her work and to open up the conversation. So I think she's a good one to follow and see where her work goes.

35:01 Interviewer: Fantastic. Thank you.

35:03 Interviewee: Yeah.

--Interviewee describes their research, removed for anonymity--
44:39 Interviewer: Brilliant.

44:40 Interviewee: So, that might be something we can... The other thing I was gonna mention, now that I think about it, is this... I think one of the recent debates we've had is about this conflation of smart and sustainable, and what that relationship is, and is smart overtaking sustainable? 

45:00 Interviewer: Excuse me.

45:00 Interviewee: This article... These are old now, 2015, that was looking at citations on smart versus sustainable versus resilient and seeing that the smart term was overtaking sustainable. But I think what we're seeing more of this relationship is that smart is a means to reach the sustainable city, but what it does is really doubles down on technology as the means to achieve a sustainable future. Which has always been a debate in sustainable development and smart just reinforces it.

45:39 Interviewer: Absolutely.

45:42 Interviewee: So that's Simon Joss, and his colleagues that were doing that work.

45:47 Interviewer: Interesting, brilliant. Thank you. Fine, well, that's pretty much everything I've covered, I think. Is there anything else that... You've just obviously added that thought, but is there anything else either that you wanted to add or any questions about the future activities? 

46:10 Interviewee: Yeah, I had just a quick question for you. I was looking at your terms of reference on the link. Just when I was pulling up the Zoom thing and this idea of smart consumption, is that... Are people pushing back on that, particularly the consumption? 

46:32 Interviewer: It's already... I can see it's gonna be so an interesting side. I know I've already mentioned lots of the outputs from the working group, but there's also another stream of work that's going on behind the scenes, whereby we're kind of reflecting on the process. [chuckle] So it's all these different levels of data gathering. And, I can already see... Yeah, I'm definitely gonna be writing something about using this term, consumption. We partly picked it because the rationale for choosing these groups in the first place has very much come, as you was describing before, from the EU policy frameworks, right? And looking at... And when you talk about consumers in the EU policy, particularly in this set plan, this strategic energy technology plan, then consumers, the explicit place where they're talked about... So the way humans are talked about within the system is when it comes to smart, right? So there's targets around smart consumers and smart cities, and that's really... When they're talking about the consumer, that's the future of how we're gonna involve consumers and so forth.

47:39 Interviewer: But obviously, we didn't want to just look at consumer actors at all, in the working group. We wanted to broaden it out to governance actors to just make sure that that was really part of the picture. But even so, I'm wondering now whether it's... Well, I don't know, you don't... There's always problems with all different terms and that, should we just call it smart? You're raising ideas about digitalization as well, and it's... Whatever term you use, people will then think, "Oh well, you're not interested in X, Y, Z," 'cause you've chosen this term. So yeah. I'm sure it's gonna be an ongoing question, and maybe it will even be reflected in some of the ways that the ultimate... Those 100 research questions are framed. If they end up choosing different terms, that's fine. [chuckle] If that's some of the output of the working group.

48:38 Interviewee: Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know. I understood why you guys chose it, you wanted to get away from industrial... The production side.

48:44 Interviewer: Yeah.

48:45 Interviewee: I get it. But it's just... Consumption raises particular...

48:49 Interviewer: I know.

48:52 Interviewee: Very particular issues.

48:52 Interviewer: Absolutely. Yeah, yeah, yeah.

48:55 Interviewee: It just made me think that I'm involved in a project now, sort of an internal project, that's focusing on this new urban science. And, we were trying to figure out a way to shift smart urbanization away from the tech-driven rational optimisation of systems approach and just do that really simple thing of saying, "Why don't we think about human beings first, and then see what technologies might actually help those human beings?" And so, we have this project called [name], and that the wedge or the foot that we're putting in the door, is we're trying to use human well-being. So we didn't wanna get engaged in human health because that's individual, and because there's all kinds of data protection issues and the whole... You have to bring in...

49:58 Interviewee: Yeah, it just opens up too many cans of worms. But if you start to think about well-being more generally at the societal level, the general public level, and think about what kind of digital tools that you can start to unleash on the city to improve well-being, that can be a way to push this forward. So it's thinking about older people and the aging processes, thinking about disabled people, there's no... In the US and maybe you've had this in your experience too, but there's an old trick in sociology, and they said, "If you wanna find the most un-empowered people, you go to the black female in the US." Maybe that's not now but it used to be the case. That was the one you'd go to. And if you start to think about that kind of logic and apply that to these digitalization smart efforts.

51:01 Interviewer: Sure, yeah, yeah.

51:02 Interviewee: So that'll be nice. If we could use that kind of thinking to push the EU in particular directions.

51:10 Interviewer: Absolutely. Yeah. I know. Thinking about exactly what needs bringing up the agenda, that's exactly what this working group should be about, so... Brilliant. Okay. Thank you so much for your time and...

51:23 Interviewee: Sure.

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


