Energy-SHIFTS Working Group 2 – Smart Consumption. Interview 9


01:16 Interviewer: I'm [name], at [institution], and as you know, this interview then is part of the Energy-SHIFTS project, which aims to kinda feed social science and humanities insights into European policy-making processes and innovation programs and so on, and so forth. And this interview then takes place in the context of the one of four of these working groups, this is for what we've called smart consumptions and they're kind of termed after the set plan priorities.

02:18 Interviewee: Sure.

02:20 Interviewer: Now, then I think we can get into it and start talking about you, which is the main reason why we are here and your insights into this field of research. So maybe you could just begin by telling me a little bit about your own research to date sort of in the broad context of what we here have called smart consumption.

02:46 Interviewee: Sure. Now, I thank you for involving me in a piece of work and it looks very interesting and important, so wishing you all very well with it. I work on lots of different aspects of how society is responding to climate change, and so my work on smart consumption is one aspect, amongst others, so I don't feel I am an expert in this field per say, but it's the work that I do that is part of a broader questions that I have. So I think that in a sense, my entry point into these discussions has been about how I've been working on how cities are responding to climate change, and so then as we see cities and urban actors.

03:31 Interviewee: So when I talk about cities I mean this set of agencies that make up what what we consider to be the urban arena in our contemporary society. So I don't just mean local government, but I mean a set of other urban actors. As we see urban actors, cities engaging with their issue of climate change, and one of the forms of engagement that has emerged is through the idea that by developing new kinds of infrastructures that are smart, and also new forms of consumption behavior that are smart, then we have a means through which to address climate change.

04:07 Interviewee: So my engagement with this question of smart consumerism has come from this angle, and so I think that's a kinda important background, in terms of how I see the questions, and what issues are taking place. So I've been interested to understand the relationship between smart cities, smart grid infrastructural interventions, and new forms of behavior and action, and thinking that one is very much related to the others. So for smart grids and infrastructures to work, then you need certain kinds of consumption behavior to be enacted, embodied and to take place. And so it's been in that kind of ways of how do you govern to create smart consumers that make your infrastructures upgrade in the way that you intend them to do, that I've been interested to kind of explore this debate.

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

08:45 Interviewee: And in that project so far, not so much evidence of smart consumption, although potentially in the food area, you're seeing new ideas about smart consumption emerging, but they're not really related to energy, of course. But what's intriguing there is that maybe some of the prototypes or ways of thinking about consumption and smart consumption that have come from the energy field are being translated into new arenas, so that's... Maybe when we think about the contribution of social science and humanities work on smart consumerism in the energy field, we also have to think about what that then ends up doing for our understanding of other fields in the economy. So maybe that would be an element of your reporting, would be to think about how far the ideas that have developed in this field actually help us understand sustainability more broadly in Europe as well.

09:34 Interviewer: Can you say something about your feelings about how it has travelled and perhaps changed in that domain? 

09:41 Interviewee: Yeah, I think as the ideas of smart consumption around food and... So you're building apps around the real-time consumption of food and food that might be going into food waste, you're getting issues around food sharing, like fruit that's growing in cities and where it's accessible, and you can harvest it and so on. I think some of the... It is more bottom-up. There aren't any more different and diverse actors involved in the food economy than they are all in the energy economy, and that's making those who have control in the design and implementing in smart systems being much more various. But it's really tying it into the debate around the circular economy, I think.

10:24 Interviewer: Yeah.

10:25 Interviewee: So that's an intriguing way in which this idea of smart consumerism is going, into these wider debates on the circular economy. And then, yeah, the water consumption is another area where I think smart... Some of the models of smart consumerism that were developed in the energy sector are being tried out, and in that sector I think it is still more used in infrastructure and government-driven.

10:53 Interviewer: Yeah, I can re-imagine how people would also... There are some potentially direct links in terms of bio-gas and stuff that can come out of the food chain, if that becomes part of that discussion or not presently? Yeah.

11:12 Interviewee: But anyway, I know it's a bit off the track of what you're specifically focusing on, but I think it's nonetheless important to think that intellectual ideas and knowledge that are generated in one field start to have an important effect in other fields. Also then in their policy direction and their management.

11:28 Interviewer: Yeah, thank for that. And in your own work, then back to that, can you tell me a little bit about the kind of disciplinary orientation that you and your collaborators have perceived these questions with? 

11:42 Interviewee: Yeah, I think, very much coming... Trying to, and this 2010, 2011, like a decade ago now, so we were all younger then, but some of the things that we were trying to do was to draw together a practice theory that had been done on social practices with the idea of energy transitions. And that has been a fertile ground for much of the research in this field. We certainly wouldn't claim any novelty in that regard. But I think one of the important things that we try to do is to think about the idea of flexibility and practice. Social practice theory often is associated with long-standing habitual and often rigid ways of performing everyday life. And one of the things that we were interested in was what makes practices flexible, and how far practices are shaped by the changing conditions around them. We're particularly focused on this idea of flexibility because it is, in our view, the quality of energy use that smart infrastructures, and markets that try to sell smart energy services, require from their customers, they require flexibility.

13:14 Interviewee: And flexibility doesn't just exist, it is produced, and what constitutes flexibility is a matter of social materiality in the electricity grid in terms of what kinds of electricity... We were focusing on electricity rather than other forms of energy. What kinds of electricity are being produced when, and by whom? And therefore what constitutes good electricity and bad electricity? And then also what kinds of practices are sanctioned or celebrated and so on. And different kinds of incentives or interventions that are made.

13:49 Interviewee: So in both the... In the [project name], where we were focusing on consumer flexibility and the flexibility of individual households, and we were looking at a range of different interventions that were happening across the trial of which we were part, to see how they generated and produced distinct forms of flexibility and what that did in terms of which kinds of parts of society could or could not participate in this market. Because some forms of flexibility are easier to produce than others, and high value flexibility turns out to be the kinds of social practices, or associated with the kinds of social practices that relatively high income earners already have. So... And whereas lower income, older residents, those with particular needs for social care or child care seemed to be less flexible in the terms that were being produced by the grid. But then when we... Then in the other kind of work, the projects where we were looking at the idea of the smart grid, smart city, then we were looking at the idea of the extent to which the urban becomes a flexible arena and what is it within the urban that's able to be flexible to the grid? And some of that work is work that we've published on this... 

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

15:23 Interviewer: Yeah.

15:24 Interviewee: But about how the kind of urban fabric and its inertia were shaping the extent to which their grid could become smart or otherwise. And so again, now you've got an idea about what constitutes the malleability or the flexibility of the urban environment itself and how that is considered in the making of the grid. So that the smart grid is always also made through the idea of the smart urban and vice versa. So yeah, those were the two different kinds of sets of work, so it was really on the one hand about social practice theory and energy transitions, and then with the urban, much more sort of drawing on the kind of political ecology, urban political ecology, kind of thinking about the materiality of politics.

16:13 Interviewer: That's great, thanks. Now, if you could then lift your eyes from your own piece of works within the field and look at the broader social science, humanities research, do you have a feeling of how that has evolved within this field, or not, over the last, say, 20, 30 years? 

16:36 Interviewee: Yeah, I think there have been a lot of advances in practice theory driven through work on smart consumerism. But I think that the sort of... That some of the issues that I just articulated then about how do you work with practice theory under conditions of change, have been... Smart consumerism has been an important space in which those kind of theoretical advances have been made. By the group at RMIT, by the Demand Centre itself, where Elizabeth Shove is based. Also by Kirsten Gram-Hanssen and colleagues in Denmark. Those are probably the three centres of work that have really advanced that kind of thinking. And I think it's given us a richer understanding of practice theory, and also to some extent, has helped to kind of distinguish and differentiate between the different kinds of actors involved.

17:34 Interviewee: Again, practice theory tended to be relatively monotone about agency and tended to think about all sorts of actors as being very similar, whereas I think some of this work in smart consumerism has started to bring out issues around gender, has started to bring out issues about, as I said before, other kinds of social differentiation and what they mean, whether it's migrant status, whether it's age. And what that means for how we understand practices as well, and I think it's helped us to think about practices in a much more fluid way. So that, I think, is one significant advance, and then I do think that also the work on urban infrastructures has benefited significantly from engagement with this literature on smart consumerism, and that's in a few different ways. I think there was a existing body of work on urban infrastructures and urban energy infrastructures, as you know well, but I think the bringing in of the questions of smart and smart consumption helped to reinvigorate that field and bring it into conversations more with questions of intervention and innovation and governance.

18:52 Interviewee: Previously it had been quite historical in its outlook, maybe focused mostly on, if you like, regime actors and the structural structures, the structurations kind of the structure and agency. And I think the smart consumerism debates have forced questions around, well what do interventions in these networked infrastructures that are leading to fragmentation, decentralization, multiple different actors having forms of control over those infrastructures, what does that actually mean for how we understand our own politics of urban infrastructures? I think that's been an important advance. And then also in terms of thinking of the digital as well as the material in the constitution of proper infrastructure. So I think we got quite comfortable with the idea of socio-materiality, but when you bring in... One kind of thing that has just been brought into that field is, of course, the idea of vibrant materiality. So that... Electrons themselves do things in a network that is neither social or material itself, so that's been one issue. And then I think the other is that the digitalization of both the matter and the sociality of those networks creates new sorts of questions about power and control in those networks.

20:28 Interviewer: Yeah.

20:30 Interviewee: So yeah, I think that has also kind of raised our game in terms of how we understand infrastructures and what they mean. And what their potential is for addressing societal challenges.

20:43 Interviewer: So, great reflections. So if you now look back at what you've just said and think about the origins of these debates, do you have a time frame in mind, do you have a sense of when this all started? 

21:00 Interviewee: Yeah. I would say that it has probably been over the past decade.

21:05 Interviewer: Yeah.

21:05 Interviewee: I don't think it's longer than that.

21:07 Interviewer: No? 

21:11 Interviewee: Yeah, I think there are other questions around energy justice as well that have started to be explored around, but I think those are more recent. So I think those two debates around practice and infrastructure have been with us for about 10 years now. But I think the debates around what does smart consumerism mean, in terms of energy justice, energy poverty, access to services, they were maybe in the conclusions of some of that other work, but they weren't front and centre stage. And now I think in the last three or four years you're seeing them more at the heart of the questions of the transition towards smart consumerism.

21:51 Interviewer: Yeah, so if you look back at that decade and say, or... That you've identified, do you see any fragmentation, examples of debates, contestation, contests across the science, humanities disciplines, and the literature on this topic? 

22:14 Interviewee: Yeah, I think the debate on practices still remains very heavily fractionalised. You're in one school of practice thought, or you're in another, and I think that... In some senses it's healthy and that it's good to have a diversity of views about things. But sometimes it's the overly canonical, okay, that's a term, where you have to refer to a whole canon of theories, and I don't think that would be my approach.

22:47 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah...

22:48 Interviewee: As anybody who's read any of my work knows, I'm certainly a magpie when it comes to theory. I don't really believe that there is a kind of canon that one must follow, I think that ideas are useful in the context of the problem that you're trying to explain, so... So I think that there is a bit of a tendency within social practice theory towards a kind of canon of research and that you have to show how any new ideas relate back to the whole of that canon, and that can be detrimental to innovation of... Or fluidity of thought, and maybe particularly to the emergence of new ideas from early career researchers.

23:25 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah.

23:26 Interviewee: I suppose it's not possible to read a whole canon that's been developed in 30 years, in a year. You have to have read it for 30 years to know it. So it's a way of... It's a way of making distinctions.

23:37 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah.

23:38 Interviewee: I think that's less true in the urban infrastructure discussions. I think there's more... There's, but... There's more diversity there. I mean there's certainly diversity of perspectives in terms of whether people adhere to a more marxist version of urban political ecology or whether they are more [23:57] ____ theory and more science and technology studies, or whether they come more from a post-structural politics, [24:07] ____ approach. I think there's a slightly broader church where these different perspectives rub up against each other in a more productive way. And that there's... There's more allowance of those different things.

24:19 Interviewer: Yeah.

24:21 Interviewee: But I think both of those schools of thought still... Both of those areas still struggle with how they then conceive of justice, and equity. Because it's not the natural concept that fits... What is a just social practice? 

24:38 Interviewer: Yeah.

24:39 Interviewee: That's not a question that social practice theory asks of itself, but it's actually quite important in terms of what the consequences of theorizing smart consumption are, in that way. And similarly, I think... Obviously, some branches of political ecology have a stronger sense of what's justice than others...

25:00 Interviewer: Yeah.

25:00 Interviewee: So yeah, I think maybe that's one of the reasons why those questions of what smart consumption means for justice have been harder to realize, is because the theories which those debates are primarily based in don't lend themselves necessarily to questions of justice first and foremost.

25:21 Interviewer: No, thanks, that's really interesting. Again, and a slightly different type of question about this last decade that you've identified. Do you see any, from your perspective, clear moments where research directions has changed? It could be seminal publications, policy priorities, things going on in the funding landscape or other kind of things that I'm not thinking about now but... You know, these key...

25:57 Interviewee: I think, not so much... I mean, I think there will be, and it's hard to trace them from the outside, but I'm sure that there were key moments within some of the leading research groups that mattered. So when I think of the RMIT group and their Beyond Behavioural Change cluster that was established, and I think that that was an important bringing together of a set of researchers who then collectively made a significant contribution to the debate and potentially without that having been achieved. But that's like on a kind of institutional level within RMIT, and the exact things that led to that... They will know. They might tell you if you're speaking to them.

26:37 Interviewee: Then again, I think.... Energy and climate change in the social sciences has been well funded [in certain national contexts] over the last decade, and indeed before. Relatively speaking, I don't mean... It's not been well-funded compared to climate science, but it's been well-funded compared to energy social sciences in other countries. And I think that you can also then see that in terms of the potential impact [is perhaps] because they have had quite a lot of funding through on the social sciences side in the energy social sciences and humanities. .. that will have led to a particular kind of coalition of actors being present in a particular time. .. But the formation of particular groups in particular moments, I think it's important in this history, but it's harder to pick out...

28:12 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah.

28:16 Interviewee: Yeah, yeah. No, but that's... These are good reflections. So it's obviously difficult to say what "the" moments are.

28:24 Interviewee: No, yeah. Obviously, I think there have been key publications and books, I think Yolande Strengers' book on the energy smart home has be important. I think Elizabeth Shove's book on practice theory was important. And I think there have been key articles that have been important as well. But I'm not sure whether any one of them has been seminal in terms of creating a new direction in the field. For sure.

28:46 Interviewer: No, no. So you've touched a bit about the dominant disciplines, theories, ontologies there, but do you have any sense of fields that are marginalized within this discussion? Have you...

29:08 Interviewee: Well, I think what's been interesting is that probably actually the dominant field is still social psychology, it's just that we don't talk about it much 'cause we don't like it.

[laughter]

29:20 Interviewer: That's true.

29:23 Interviewee: But I still think that in terms of how... In the sense, if you ask people to try and explain what shapes smart consumerism, the first things that they would talk about would be the attitudes, behavior and choice. And then we would talk about market choices, and then we would talk about pricing, and then we'd talk about people's attitudes to the environment and their everyday behaviours. I'm absolutely sure that that would be the, if you were to ask any... Sociologist or psychologist or in passing... Maybe a few passing geographers would raise their eyebrows at you, but I think that would remain the dominant approach.

30:12 Interviewer: Yeah.

30:12 Interviewee: And it's certainly what kind of dominates policy thinking still on what smart consumerism looks like. So in a sense, what's intriguing is that there has been all of these... Quite an amount of funding, energy debates and discussion on the kinds of fields that we've talked about around social practice, urban infrastructure and energy justice, that still remain marginal to that dominant frame of smart energy consumption. And a question... That's quite a big question for the social sciences and humanities, because in a way there's been quite a revolutionary change towards thinking of all these different forms of how you explain smart energy consumption, but it still hasn't really quite gained enough traction in the mainstream of the social sciences.

31:01 Interviewer: Why do you think that is? 

31:04 Interviewee: Because it's more difficult to deal with, probably. And it's because it's easier, in many ways, easier for policy makers to think that smart consumerism will be solved through the traditional mechanisms and levers that they have. But, and also they still believe that those mechanisms and levers exist, which is kind of sweet but worrying as well. That they still feel that they have some kind of control over energy markets.

31:33 Interviewer: Yeah.

[chuckle]

31:34 Interviewee: And also that people's attitudes are [31:36] ____ of their behavior. And I think it's to do with a really... It's a more fundamental issue about a persistence since the 1980s of a particular way of thinking about how you address environmental problems in contemporary society which we can broadly label as a kind of ecological modernist paradigm.

31:58 Interviewer: Yeah.

32:00 Interviewee: If we think that in the 70s, the task was of getting environmental issues onto the agenda, then they've been institutionalized on the agenda in such a way that accords with a broad spectrum of things that we can kind of wrap into this label of... You internalize the externalities, you have information, you get more information and then you decide, you manage probably a few resources through collective action, all sorts of different things which are modernist in their approach to how you govern and manage the environment. Whereas these kinds of approaches we've just been talking about are not modernist in terms of where the sites of agency are, where the levers of change are, how you actually need to change the system through incrementalism, through interventions that then pick on their own life, that you have to kind of have a less managerialist approach. And that doesn't suit governments so well.

33:03 Interviewer: I guess what you're describing now is still a quite static relationship over time between [33:08] ____ at least. But do you have any sense of this having changed then over time? And if you are to take on more optimistic glasses are there any particular stories of these social sciences being successful in communicating and influencing that policy? 

33:34 Interviewee: I think some of the things where you can see some levels of success are really around the questions of energy justice, and I think that has opened the doors to the kind of question of like, "Well, it's not really just people's attitudes that shape what energy they get access to."

33:50 Interviewer: No, I know.

33:50 Interviewee: I think that that has been... The more that that agenda goes forward, the more it also kind of opens up the wider frame of how we consider energy use. I think there also is, to a degree, an idea that this question of energy as being an embodied practice is having an effect. It's difficult to really trace it thoroughly, but you can see that there is less funding going into behavioral change campaigns than there used to be.

34:28 Interviewer: Yeah.

34:28 Interviewee: You can see that there is more intervention around demonstration, infrastructural development experimentation, as I would call it, than there used to be. Things like the funding that's going into urban living laboratories, whether you like them or not... A different mode of engaging knowledge, practice, action and infrastructure than say, a behavioral change campaign would be. And so the fact that you have some of those sorts of interventions emerging as the means through which to try to think about smart consumerism probably tells you that some of the insights from... Some of the insights are going through. It also tells you that they see it as being a place for new economies to be generated. But yeah. It's tricky to kind of pull these things apart I guess.

35:19 Interviewer: Yeah and I guess related question then, beyond the scholarly position, is this kind of geographic aspect of Europe, which is a big continent. Do you have any sense or, and you've mentioned this? 

35:39 Interviewee: Yeah, yeah.

35:39 Interviewer: All this I guess. Do you have any sense of certain parts of Europe being more dominant than others? Certain parts being marginalized in these discussions? 

35:50 Interviewee: Yeah, well, I think it's partly related to where smart energy networks are being developed. I think that it's partly to do with the actual politics of this phenomenon. So I think you can see it emerging most probably in the UK, parts of France, Denmark, parts of Sweden, Norway, whereas where you've... You haven't had the sort of smart grid revolutions of various different kinds and also, sorry, I should also say Italy. Elsewhere, I think you have really not had this sort of split towards forms of smart consumerism that have generated an engagement from the academic community. Yeah, obviously also in North America and Australia are other places where smart grids are emerging, and with quite a significant fellowship around them as well. But I think it is really related to the phenomenon of the changing nature of the grid. And then potentially also to do with the Anglo-American debates on things like social practice theory and urban infrastructure which tend to be Anglo-American with some... By which I mean those academic traditions that work also in English as a major language, also kind of part of those discussions, and so that would be Scandinavian countries of course. What's kind of interesting is the relative absence of the Netherlands from these discussions. I mean maybe they've all been too busy looking at transition periods before anything else. [chuckle]

37:25 Interviewee: That's true.

37:27 Interviewer: But I think it is also to do with the fact that there really is... There's not a smart grid infrastructure in the Netherlands. There's beginning to be some discussion around smart mobility. And they've all been looked at really from a transition plans, very, very little practice theory, very little kind of urban infrastructure, politics concerns, which is surprising, considering... In the sense the Netherlands here is a bit of an outlier compared to all of the other places in which these debates have been taken forward because it's similar otherwise... In it's academic traditions. And so then... But France and Italy, also producing scholarship in this area. I think that's also very much fundamentally due to the nature of their electricity grids, and there're sorts of things which are changing within those countries. So yeah.

38:20 Interviewee: Yeah. Yeah, sorry. I mean, someone actually called on to my laptop here now. So you heard some noise and I shut it down and... That's great. And the Netherlands points, I haven't thought about that. That's a good point actually. I mean, we're approaching, I guess the end of this. One element of this exercise that we're doing here is to produce, and I don't know if you've discussed this over email with [colleague], but we're producing a series of annotated bibliographies that will encompass Horizon scans and... So one of the things that we're asking the people that become members of this group, and I understand now you actually won't be a member of the group but this, according to you, you're very... That you're doing kind of... Either way, so that's very nice. But, if you were to recommend... What we ask the group members is to recommend five titles that should be represented within such bibliography of kind of, seminal work, or that you find personally important in some way, or whatever reason you feel that the community in broad should know about these. You mentioned a couple, I mean as, Yolanda Strengers’ book and you mentioned Elizabeth Shove’s Practice Theory book. But are there other examples that you would like to bring out now that we can take into the book? 

40:15 Interviewee: Yeah, I mean I think one of our other piece by Simon Marvin and Andres Luque on control systems.

40:21 Interviewer: Yeah.

40:30 Interviewee: Maybe one of the pieces by Anthony Levenda on the work in Phoenix and other parts of North America on the rise of the smart grid city.

40:43 Interviewer: Yeah.

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

40:54 Interviewee: But I would also... I'd also draw some attention to Heather Lovell 's work here, and the work that she's recently been doing.

41:02 Interviewer: Yeah.

41:03 Interviewee: She's got a piece on an interconnector... I can't remember the title of the piece right now, but it's about an interconnector between an island, it's in Tasmania, and it's about the development of the infrastructure between a small island of Tasmania and the Tasmanian mainland, and the politics of that interconnector and how that related to predictions of demand.

41:26 Interviewer: Yeah, that's interesting.

41:27 Interviewee: And I think that that's it. So if you can't find Heather Lovell's article on that I'll find it for you, but...

41:33 Interviewer: Yeah? 

41:33 Interviewee: Yeah. I think...

41:36 Interviewer: I think we should be able to find these and if not, then maybe I will send you an email.

41:42 Interviewee: Yeah, you can always ask me. But yeah.

-- Interviewer talks more about the next steps for the Working Group –
42:48 Interviewee: I don't think so. I don't think so. You know, I think... Yeah, I think this kind of idea of, thinking of smart consumerism, not only at the individual or household level is important, but I've tried to sort of talk about that in terms of thinking about the way in which smart consumerism is also conditioned around the ways it's... Urban environments and grids are co-constituted. But I think that's... I've sort of addressed that through the ways in which we've had our discussion, and I'm sure that that is on your mind as well, but I'm thinking that this debate can too readily get linked back to the individual and therefore kind of perpetuate the dominance of, kind of, individualist quantitative science. So...

43:33 Interviewer: Yeah, I mean it's definitely the intention to go in that direction. I can't say with a 100% certainty that there won't be...

43:42 Interviewee: Yeah. No, of course.

43:43 Interviewer: [43:43] ____ involved that will not be concerned with individual, but...

43:47 Interviewee: Yeah, It's part of... Of course it's part of the mixture, but yeah. I think that's the only thing I would emphasize at this point.

43:55 Interviewer: No, but that sounds great. 
-- Interviewer talks more about the next steps for the Working Group –
45:41 Interviewer: Perfect. And the very final thing is that after this conversation, I'm not sure when, but sometime in the future, we will email you a transcript of this conversation for you to approve and it will be made part of a database anonymized, as is kind of required by the funding body here. So I'm hoping you're okay with that.

46:12 Interviewee: I'm fine with it, partly because I don't think it would be possible to anonymize it, but anybody who would know what... Know me, and want to know what I would say about energy would be able to work it out. But because I haven't said anything that I wouldn't say out loud anyway, I think it's okay. So, yeah.

End of interview
