Energy-SHIFTS Working Group 2 – Smart Consumption. Interview 10


00:02 Interviewer: I'll begin the recording now. I will say some fairly obvious things but they need to be on tape. The first thing, if you can confirm that you have seen and that you're happy with the documents that I sent you on consent and...

00:30 Interviewee: Okay so I have seen the documents. I have read them and I'm okay. I confirm and consent to all the recordings and all those things I would say okay.

00:38 Interviewer: Fantastic. Fantastic. So there we are, then we can begin the talk. 

01:02 Interviewer: Okay. Yeah, yeah, yeah. So just to introduce myself then, I'm [name] and I'm at the [organization]. In the context of this Energy-SHIFTS project, my key involvement is as a co-chair of this working group .. and just to give you kind of a restatement of the aim of this project, it is to bring social science and humanities insights more directly into the policy process of the commission, the European commission and especially with respect to themes and topics that are appropriate to the SET-Plan.

02:11 Interviewer: There are four of these working groups and the goal of them is to tease out something like one hundred of the key research themes and questions across the social science and humanities relating to the topics. The other ones are on transport, renewables and energy efficiency.

02:37 Interviewer: Now we can begin, I guess, with yourself and maybe you can tell me, to begin with about your own research up to date in the context of the theme of this new key group.

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

03:19 Interviewer: Okay.

03:20 Interviewee: My concentration area is marketing. I have been working in the area of brand management at the beginning of my career but then I switched my direction to consumer research and within the consumer research, my interest was actually about the consumer resistance so for the last 10 years maybe, I have been in this domain, in different parts of this domain but actually, I was trying to understand the behaviors of the consumers when they were trying to resist the existing market systems and of course, this is somehow related to sustainability and all those behaviors and methods, the techniques that they develop in order to resist this power relationship.

04:09 Interviewee: So this was also why I was included within the [project] and I was more interested in the... How did we call it? There is something that we call as prosumerism, maybe you know about this, the consumers who are acting also as producers and most probably this was how I contributed to that project so actually, I'm not engaged with all those technical stuff, the charging units, the technical qualifications or the specifications of the e-mobility and such stuff, I have no interest in those. I'm not an engineer.

04:52 Interviewer: No, no, no and that is of course perfectly fine. There will be no engineers involved in this so that's fine. Now, you've talked a bit about this already.

05:14 Interviewee: You also asked me if I am still affiliated with [organization]? So maybe...

05:20 Interviewer: Yeah, if you want to talk about it.

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

05:34 Interviewer: Okay. Yeah. Yeah. Nice. They count, of course, countries by the [05:39] ____. That's good to know. That's good to know. Can you talk a bit more about your own research? You mentioned the consumer resistance and the relationship between this and the brand management and these kinds of things. Can you talk a bit more in detail on how you've worked with these issues? 

06:10 Interviewee: Well, actually I was into this topic as I was studying brand management and starting with the 2010 or a bit before that, there was a new area in marketing domain or within the consumer research which was called brand avoidance. So actually, this was a new perspective into consumption behaviors because before that, then we were studying branding, we were always taking the issue from the perspective of the producer. So actually, we were trying to come up with some solutions or to come up with some directions for the producers so that they will have a better idea about the consumers on how they will be promoting their products within the branding area.

07:03 Interviewee: And all the research was focused on that because the researchers maybe were seeing themselves as the agents to support and help the industry but within this time, it was quite neglected that the consumers were also having some very negative feeling towards brands and companies and they were reacting. Especially within the consumer consumption culture, there's another area which is called CCT, Consumption Culture Theory or Consumption Culture Research so this is a network of researchers who deal with the cultural aspects of consumption and within this area, such topics are more popular maybe to look into the darker sides of consumption and not in a way that the consumers are the less powerful side of the relationship but how they react.

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

08:05 Interviewee: So actually, all the personality dimensions that people were talking about were very, very positive things but then with my research, we have recognised that when you are not taking an object... How should I summarize this? 

09:04 Interviewee: All the personality research, brand personality research, is coming from an understanding that you evaluate your own personality. So actually within psychology, when you are evaluating your own personality, when you are assessing your own personality, you would always like to say something positive about yourself and the personality research does not talk about the problematic issues with the personality and the research personality, when you just transfer this to the brands or to the products, it was also so. So it was understood in a way that we always have some positive feelings about the personality dimensions of the brands and products.

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

09:53 Interviewee: So this is how I ended up with this domain and then it was also transformed into sustainability issues because then you will recognise that it's actually a power relationship between the consumers and the producers and how this power is actually now being shifted to the consumers within this general understanding of sustainability.

10:58 Interviewer: Yeah. Yeah. Can you give an example of how this is happening from your perspective? How this process of shifting power from producers to consumers in the context of...

11:12 Interviewee: From producers to consumers. Yeah, it's interesting. Within the research we now have this issue of sustainability so in every single study, you will be seeing some traces of it and this thing of sharing access-based consumption. So the new understanding is that the consumers do not want to actually own something. Most of those research was coming from the American culture and the American culture is quite characterised by this feeling or this need of owning, possessing something but when you take the research into other domains where the consumers are not that wealthy, for instance and sharing is an important tool for consumers to get access to something so this was something that always existed but the research was coming from the United States and this was something neglected and some researchers also claimed that this was purposefully neglected.

12:19 Interviewee: Because if you say that "Okay, sharing is a better way to get access to things so it's more sustainable and having public goods is more sustainable." then actually you are also killing the industry because the industry wants to sell and wants us to consume more and they want to make more profits so if you take these issues into research, then somehow you are killing the reason for existence for your research because it's also supported by the grants from the industrial sector.

13:00 Interviewer: Yeah.

13:00 Interviewee: But then yes, this sharing or access-based understanding of marketing was a new thing into the research and actually I also think that we are now seeing some very important examples of this within this energy research as well. Not only with car sharing but sharing these spaces, sharing the cities, sharing the resources that we have because sharing is an efficient use of resources. I do not own something only for myself but if I share it, of course also from an energy perspective, I'm making a better use of the resources and as long as I can get the benefit from it, it's good.

13:46 Interviewee: Then there was this thing about sharing, sharing cars, sharing spaces, your house, the sharing economy, maybe you can talk about this but some researchers say that what we are trying to understand here is not actually the sharing economy because the sharing economy is also an industry where you are expecting some type of return but the sharing paradigm and yeah, I'm personally also into those things. I'm just trying to use second-hand. I don't own a car, I'm using public transportation. I upcycle and such stuff. Maybe this was also the reason why I found myself in this area because it was fun to study those issues.

14:43 Interviewer: Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. No, that's great. I guess one way of framing your own research then within this notion of smart consumption is a re-conceptualizing of that into something which is more focused around sharing and not only sharing economy but the sharing paradigm.

15:07 Interviewee: Not only the sharing economy of course. I'm not only talking about the sharing economy but how we define "smart" is, I think important. So for instance in the EU research, we were talking about three areas of energy consumption. It was the e-mobility and the buildings and then there was another particular area which we called the smart technologies but I do not think that "smart" does only apply to those technologies. So that you have some different types of devices at your home, which helps you with saving energy but e-mobility or again, sharing systems or what we do within the buildings are also some forms of smart consumption but here also what's important is, why do we call those new ways of consumption smart? So this is actually something that I have been thinking about lately.

16:11 Interviewee: I also have to admit that, for the last two years, I didn't have a chance to write a lot because I was... I have devoted all my energy into [project] and I do have a chance to go deeper into those issues but this idea of "smart" I think this is also something that you have to discuss because when you say this new way of understanding is "smart" then it also means that the previous way was somehow not so "smart". [chuckle] somehow.

16:52 Interviewer: You can say dumb, that's fine. [chuckle]

16:54 Interviewee: Yeah. [chuckle]

16:55 Interviewer: Yeah.

16:57 Interviewee: And how the consumers relate themselves to this new "smart".

17:03 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Do you have a sense from your perspective of why we do that? Why we label these new technologies and practices and ways of doing it in this way? 

17:19 Interviewee: De facto, the consumers, when the consumers engage themselves in this new type of consumption, they find it cool. They find it sexy as well so this was also something that was in the interviews that we have conducted within [project] and it was always told that "Okay, you have to make this new way of consumption to be perceived as sexy so more people will be into this." And I also think that... Now I'm living here in [city] so it's hipsters as you know and those type of activities or those types of consumption are also seen quite sexy here, especially by the young generation. Or I here see a heightened, elevated understanding of sustainability.

18:15 Interviewee: So for instance, I'm having some presentations with my students, I say that "Okay, you can just choose a topic and you can come here, you can present it." I will say that some 90% of those representations are on this topic of sustainability somehow. So the students or the young generation is quite into this and they find it... They carry the responsibility or they feel that they have to carry this responsible so they would be smart consumers. This does not mean being an informed consumer, this is part of it but being smart is also about emotions that those people are having, feeling.

19:00 Interviewer: Yeah.

19:00 Interviewee: So they are ashamed of their actions when they consume more, when they consume micro-plastics, when they do not care about the energy consumption. They have some negative feelings about themselves and they are trying to distance themselves from those type of behaviors but then, this was actually what I was thinking lately. I'm also feeling that this smart ideology is also something that is pushed by the policymakers as well. So there is a power shift, okay I accept this but this power shift is not something that is only demanded by the consumers or this new way of consumers but it's also something that is pushed by the policymakers. Why? I don't know. I also have been studying this area of healthism, I don't know if you know about it. It's...

20:06 Interviewer: This area of what? 

20:07 Interviewee: Healthism.

20:08 Interviewer: Yeah.

20:08 Interviewee: Healthism. We have started this research with the health applications but then we moved in another direction from this vast industry and people are trying to control their lives, their health and from a philosophical or sociological viewpoint, what we have seen is that this is also something that is pushed by the government. So actually the power was lying in the hands of the medical sector and within the hands of the government because health is something that you can't control the masses, the consumers and they were saying that "Okay, we are responsible for your health. The doctors, they are the fathers, they say anything and you have to obey with them."

21:01 Interviewee: But then this became something very costly, this became something very expensive and the governments or the policymakers said that "Okay, now you are taking the control of your own health and you're responsible for it." and the consumers thought that this was something great. Now they are in a rush to have a better health, they are trying to... They are within this vast industry so everything that they think about is "Okay, how can I improve my health? How should I feed myself?" and such stuff but this also creates tension within the individuals.

21:44 Interviewee: Now you are responsible for every single action that you take and I think this is also the same thing with this case of sustainability. So now we have the responsibility, we are given the responsibility and we are also told that this is something very, very sexy and cool but still, this creates a tension in the consumers.

22:04 Interviewee: The problem is that you have created all those problems so within the last century, you have created all those problems with sustainability and the environmental issues and stuff and now the new generation, you are expecting the new generation or generations to shoulder this responsibility by marketing it as something cool. So this is what I see here as the power shift, yeah. Power shift, which we think to be something positive but most probably there is some type of an... I wouldn't be calling this a hidden agenda but yeah.

22:40 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah, yeah.

22:41 Interviewee: Behind the scenes it's a bit weird.

22:44 Interviewer: Yeah I know but I think that's an important point and also kind of to highlight that this development within the energy consumption domain is not sort of isolated only to what goes on with all the trends and how the relationship between consumers and other actors of various kinds are actually across society so that's I think that's very valid to point. So well you have mentioned briefly but if you were to describe yourself in this disciplinary terms, you said something about sociology, you've mentioned marketing research, you've said something about consumer research, where would you kinda place yourself within disciplinary boundaries? 

23:32 Interviewee: Yeah, I thought I would be placing myself within consumer research but consumer research is not something that is part of the... Separated from sociology or psychology as you know or even from philosophy and the consumer culture theory which is another domain within consumer research, it's more into that sociological and such issues because it deals with the culture but I would definitely say that I'm not taking the issue from the producer's perspective so what I do has nothing to do with providing the producers or the firms, the companies, some type of guidelines. "Okay, you should be doing this and that."

24:14 Interviewer: Yeah, that's nice and you've mentioned some research projects that you've been involved in over the last years, are there others that you haven't mentioned that you want to mention? 

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

26:00 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah, yeah. That's nice and then that kind of brings me to the next section now of this interview which kind of stems out from you and then... It's more about your reading of this field as such. So maybe you could begin there by telling me a bit about how you feel the social science and humanities research within what we here call smart consumption, which can be very broad, as we've already discussed, has evolved over the last say, 20, 30 years? Or not. I mean, if... Of course. [chuckle]

26:40 Interviewee: Are we talking about smart consumption or the energy consumption in particular? 

26:52 Interviewer: I mean, the framing here is smart consumption but as you have also hinted at, it's possible to kind of deconstruct what that means and to be critical of the term in and of itself and that kind of thing so...

27:06 Interviewee: Yeah okay.

27:08 Interviewer: Kind of related to a broader notion of how consumption has been studied, that's perfectly fine.

27:17 Interviewee: Okay so let's start with the smallest one, the energy consumption. This was something that I have been into with this EU project and what I have seen from all those papers was that the focus was mainly on the technological qualifications of the products that have been largely in the market and how do consumers react to those and also about the attitudes of the consumers with regard to some particular qualifications, if they are okay with those or do they expect for some advances? And under which conditions they will be more prone to buy those products but I really find this to be a very limited way of understanding the issue.

28:10 Interviewee: So the research was, of course about the demographical and the... Maybe also socio-cultural aspects of consumption through which dimensions the consumers are impacted the most but all of the papers that I have read on this energy consumption, it was a very, very simplistic way of understanding things.

28:38 Interviewee: So this is something that we were doing in the 60s so those are debates, those are the reasons that people consume a particular product, a smart product, whatever it is. I think when we are discussing smart consumption, the first thing that we have to look into this, is this definition of smart. Why do we name it as smart? What was not so smart? And what is the relationship or interaction between the un-smart consumers, the dumb consumers [chuckle] and the smart consumers and how those two groups of people are perceiving each other as well because this is also a very cultural issue.

29:24 Interviewee: Again as I said, [in location] being a smart consumer is a reflection of identity. In some cultures, it's not so; it depends on the resources, it depends on the media, it depends on what is being told to you and the reason for this, I think the reason for this is also one of the most important things. I mean right now we need to define why do we now need to identify a smart consumption or a smart consumer and how do we promote this new ideology of consumption? 

30:09 Interviewer: Yeah, no these are really good points. So you've hinted at some of these things, you've said something about time and something about differences in styles of research over time but if you can give a feeling of when the Social Sciences and Humanities began to focus on and engage with the idea of smart consumption, would you be comfortable placing it somewhere in time over the last decades? 

30:47 Interviewee: I think it started with 2010. Not before that. Not before that. So I will not say that it has a history of more than 10 years. At most 15, at most 15. I was in [country] in 2014 and it was actually the first time that there were some PhD students who were trying to understand this idea of access-based or sharing-based systems. Even in 2014, it was something quite new.

31:27 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah.

31:29 Interviewee: So then you look into marketing, from the history of marketing research until 80s, everything was about the product. Everything was taken from the producer's side. From 80s on until 2000, it was then a shift in power but not a total transfer of power but a relationship. So this is something that we call as relationship marketing. Which says that okay, there are consumers there and the producers should somehow maintain a sustainable relationship with those consumers but it was only 2010 and beyond when we have started to think about those new understanding of consumption and of course, this is something also related with digitalization, with the systems that allow the consumers to create and share more sustainable ways of consume of things. So it's also not possible that we separate them from the two or digital tools because beforehand, it wasn't possible for us to find those people that we can create more sustainable spaces.

32:56 Interviewer: Yeah.

33:00 Interviewee: Yeah, I think they are all related in this manner.

33:05 Interviewer: These are great reflections and if you're gonna look across then this, I guess last decade and look at the types of scholars that you see study these issues, which kind of degree of fragmentation do you see, do you kinda see any examples of contestation, debate, conflict within and across social science and humanities literatures on this issue? 

33:37 Interviewee: I will not say so fragmented but this domain of consumer research is something quite critical and apart from the sustainability research that focuses on the technological qualifications of the devices or stuff or how the consumers are trying to... How the consumers get accustomed to those devices. This is completely something else, of course, there's lots of research in this area but I don't think that it makes sense. Within the other side, the most important group consists of the people who say that "Okay, this access-based systems is something that we have to focus on and this is something that we have to promote for more sustainable life."

34:37 Interviewer: Yeah.

34:39 Interviewee: Only a few researchers are critical of the issue for the reasons that I have discussed so the question arises here, now we are trying to create a responsible consumer and why is this happening? So I also have sent you a paper about this but I think this is maybe the only one or if there are any followers into this area but it's by Markus Giesler and Ela Veresiu. Those are from Canada, from York University and York University is actually, I mean Schulich school of business in York. This group of researchers are mostly within this domain and they have a criticism on this issue, I mean how are we creating this responsible consumer and why do we do this? So they have conducted this research by using the World Economic Forum, press releases and what they say about the problems of the world and the environment and such stuff.

35:50 Interviewee: So they are saying that "Okay, now there is a pattern that we see here for creating this responsible consumer so that they will take control and be responsible to everything that has happened in the environment" although it was not their fault and there are steps to this. So first for instance, they say "You personify it, okay, you make it a personal problem. Actually maybe it's not my personal problem, I didn't contribute to those problems but now I'm feeling that okay, there's poverty in the world and I have to care for the people who are making less than $1 a day. The environmental problems, this is my problem so I have to find a solution to those problems" and then it goes over and over with some additional steps so at the end of the day you have a very, very moral, ethical, responsible consumer.

36:45 Interviewer: Yeah.

36:46 Interviewee: And I think this is the only critical domain that... So I also don't think that they are trying to devalue or underrate the importance of sustainable ways how we achieve sustainability but yeah, this might be another issue to look into.

37:10 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah, yeah and of course, much of what you're saying was kind of hinting to a answer to my next question then which is if you see any dominant or marginalized disciplines, theories, ontologies within this field and kind of why these are either dominant or marginalized across the social science [37:39] ____ issue.

37:41 Interviewee: Well... Yeah.

[foreign language]

37:54 Interviewee: Am I allowed to speak [language]? [chuckle]

37:57 Interviewer: You are allowed.

37:58 Interviewee: I have to think about this.

38:06 Interviewer: Yeah. There is, I guess, a lot of stuff on this issue in your last answer.

38:15 Interviewee: I will say that as long as you are not working for the interests of the industry, that actually you are marginalized.

38:32 Interviewer: Yeah and if you were to give a speculative answer on which disciplines are engaged in primarily doing this work for the industry, then that would be typically something like...

38:46 Interviewee: Marketing in general.

38:48 Interviewer: Yeah.

38:53 Interviewee: I could also give you some hints about the regions which are studying those topics from the perspective of marketing and engineering. I would say that Asia, the researchers from China, India, including the Middle Eastern countries as well. So the focus here is, it's about coming up with the solutions that would guide the industry to promote sustainable lifestyles and products. It's only in some parts of Europe and also parts of the United States which take a critical stance or which go into the lifestyles, the cultures, consumption cultures but I also think that this is related to the exposure from the media and what they personally experience in life.

40:09 Interviewer: Yeah. So a final kind of question on this, your view on the scholarly community sceneries concerning the relationship between policy and research. Have you kinda seen this relationship between policy and research? How do you see this relationship today and how you kind of seeing it's change over time? 

40:36 Interviewee: [chuckle] Policy and research.

40:37 Interviewer: Yeah. I mean again, you alluded to a lot of this through highlighting how critical research is in a sense marginalized and how certain types of research is listened to within the business domain. Do you see similarity in this field and area? 

40:58 Interviewee: Policy and research. It's so very problematic question. Not a problematic question but for me, it's problematic to identify the relationship between research and policy because I'm in this field in academia for the last 20 years and I really don't think that what research comes up with has something to say in policy. This relationship is okay, something quite established so everyone would like to say that "Okay, we are basing our decisions on research." But at the end of the day, I don't think that there is a good communication between research and policy-making. For the technical areas, for engineering, it might be the case. I don't know because in engineering, in technology, the interaction between research and practice are better. Better but for more social sciences, humanities, it's difficult and there are reasons for this.

42:25 Interviewee: First of all, Social Sciences somehow has distanced itself from saying something that's applicable. The way they write for instance, it's very advanced and it's not possible that a practitioner will understand anything from it. It's just like literature and the researchers in this area for instance, find or see themselves as orders and maybe you know about those statistics. Average Social Science article is read by some six people. So actually publishing in the journals is not a good way to disseminate your ideas about something. You can use Twitter if you have some good opinions, some interesting opinions about some topic.

43:22 Interviewee: The other issues such as those projects funded by institutions, to what extent are they really taking to account for developing new policies? I also have no idea about it. It's just like "Okay, this is the way we do those things so we allocate some share of funding to research in those areas.

43:53 Interviewee: Okay, this here. European Union is allocating this amount of money for research and then there are the researchers, they're conducting the research and they're also being paid on this because this is close in industry and then we write all those reports and come up with some policy recommendations. Are they really put into effect? You know that. I have no idea about this. I really don't know about this.

44:22 Interviewer: No, no. Do you think this is a challenge that the social science humanities scholars should address or the policymakers or is it kind of too...

44:32 Interviewee: It might be.

44:37 Interviewer: Okay. Good. Really, really good points. Now so I would say a bit about the next steps of this and ask you a couple of questions with respect to that and I think we're kind of coming towards an end here. One of the things that we want to do as part of this working group is to produce a set of annotated bibliographies and this was the reason why we are asked the interviewees to come up with the few pieces of literature that they... From their various different perspectives see as important. Can you just say a few words about why you chose these specific pieces that you chose. Why they were especially important for you? And if you kinda found it difficult to make assessments about which to include in that email.

45:45 Interviewee: Yeah when I got the e-mail, I also remember about this project from... It was maybe some two years ago? 

45:56 Interviewer: That was a long time. [chuckle]

46:00 Interviewee: And first of all, I once again thought that it was only about energy but then seeing that it was about social sciences and humanities research and how it focuses on this idea of smart. This was actually the first thing that I have thought about. How we define smart and from a sustainability view point, I think a new way of consumption is the most important thing that we have to have as the starting point of the theory. So it should not begin with problems with the environment and then those new policies to create sustainable lifestyles but actually it was about what we did wrong and how is this now understood by researchers and I think the sharing economies or the sharing paradigm is... Should be the starting point.

47:12 Interviewer: Yeah.

47:13 Interviewee: Because it signifies the transition from the traditional way of consumption, which is somehow... Which is actually a revolution in our understanding within the last century, it was totally a different understanding but with the new generations and with new understandings now, there is a revolution here, co-creation for instance, we didn't speak about this one but co-creation is now a very important topic in marketing and also in practice as well.

47:49 Interviewee: When you bring all those together consumption, co-creation, sharing, access-based systems, new logics into marketing and consumption. I'm seeing all this under one umbrella and theoretically I find them to be the starting point to discuss sustainability and the smart consumption.

48:16 Interviewer: Yeah. Those are good points I'm gonna base on today's discussions. Are there other titles that you would like to add that you think the broader community should know about? No pressure, if you can't come up with any, you can easily send this on email later then...

48:38 Interviewee: At the moment, most probably I won't be able to do this but I can check.

48:45 Interviewer: Yeah. It's completely optional but feel free if you can, based on this discussion, come up with something that you really think we should include, then please do so.
49:16 Interviewer: That's perfect. That's great. I think we're coming to an end. Is there anything that you would have want to say within this theme that I haven't kind of given you the opportunity to say to through the questions that I have posed, anything that kind of pops into mind. These people should kind of... [chuckle]

49:45 Interviewee: No. I have spoken about everything.

49:49 Interviewer: That's perfect. That's perfect. 

-- Interviewer talks more about the next steps for the Working Group –
50:49 Interviewer: That's... And there are different ways that you can or can not engage with that so we'll be in touch concerning that and final thing is that as this... And I can't give you a concrete timeline on that but at some point, in a not too distant future, a transcript of this will be due and you can approve it, if you want or disapprove it, if you don't want. [chuckle] It will just contain what we've talked about here and in the end, that will go into a database, that's what the EU requires. It'll anonymized but if someone wants to read it, then they can...

51:42 Interviewee: Yeah, of course.

51:43 Interviewer: Journals. So that's another formal thing in here I need to say to you but anyways, I just wanna thank you so much for the time.

51:57 Interviewee: You're welcome.

51:57 Interviewer: I thought it was really interesting and always nice to get these perspectives on this issue so that's great and feel free to get in touch if there is anything.

End of interview
