Energy-SHIFTS Working Group 2 – Smart Consumption. Interview 4.

00:00 Interviewer: Start doing that now. One thing to mention about that is that because of this being an EU funded project, then we have a commitment to make data openly accessible. So transcripts from these conversations will be uploaded to an open access data portal. However, they are also going to be anonymised, which may mean, in these cases 'cause obviously we are talking about people's work, quite some chunks of them being redacted out of the transcripts. And we will send them to people before anything is uploaded, so you would be able to see it before it got made public at all. So yeah, just to mention that. If it's all right, I'm just gonna run through a few things 'cause otherwise we're going to get to the end of the conversation and I'll have forgotten to do them.

00:53 Interviewee: Mm-hmm.

00:54 Interviewer: One is a minor point as to whether you would be interested in being put onto the mailing list for the wider project, it's sort of just to keep you updated with the other outputs from...

01:10 Interviewee: Yeah. Yeah, that's fine.

01:13 Interviewer: It's only once every couple of months, so hopefully it's not too spammy. The other thing is to... We think it's important to make sure that we are noting working group member's disciplines according to how they see them themselves, so would it be all right to ask you how you see your disciplinary orientation and particular... How would you, not to label yourself, but how would you categorise where you're at with your...

01:48 Interviewee: I guess I'd say energy studies, probably, if that's okay.

01:53 Interviewer: That's absolutely fine, yeah as I say we think it's important to do it as people want to represent it themselves, so that's fine.

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

17:46 Interviewer: Okay, that's fantastic, thank you. Very helpful. So the next sort of tranche of discussion is to think about, you know, as you've been operating in this landscape, how you see the wider literature developing and what you see... 'Cause exactly as you say, there's kind of been various points perhaps at which there's been a lot more interest, it's kind of taken off somewhat. [chuckle] So it would be interesting to see... To get your perspective on have there been particular moments when... And you've already mentioned some of these, particular policies coming in and so forth, when there's been more activity or when the landscape has shifted, maybe the focus of research has changed slightly. How do you see the research side of things having changed over the past decades? 

18:47 Interviewee: I think it is... The stuff I find most useful is the stuff that concentrates quite a lot on functionality as well as the technology. So, what is it supposed to do and for whom? As well as that and how people interact with it. There isn't a whole lot... That's what I find the most interesting, it's also perhaps the most challenging. And you get quite a lot on one or other of those things. Perhaps not a whole lot on... But most of all... Oh dear, sorry, I'm not answering this in a very systematic way. Am I? 

19:38 Interviewer: It's okay.

19:40 Interviewee: If you look at the literature on smart, the biggest single tranche of it is what I call 'prospective studies' which is basically engineers who say, "If we do this, we'll get that result."

19:52 Interviewer: What will be impacted. Yeah.

19:54 Interviewee: Yeah. And you know, things will be all right. [chuckle] And then there's also a tranche of literature that says, "Oh no you won't." [chuckle] And because when you put this technology into practice, it doesn't work the way you planned it will and so on. And that's a smaller amount and that's on the social science side and that's been very useful I think in just offering reality checks and so on. What it sometimes seems to leave out is, okay, if you're saying this isn't working well then, what then? How are... What are the constructive ways of using this? And it seems to me that you can use smart technology. It's not... You can use it constructively and we may absolutely have to use it in some ways to get the kind of system, a system that's gonna be viable and socially acceptable and low environmental impact or, you know, the sort of thing we're looking for. So we need to be quite selective and careful about how we do this. And that is... I think we're starting... I think we are starting to see some more of that and that's what I find the most interesting, really.

21:38 Interviewer: Yeah, that's a very interesting way of... Yeah, I find that very helpful actually, a way of thinking about the different groupings of literature. And I suppose another one, when you were describing that before, you were sort of saying that first larger group is often coming perhaps more from the engineering tradition. So when it comes to just looking at the social science component, do you see there as being particular debates, any conflicts, disagreements within that literature. How do you see that? 

22:18 Interviewee: Within the social sciences? 

22:19 Interviewer: Exactly. Yeah, if you're sort of zooming in on that portion.

22:30 Interviewee: Well, I've had a bit of... I've felt a bit of a disagreement at times with some of... A bit of some of what came from [researchers] because there's been... There's also been a whole big slew of studies using in-home displays. It absolutely lends itself to small research projects and there are just dozens and dozens of these papers and everything. But early on in the day there were those two very influential papers that Tom Hargreaves was lead author on, ‘Making it visible’ and ‘Keeping it visible’, which actually had lots of a good stuff in, but they tend... Just as I think [other work can] get over-cited on the positive aspect. I think Tom gets over-cited on the negative aspect. And in fact, though, he and his colleagues had quite a lot of good stuff to say about these things do actually... For quite a lot of people, they are quite useful. They get conversations going and all that kind of thing.

24:45 Interviewer: Interesting.

24:47 Interviewee: So, I mean, that's just... If you're asking me about... Broadly speaking, I've not picked up any. I mean that's just a personal, at the personal level. All the things that for my sins I've to think about quite a bit over the years, which is the dear old in-home display and which, yeah, I still think it tends to be the least worst option when you're talking about just reaching people in their homes and reaching a broad spectrum of people and so on.

25:18 Interviewee: And yes, it only gets to a few percent, but on the other hand, you could see it as part of a philosophy in which you are still making a conscious effort to reach people and to help along their understanding. And you have to remember that a lot of people have a very low baseline when it comes to understanding as well. They haven't all got university degrees.

25:45 Interviewee: And where was I? Yeah, so but in terms of kind of broad disagreement, I can't say I picked up... I don't feel there are schools of thought forming on this particularly, except the very broad approaches, which is the techno-optimists on the one hand and then the social scientists on the other hand where we tend to gang up and say, well, it's all quite a lot more complicated than that and have you thought about what this might mean in terms of equity, who has access to these smart assets? 

26:20 Interviewer: Yes.

26:21 Interviewee: All these people who it leaves out, who don't fit into neat patterns. And indeed, the potential for really nasty levels of surveillance and control through all this.

26:37 Interviewer: Yes, that's all very useful, thank you. Another thing that we're interested in thinking about is kind of where actually kind of physically speaking where the literature is coming out of. And I think it's fair to say, I don't think it's really disputed that there are certain countries which have done a lot more research on these kinda topics than others. So yeah, just to get your thoughts on that and as to whether you're aware of any particular research that's perhaps... Has kind of exceptions, if you see what I mean? Like studies that have taken place in places which haven't had much sort of smart research going on.

27:19 Interviewee: No, and I thought about that yesterday when I was looking for references. I thought it'd be great to find something that comes out of Africa or Latin America or whatever, and yeah, not really. And the references I gave you, I think all came from Western Europe, didn't they? 

27:35 Interviewer: Yeah, quite possibly, I don't know if they... No, no, maybe... Well, northern, yeah.

27:40 Interviewee: Yes, and there's some Scandi ones as well. There's some very nice work being done by NTNU, for example, and Inge Røpke in Denmark. So, yeah, and her colleagues. But yeah, and the American work on smarts on the whole tends to be much more techno-optimist linked.

28:08 Interviewer: Yeah.

28:08 Interviewee: But there have been some work done though on things like use of programmable thermostats, which I'd say just about come under the smart umbrella.

28:17 Interviewer: Yeah.

28:17 Interviewee: And they're, of course, a big deal in the States. And there are now the studies that are showing surprise, surprise, that you tend to find people with programmable thermostats are actually using more energy than people without them, so. Yeah, but on the whole, it's more positivist and it's more positive upbeat stuff from the States. But there is some interesting work on that. But have you had anyone who has been able to give you some wacky geographical...

28:51 Interviewer: So, well, we'll come into it again at the end, but I can do it now instead. So one of the things that we've been asking the initial working group members is if they've got any recommendations for final invitees to make up the final numbers, so we're gonna end up with sort of between 25 and 30 members of the working group in the next couple of months. And we're committed really to try to reach...

29:17 Interviewer: So it's all Europe-based and associated countries though. Not necessarily going for Africa and Latin America, but we have had some suggestions for... 'Cause we actually... It is surprisingly difficult to find studies even in like Southern Europe, 'cause it is so dominated by Western and Northern Europe, but we have had a few recommendations of some researchers in Spain and Italy now, and Portugal, who we're gonna follow up. Still struggling a little bit with Eastern Europe. So, yeah, it is tricky. Yeah, they just, I guess, haven't necessarily implemented the infrastructure yet, and obviously, without having done that then it's not really that surprising that there's not so much research being done on it, but yeah.

-- Interviewee talks about recommendations for Working Group --
31:30 Interviewer: Fine, thank you. Yeah, I think that we will... In some ways, smart... You can kind of see it quite tightly defined. And I think for that reason, I think for this working group, it is quite likely that we'll have a little bit of being quite welcoming of people who are slightly more on the edges as well, to get some of those perspectives. So, yeah, that will be very helpful. If it's all right, now we might turn to the recommendations that you made, the literature, and just to get your... Just briefly, if you wanted to say why you chose them, what you thought were the interesting points they were making or what they represented to you or how you made that decision? And also, I don't know whether you found it easy or hard to come up with those if you felt like, "Oh, yeah, this is definitely one," like immediately, or...

32:36 Interviewee: I didn't find it that hard. Having said that, I did send you that list from home where I... My Endnote isn't accessible from home, so I could have done perhaps a deeper search than I did, but in a way, you want the ones that are top of mind, don't you? And that's what you've got.

32:53 Interviewer: Yeah.

32:53 Interviewee: Yeah, I think the Marvin, Chapells and Guy is an interesting one. They were on some important questions right at the beginning, and hats off to them. This was quite a short paper as I remember, but that was the first thing I read that... When I was trying to find out, well what is a smart meter? Where they were talking about it in a questioning sort of way, and they were seeing different potentials from smart meters depending on how they were set up and configured and how they were used. So I think that very much helped shape my thinking of later where I've always felt it was very important to look at what's the specification of the meter, what it's supposed to do? And of course, it can be quite different in different countries. And not just smart meters, of course, but really any kind of smart technology.

33:58 Interviewee: So that you're looking at what's the functional specification for this kit, what's it intended to do, and then who will control it and to what end? But that's probably one of the earliest papers you've got.

34:20 Interviewer: No, that's very... I think probably is pretty much the earliest that's been suggested.

34:27 Interviewee: Yeah, they really had their finger on the button I reckon. Right. And then there's Martin.

[background conversation]

34:48 Interviewee: Yes, the research agenda on social acceptance, that was... That I thought was really interesting in that it introduced me to the idea of common pool resources, which I hadn't come across before, and the work of Elinor Ostrom. The idea of an electricity system as a social network really and a common pool resource. And that's something I just keep thinking about really, and especially now that we're thinking quite a lot about local energy. How do you... What the... And the governance of energy systems. I found it quite helpful to think about this in terms of common pool resources. And Elinor Ostrom have these conditions that need to be met, about 10 of them I think, for successful management of common pool resources, and then you can start thinking, well, how many of those might be in place if you set up a local network or if a municipality buys out its network, that sort of thing.

36:06 Interviewee: So there was Maarten Wolsink’s work and there were some other people working on this kind of thing, like Geert Verbong in the Netherlands as well, along similar sort of lines about smart energy. Then there's the more... This is one that does actually cross the boundary of looking at demand-side management and demand response and the distribution of intelligence between people and stuff.

36:50 Interviewee: So I quite like that one because it bridges the gap, that gap, looking at demand response at the level of the home and what are the options open and where... What things need to happen to make this sort of demand response happen at different sort of levels. So, yes, this paper by Goulden and the others, that chimed with that. Oh and then there's this lovely one by Tomas Skjølsvold and Carmel Lindkvist which... About user imaginaries. Yes. Have you read this one? 

37:47 Interviewer: Not recently, yeah.

37:50 Interviewee: Oh, it's quite a shocker really, about how these European smart grid projects were set up. They said the usual stuff about, "Oh, of course, we'll involve users and everything," but actually the people involved mostly didn't want to at all. They thought users were just gonna get in the way. And you certainly didn't want them in the design stage. You designed something and test it out on them, it was as far as they were prepared to go.

38:17 Interviewee: I just thought that was a very nice sort of... It borders on satire and a look at how this stuff actually gets done in practice. And how the technicians work and what skills are foregrounded and what is important and what is less important. And then I love Tom Hargreaves and Charlie Wilson's paper on 'Learning To Live In A Smart Home'. Which just brings it... It literally brings it all home and it's just a lovely account, I think, of what happens in real life and how that alters the dynamics of the home and so forth. And so much of the push behind smart technology tends to be, "Let's try and edit the people out of this. Let's just produce something that is fail safe." Yes, regardless. And the way... It's just such a nice piece of work and it's so well written about, "No, even with a smart home, it's a skill learning to live in a smart home and stuff happens along the way which will please some people and not others and have good outcomes for some people and not others." And so on. I think that's a super paper.

39:45 Interviewer: Fantastic. Oh, that's very helpful, thank you. Thank you for doing that. Was there anything else that either based on our conversation or you thought of afterwards, anything that you would wanna add to that list? There's no pressure to, but if there was something that you thought afterwards? 

40:04 Interviewee: Well, I may send you a few more. When I send you ____.

40:09 Interviewer: Yes. The name of...

40:11 Interviewee: Yeah, 'cause I've got my Endnote here now.

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

