Energy-SHIFTS Working Group 2 – Smart Consumption. Interview 7


00:00 Interviewer: Yeah, that's fantastic. Thank you very much. And just to mention that as an EU funded project, a record of the data from the project, so that includes things like this conversation, will go onto an open access portal. But because this is gonna be anonymised, then that means large portions may end up not being included in any transcript and so forth. And we would always check with you before uploading any data anyway. So let's dive in, so as to not take up too much of your time. The first thing really... These interviews are just us mentioning the working group, is looking at this horizon scanning approach to the future research questions in the area, particularly around smart consumption...

00:52 Interviewee: This area, just to be more specific, we're speaking about energy consumption? 

00:56 Interviewer: We're talking about energy consumption...

00:57 Interviewee: Not general consumption? 

01:00 Interviewer: No. However, we've just had a very interesting conversation with another working group member. And it's absolutely fine to be situating this within broader conversations about consumers and consumption generally. And it's also fine, although we're looking at smart consumption, that also includes questions around the governance of smart technologies and so forth. So it's not literally looking at individual consumers. It's very much encompassing that wider picture as well. But really [01:35] ____ the "smart" is meaning the digital enabling of energy technology and the trends towards...

01:43 Interviewee: Another clarification, when you speak about individual consumer you're speaking about individuals or individual consumers? For instance, commercial building or industry, because different individuals... There are different types of consumers therefore... Makes a different...

02:05 Interviewer: Absolutely, yeah.

02:06 Interviewee: [02:06] ____ discussion.

02:07 Interviewer: Yeah. So the way that we have initially drawn boundaries around that for the working group is to say that we're very much interested in community-level consumption. So whether that's consumption in cities, which as you say, it could be businesses, it might not be an individual in their home. But as an initial boundary, we are less focused on, for example, industrial production of energy, because some of that will fall more squarely within our working group around renewables, and really...

02:41 Interviewee: No, but... It's not about production of energy. It's about industrial consumption of energy or commercial consumption of energy because all the buildings [02:48] ____ non-residentials. Most of us spend most of our days in buildings which are not our home and we do not make decisions about... But still consume a lot of energy. So [03:00] ____.

03:04 Interviewer: Yeah. We would take that as being included. Commercial consumption would be included in this working group, yes. These initial conversations, are an opportunity to get a bit more of a context in terms of where the research has come from, and obviously speaking to a range of different researchers in different areas. So really that's what we're gonna be doing in the next half an hour is talking about your position in the research. And also how you see the research literature as having developed over the past few decades? Or whatever time period you find useful to discuss. So those are really the two main questions. So if it's all right to start with just hearing a little bit more about your own research and your position, any recent or current research projects which touch on some of these themes around energy consumption, smart consumption, and digitalisation and energy. All of those.

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

10:47 Interviewer: Thank you. And it's important to us to make sure that we are capturing working group member's own interpretations of disciplinary orientation. So when you're undertaking these projects, working with the residential sector, with local communities, and so forth, what approach, what discipline or disciplines would you say that you are generally coming from in your work? 

11:17 Interviewee: Social sciences, social psychology. Yeah, it's my approach but it's very... But actually, this is an interdisciplinary approach rather than... I'm not coming from a specific discipline or with a specific... Well, yeah, it's social sciences...

11:46 Interviewer: Yeah, yeah.

11:47 Interviewee: It is... The message is too broad.

11:49 Interviewer: Yeah. Okay. Sorry, the line isn't perfect, so I'm hoping I'm capturing what you're saying. Apologies if I ask you to repeat many things at times. The next main thing to really ask about, you've sort of situated your own... Some of your own recent projects and so forth, but it's really to look more broadly at the development of the social sciences literature around smart, but also around consumption in general, energy consumption in general. And really, we're just interested in getting your take on how that has developed over the last, we've said in our questioning, the last 20 or 30 years, but it's absolutely fine to take a different time period if you like to look broader or more recently into that. But do you feel that there's been a development in the types of research that's being carried out or the particular, yeah, the topics or the approaches that are being taken? 

13:00 Interviewee: Well, yes, but I did not do any systemic review so I can tell you about from my own perspective, okay. But I didn't count articles, so I'm not sure if this what actually happened. So it started by looking at the new technology and how can technology solve to borrow the word and assuming that the human behaviour will adopt technology because it's there. But then we realised that it doesn't happen. So barriers for technology adoption, whatever technology, it might be feedback, it might be installing TV, etcetera. Then it moves to more ethical questions about equity, about taxes, about fairness, about democracy. For energy, democracy is something that was not there before and currently it seems to be like a value for the energy system to be democratic. Whatever this means, democracy. I have my own ideas about it, but this is something that we didn't hear before. We heard about resilience of the system, we heard about the durability of the system, but now when we think about resilience of the system, we think about resilience of the system with relation to social sciences, to how people actually impact the resilience of the system by adopting or rejecting new technology. We see it also in policymakers. Policymakers recognising social trends for or against different resources, a barrier and opportunity for policy, for energy.

14:52 Interviewer: Thank you. Yes, that's very useful and sort of actually touches on one of the other points that we were interested in is in terms of the relationship between policy communities and research communities. Do you see that as having changed over time, or are you aware of any particular successes when it comes to the way the research feeds into policy in this area or failures, in fact? 

15:20 Interviewee: I think the main change is that social sciences is more sought after by policymakers today. So it's not only a technical aspect also where [15:31] ____ public perception, public support are now... Because I recognised as enabler or barrier for policy [15:45] ____ policy arena is interested. So if it is only wire efficiency, technical efficiency, etcetera, even in energy efficiency, it was about availability, technical [16:03] ____ availability of the [16:06] ____ sciences. It's more from there to barrier to adoption [16:11] ____ economically viable, technology [16:17] ____ barriers for adoption which are stemming from individuals or communities, so you see that this feeds now to policymaker more than it used to be.

16:26 Interviewer: That's very useful, thank you. And then in terms of the development, you gave a nice overview about how that had changed from looking at technology as the solution and then looking at the barriers of that to looking at energy democracy research. Are there particular pieces of literature that you see as having been either influential generally, or that you have found particularly useful in the research that you're carrying out, particular pieces of literature that you see is as useful in this area? 

17:06 Interviewee: I cannot point at any specific. I mean nothing comes up to my mind as something which I can't make a piece of literature [17:16] ____ gathering the evidence. And you ask me to give five pieces and I couldn't think of specific pieces but having said that [17:35] ____.

17:37 Interviewer: Oh, I'm so sorry, the line has just cut up a little bit, so I didn't quite catch the last thing you said.

17:44 Interviewee: Can you hear me now? 

17:45 Interviewer: Yeah, that's better now, yeah.

17:48 Interviewee: Okay. So I just said that I read the literature, I follow it but when you ask me about specific pieces of literature, nothing comes up to my mind. There probably are, but I cannot think of any specifics like accumulation of evidence from different studies done in different places.

18:08 Interviewer: Interesting.

18:10 Interviewee: Yes. I do like a lot the research that Dr. Phil... I cannot pronounce his surname, from Oxford, part of [18:28] ____. He did a study about demand...

18:33 Interviewer: You say his first name is Phil? 

18:35 Interviewee: Phil Grunewald? He was in a, he had a UK physics... What is that? Research council, physics research council. Phil Grunewald or something like that.

18:58 Interviewer: Okay, I'll have a look and if I can't find it then... Yeah. Thank you.

19:03 Interviewee: So I like his work because he did something there new, which made me think a lot about consumption, but it's not that there aren't any other things which are...

19:18 Interviewer: No, of course. When it comes to the accumulation of evidence, then I know that you've already touched on some of the themes that have developed over the literature, but are there particular trends or findings, that you feel well, there has been a lot of different research that's now shown this particular outcome or whatever, evidence for particular... What's the way to put it? I don't want to say facts or truths but I'm sort of like in the way that consumers perhaps interact with some of this feedback, are there particular findings that you'd feel there's so much...

20:08 Interviewee: The main finding is that the information is not very good predictor for behaviour and that economics versus comfort.

20:20 Interviewer: Yeah.

20:21 Interviewee: And we do see lots of papers that peer-to-peer the optimum of peer-to-peer, about the consumer market, how they all might interact, I mean it's very speculative because currently these markets are... If they exists are in a very small scale and by very particular communities. So yeah, I think these are the two main...

21:05 Interviewer: Thank you. And the other thing that I was wondering is, am I right in saying that you used to be based in [country], is that right? 

21:14 Interviewee: Mm-hmm.

21:16 Interviewer: So I was wondering whether you'd seen any differences, in either in the types of research that's being carried out, but also the issues on the ground, considering that you've been doing research in two different locations.
--Interviewee describes their experiences, removed for anonymity--

22:48 Interviewer: Okay. Thank you. So essentially, the main output from the working group is going to be a horizon scanning exercise taking place over the next few months, whereby, we'll be asking working group members to put forward key research questions that they see as being important in this area, and then there'll be a process by which they were refined and sort of consulted on with the same group. So that's a Delphi survey method that will be undertaken, but there's also going to be a annotated bibliography that comes out of the working group, which is sort of giving a little bit of an idea of what the state of the art is in the field, and then that's partly why we were sort of asking for literature recommendations. 

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

