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Dear Mr Corrigan, 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide a submission to the Power of Choice draft report. This 

submission is informed by my ongoing qualitative social research with Australian residential electricity 

consumers, both independently and in conjunction with colleagues at RMIT University and electricity 

industry research partners. This submission represents my personal views in my professional capacity as 

a social scientist. It does not represent the views any particular company or research institute.  

This submission does not specifically address or comment on the questions raised in the draft report. 

Rather, it draws attention to recent social research and alternative disciplinary perspectives relevant to 

the demand-side management (DSM) changes proposed in the Power of Choice review. The issues 

raised have broader implications for the assumptions on which the review is founded. 

As the AEMC is already aware, the provision of information through website portals, smart phone 

applications and in home displays consistently demonstrates reductions in energy usage of between 5-

20 per cent (Darby 2006; Faruqui et al. 2009). Further savings have been achieved where these tools are 

provided in combination with other DSM strategies, such as cost reflective pricing (Faruqui & Palmer 

2011). These figures have been widely cited as the basis for the commonly held assertion that 

consumers require better information about their electricity consumption in order to manage their 

demand. This is a key assumption on which the Power of Choice review is founded. 

However, the repeated assertion made in the Power of Choice review that ‘consumers can make 

informed choices about the way they use electricity through the provision of appropriate information, 

education programs, incentives and technology’ (p.1) is also subject to widespread international 

criticism in the social sciences and the field of human-computer interaction. Criticisms are leveled at 

claims that: (i) individual consumers make their own choices about their consumption; (ii) individual 

consumers make rational or cost-reflective decisions about their consumption; (iii) householders 

primarily interact with electricity through their role as ‘consumers’; and (iv) the provision of information 

about electricity leads to desired and sustained behavioural change in electricity use. These criticisms 

extend beyond the electricity sector to the environment, water, transport and health sectors (see, for 

example, Burgess et al. 2003; Lindsay 2010; Shove 2010). 
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In previous work I have outlined the current disconnection between the language and tools of energy 

management and the ways in which energy is consumed in the course of ordinary, everyday life 

(Strengers 2011a, 2011b). This work draws attention to the social practices householders participate in, 

such as laundering, heating, cooling, bathing, entertaining and cooking, which are responsible for all 

energy consumption and peak electricity demand in the home. This and other social research indicates 

that these practices are unlikely to substantially change as a result of improved or real-time information 

to consumers about their electricity usage. Further, this work highlights that household practices are 

already continuing to change in ways that may serve to both hinder to assist with the challenges the 

AEMC seeks to address through the initiatives proposed in the Power of Choice review.   

A large body of social research is now focused on these issues. A central contention of this work is that 

the social change we have witnessed (and are still witnessing) during the 20
th

 and 21
st

 centuries, in 

relation to electricity use and many other facets of everyday life, is not a process of many individual 

choices, but of the changing dynamics of social practices and services, such as how we eat, bathe, heat, 

cool, cook, clean, entertain and launder (Shove 2010; Shove 2003; Wilhite et al. 2000). Rather than 

being independent from energy demand and the choices of individuals, the supply-side has played a 

significant role in making possible, and in many cases directly promoting, many of these new forms of 

practice (Healy & MacGill 2012). This raises a number of important implications for the Power of Choice 

review. 

Firstly, it reframes the problems the AEMC is seeking to address (e.g. peak electricity demand and 

climate change) as ones of changing social practices, particularly ways of cooling the body and home and 

the historically recent emergence of residential air-conditioning  (Strengers 2010, 2012). Rather than 

viewing the increasing penetration and changing usage of air-conditioning as one of individual decisions 

and choices, historians and sociologists of technology have long argued that the increasing proliferation 

of this device is due to a complex process of socio-technical change characterised by changing housing 

formats; regulations and building codes; aggressive advertising and marketing campaigns; the decline of 

other cooling techniques; and new associated meanings of modernity and status attributed to this 

device (Ackermann 2002; Brager & de Dear 2003; Cooper 1998; Shove 2003). Substantial changes in air-

conditioning penetration and usage in Australian households  (DEWHA 2008) demonstrates that the 

practices of household cooling are still undergoing significant change that is unlikely to be substantially 

affected by the provision of household-specific electricity information or consumer choices. In 

particular, air-conditioning penetration is growing and usage patterns are changing. 

Secondly, this body of research indicates that the split between the ‘demand-side’ and the ‘supply-side’ 

is an artificial one that potentially masks important ways in which the electricity industry and its 

associated technologies inadvertently shape demand. The ways in which resources are provided to 

householders, and the roles and relationships embedded into that system, have a significant impact on 

demand, in many ways mediating and co-shaping what makes sense for people to do in regards to how 

they use electricity (Southerton et al. 2004; Van Vliet et al. 2005). For example, one UK study found that 

the provision of renewable distributed generation meant that householders ‘developed a distinctive 

approach to demand management, arranging a variety of routines around the availability of resources 

that most of us take for granted’ (Chappells & Shove 2004: 139). More specifically, they shifted their use 

of electricity to times when it was available, a finding reported in other studies of distributed generation 

on residential properties (Bahaj & James 2007; Dobbyn & Thomas 2005; Keirstead 2007). Building on 

this and other work, recent research conducted by myself and my RMIT colleague Dr Cecily Maller found 

that ‘energy and water systems that are materially present, exhibit traits of scarcity, and encourage 

diversity through innovation, may engage householders as co-managers of their everyday practices’ 
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(Strengers & Maller 2012: 770). In short, the characteristics of electricity supply systems play a critical 

role in co-shaping electricity demand. 

 
Thirdly, the AEMC’s focus on electricity consumers or bill payers as the target of DSM initiatives 

potentially overlooks much of the electricity consumption and peak demand in the home. Many 

electricity consumers, particularly children, teenagers and even pets, do not readily identify as 

‘consumers’, nor do they have any relationship with an electricity provider or an electricity bill. Women, 

for example, are likely to be more responsible for cleanliness in the home (and therefore hot water 

usage) (ABS 2009; Martens 2007), and have been found to be more sensitive to thermal temperatures 

(Karjalainen 2007). However, consumer research suggests that they are less likely to be interested in 

energy management data of the type provided by IHDs and website portals (Accenture 2011)—a finding 

supported by my research.  

A fourth related point is that many everyday practices are not subject to regular, if any, cost-benefit 

analyses. In qualitative social research conducted by myself (Strengers 2011a, 2011b), and American 

(Pierce et al. 2010a; Pierce et al. 2010b), UK (Hargreaves 2010; Hargreaves et al. 2010; Hazas et al. 

2012), and other Australian  researchers (Maller et al. 2011), there is little evidence to suggest that 

householders weigh up the costs and benefits of performing many taken-for-granted practices, such as 

taking a shower, washing the dishes, doing the laundry, cooking dinner, heating the house or carrying 

out ‘green’ renovations.  While cost-benefit analyses may be conducted on some actions (such as when 

deciding which television to buy) significant swings in what is considered ‘normal’ or ‘necessary’ 

practices that require or depend on electricity consumption tend to fall outside these processes (Shove 

2003). For this reason, Sarah Darby notes that there are reasons to be cautious with the electricity 

savings achieved through the provision of information feedback, ‘which so often turn out to be steps 

taken down an upward-moving escalator’ (Darby 2008: 502). The risk of overlooking changes in taken-

for-granted practices is that new peaks may emerge, or become exacerbated, that undermine DSM 

initiatives. The increase in electricity consumption occurring in the household ICT sector is one example 

that may have (further) significant implications for the electricity sector (EST 2007).  

 

A fifth point is that many householders do not always understand, or relate to, the provision of energy-

related information, such as resource units (kilowatt hours), costs, and impacts (greenhouse gas 

emissions). Social research in this area has found that there is often significant confusion associated with 

this terminology, and a disconnection between technical terms and their meaning and relevance to 

everyday practices, many of which are considered non-negotiable or non-discretionary (although this is 

always provisional and subject to change) (Hargreaves 2010; Hargreaves et al. 2010; Pierce et al. 2010a; 

Pierce et al. 2010b; Strengers 2011a). While many consumers are asking for this information and expect 

it to be part of smart metering and grid deployments, it is important not to overstate its benefits or 

likely impacts on the practices that are contributing to demand management problems, many of which 

are likely to continue to change in isolation from the provision of information. Other initiatives will also 

be required that directly address the changing dynamics of social practices integral to the problems the 

electricity industry is currently facing (e.g. changing expectations of household cooling). 

Finally, research conducted by myself and colleagues on cost-reflective pricing in the residential 

electricity sector indicates that there is significant scope for engaging householders in demand 

management issues beyond their role as price-responsive consumers. In particular, the internationally 

consistent finding that householders substantially shift their electricity demand on very hot days in 

response to critical peak pricing (CPP), critical peak rebates and non-monetary based requests 

(information-only trials), challenges the commonly held assumption that air-conditioning is non-
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discretionary on hot days. Our research on this topic has found that a substantial proportion of this 

response may be due to householders being engaged as co-managers of their cooling (and other 

domestic) practices on hot days, rather than (or as well as) making cost-benefit decisions and rational 

choices (Strengers 2010; Strengers & Maller 2011).  

For these opportunities to be realised, there needs to be much greater reflection on the changing 

relationship between providers and consumers of electricity and the ways in which the electricity 

industry involves and relates to its consumers. As is now recognised internationally, a paternalistic 

relationship in which the electricity industry’s role is to provide electricity, and the consumer’s role is to 

consume it, is no longer appropriate given the challenges posed by climate change, peak electricity 

demand, and the integration of ICTs into the electricity system (Wimberly 2011). The challenge will be to 

relate to and engage with householders in a two-way conversation, rather than (only) providing 

householders with highly simplified information, which can be viewed as patronising and disengaging. 

I would like to stress that the implications of the research discussed above are not that current DSM 

strategies do not or cannot work, but rather that they may work for different reasons than those put 

forward in the economic or psychological analyses that currently dominate DSM policy, practice and 

research. While savings are achieved through the provision of information feedback via a website portal 

or IHD, the implications of the social research I refer to above is that these savings may be negated as 

more carbon-intensive or peaky forms of practice take hold. Further, social research on cost-reflective 

pricing suggests that responses to CPP, CPR and ‘information-only’ pricing trials may be the result of the 

changing relationship between providers and consumers during participation in these programs, rather 

than purely rational responses. This opens up new opportunities and potential areas of foci currently 

unexplored in the AEMC Power of Choice review. 

In conclusion, I encourage the AEMC to engage more broadly with the social sciences, beyond those 

disciplines that currently dominate DSM. New disciplinary perspectives provide alternative problem 

definitions, starting points and opportunities which are required to achieve the significant 

transformations currently taking place and required for Australia’s electricity industry.  

I wish you well with your review and future work in this area. 

Yours faithfully 

 

Yolande Strengers 

yolande.strengers@rmit.edu.au 

+61 3 9925 1916 

For further information on my research and publications in this area visit: 

www.rmit.edu.au/cfd/beyondbehaviour  
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