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a b s t r a c t
This paper considers some of the potential consequences of social scientists adopting physical energy
terms in their publications in order to appeal to and hopefully inﬂuence policy-makers. There are a
number of elements to this debate, from the more practical consideration of how energy is discussed
by different parties, to more political considerations around the standing, inclusion and power of the
social sciences. We also focus on the key issue of communication, the essential ingredient for translating
complex information into everyday use, as well as understanding the people at the centre of energy
reduction and who, in our opinion, hold the key to change. This paper highlights the importance of
journals such as ERSS in providing a ‘safe space’ for social scientists to publish research speciﬁc to their
discipline and to promote wider discussion in a suitable language.
© 2017 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

1. Introduction
We would ﬁrstly like to thank Adam Cooper for opening up this
debate from his unique position of experience of both government
department and academia. His experience is hugely insightful in
understanding how the social sciences, and other disciplines, may
better inﬂuence policy. As early career academics from two different ﬁelds within the ‘wider social sciences’ (User Centred Design
and Human Geography), we welcome the opportunity not only to
engage in the debate of how the social sciences can better inﬂuence
energy policy, but also to partake in and guide the practicalities
of how this might happen. We each have experience of working
within cross-disciplinary socio-technical energy projects and have
previously published on the mismatch and inequality of the role
that the social sciences and individual early career social scientists
play in these projects within the energy domain [1]; we thus feel
able to offer an opinion in constructive debate, from the perspective
of those working ‘on the ground’.
In our previous work we report that the social sciences were
often included in cross-disciplinary projects for their methodological contributions and to help legitimise energy technologies, rather
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than for their full epistemological or conceptual offerings. We suggest that such integration of the social sciences in cross-disciplinary
projects is partial; falling short of an equitable relationship. This
equitable relationship is what Barry et al. [2] refer to as interdisciplinarity based on an ‘ontological logic’ i.e. in which there is an
equal and productive relationship between all disciplines. Working across disciplines has been much debated (e.g. [3,4]), however
we suggested that communication was key to promoting successful cross-disciplinarity and we believe that this is equally true for
transdisciplinary working, when engaging with policy-makers. We
therefore agree with the spirit of Cooper’s call, of the need for better communication between academics (including social scientists)
and policy makers. Without this, there is little hope that our combined research efforts will amount to much impact in the daily
realities of those whom we, as social scientists, seek to champion
e.g. the fuel poor. We are also broadly supportive of Cooper’s sociotechnical approach to energy research and suggest this could be
taken as an example of interdisciplinarity based on an ‘ontological logic’, as promoted in our own work [1] and also reﬂected by
Castree and Waitt [5].
Whilst we appreciate Cooper’s nuanced discussion of a sociotechnical approach in relation to the current imbalance of
disciplines within energy research, we are troubled by his assertion that counting the number of times a physical energy unit is
discussed in a social science paper either; constitutes a useful proxy
for its meaningful engagement in the physical ‘stuff’ of energy, or
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indicates how useful that paper and its ﬁndings may be to a policymaker. We would suggest that in order to understand the latter,
an in-depth qualitative study would be required to ascertain how
policy-makers access, value and utilise different forms of evidence;
and how this changes over time, reﬂecting wider shifts in thinking. This would indeed be a very fruitful exercise and one from
which many within academia (and no doubt policy-makers too)
could learn a great deal. We agree with other papers in this volume
[5,6] who expand in detail on the importance of understanding the
policy-making process, rather than assuming any piece of research
will inﬂuence policy merely by being published.
2. Publishing issues: sample sizes and publishing
sanctuaries
There have been several recent calls for cross-disciplinary sociotechnical energy related research projects under the Horizon 2020
and COST initiatives, the USGCRP in the United States and the
recent EPSRC (Build)TEDDI fund.1 Such projects provide great
opportunities for ECRs to experience working in cross-disciplinary
collaborations as postdoctoral researchers, however, the nature of
publishing the results of interdisciplinary projects can be difﬁcult
[7,8,1] and tends to see separation of the physical and social sciences due to external constraints (e.g. the REF, monodisciplinary
career progression, journal prestige). We feel that ECRs could
be disadvantaged from papers written using the socio-technical
approach Cooper suggests, as they may struggle to ﬁnd suitable
high-impact journals in which to publish. This suggests that some
responsibility lies with publishing houses and individual editors to
increase acceptance of socio-technical papers.
Whilst Cooper criticizes several research papers for their failure
to include physical units of energy, we suggest that this might be a
deliberate choice. Publishing in a chosen journal involves contributing to its particular ongoing debates, and doing so in the common
language in which that conversation is conducted. We feel it is
unlikely that authors of sociotechnical papers which include significant physical or technical details would choose ERSS as a location
for such information, perhaps selecting a journal such as Energy and
Buildings in order to contribute to ongoing technical conversations.
We believe that Social scientists are likely to see ERSS as a ‘safe place’
to publish research speciﬁc to their discipline and therefore agree
with others writing in this volume (e.g. [9]) that comparing the
papers published here to those in Energy Policy is unfair, the latter
being a journal which focuses speciﬁcally on policy implications.
This ‘safe place’ that ERSS provides is also key for publishing
the type of research produced by social scientists, where some are
conducted on a small exploratory scale due to its time and resource
intensive nature; whilst other more technical journals which might
demand large, more quantitative data sets that provide statistically
relevant results. As the social sciences have in some ways been
the underdog to the physical and technical sciences, this type of
publishing sanctuary is essential, at least until academia in the UK
(and beyond) is better able to support and promote all elements of
cross-disciplinary research.
We do however suggest that neither the research carried out,
nor the manner in which it is reported in journal articles is the main
issue, rather the way in which this information is translated into
a usable format for technologists and policy makers, a challenge
which Castree and Waitt [5] also draw our attention to. Surely how
energy is discussed is not the issue, rather the importance that it is
discussed and that these discussions lead to an overall reduction in
energy usage.

1
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In this perspective, we consider some of the potential consequences of social scientists adopting physical energy terms in their
publications in order to appeal to and hopefully inﬂuence policymakers i.e. the central argument of Cooper’s paper. There are a
number of strands to this debate, from the more practical consideration of how energy is discussed by different parties, to more
political considerations around the standing, inclusion and power
of the social sciences. We also wish to focus on what we consider
to be the underlying issue surrounding this topic and that which
we will discuss further below: communication. This is the essential
ingredient for not only translating complex systems into home use,
but also in understanding the people who are at the centre of the
complex issue of energy reduction and who, in our opinion, hold
the key to change.

3. How do people make sense of energy?
Our main proposition here is that people in their homes and
workplaces do not generally think about or discuss energy in terms
of Kilowatt Hours (kWh) and other such technical terms, thus social
scientists should be free to impress upon policy-makers the significance of the ways in which people do make sense of energy, rather
than being forced to adopt one particular set of (technical) terms.
Before the recent introduction and rise in popularity of digital displays in the home, householders could only use meter readings, bill
information or sensory feedback to understand the way they use
their energy for heating the home. The smart meter rollout and the
increase of in-home displays have enabled easy access to real-time
information in kWh as well as pounds and pence, but still social
science research ﬁnds that people have difﬁculty in understanding kWh or relating this to their every action (e.g. [10]). We know
that people do not ‘use’ energy; rather it is consumed in order to
carry out everyday activities and routines, often subconsciously.
Unfortunately, these new in-home technologies have often tended
to highlight the energy consumption of appliances, rather than educating householders in the energy consumed from their home as a
system, or seeking to uncover their understanding of this.
Researching energy use by asking the general public questions
related to kWh has limited results, for this is not how they (or
for that matter, we,) think of energy. Strengers [11] highlights the
language used by a participant when discussing energy e.g. “kilowattevers”, intimating the participant’s nonchalance surrounding
this terminology and their lack of desire to understand it. Whilst,
Royston [12] describes how people discuss and measure their temperature and comfort in terms of whether their toothpaste was
solid (due to low temperatures) or snow-melt as a sign of roofs
being poorly insulated. Clearly, these people are discussing very
‘physical’ measures of energy, not using the technical terms preferred by engineers or physicists, but rather in terms which make
sense to them and encapsulate the impact energy has on their lives.
In this we concur with Galvin [9] who argues against an ‘elitism’
implied by those promoting purely technical measures of energy.
Clearly, users do not need an understanding of their energy use in
kWh in order to reduce their usage.
Social scientists seek to capture people’s understandings of
energy use in their own words and through their own experiences,
in the context of their wider lifestyles. In some research studies, the
issue of cost is removed when discussing with users, as they can be
distracted or confused by their level of understanding in relation to
units of measurement [13]. Instead social science is keen to further
understand the underlying behaviours, habits and thoughts which
seek to explain their actions, which has led to studies utilising a
wide range of methods such as home tours, participant observation, diary studies, probes, scrap-booking and in-depth interviews
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[14–16]. However, such methods do not typically generate material
which is measured in physical science terms.
Without understanding the context of use, it is extremely difﬁcult, if not impossible to fully design a product or service which truly
meets the needs of users (a core principle of User Centred Design,
[17]). We have certainly seen a number of energy saving products,
services and systems fail to reach mass market and therefore fail to
have the impact needed for change. We suggest that this failure is
due to the lack of understanding of the context in which they are
to be placed, i.e. the lives, homes and lifestyles of their users. This
extends to Government policies such as the Green Deal, is it possible that these government policies have failed because they don’t
discuss energy in terms that householders use and understand?
Cooper’s assertion that social scientists should adopt such technical terms in the reporting of their research is thus, we suggest,
misplaced. In our opinion it should instead, at least in part, be
policy-makers who need to become more open to and appreciative of alternative (i.e. non-technical) measures of energy and the
ways in which people make sense of it in their everyday lives, thus
widening what is perceived as ‘realistic’ research (as termed by
Castree and Waitt [5]). This would serve to bring policy-makers
closer to the beneﬁciaries of their policies, and hopefully lead to
the creation of more user-centred policy.

4. Thinking more creatively about energy policy through
equitable transdisciplinarity
Cooper demands that ‘To answer [policy] questions framed in these
[physical] terms, answers with these terms are needed, or they have
no traction’. Many social scientists however seek not to provide
neat answers to questions from policy-makers, but rather to shift or
widen the terms and questions themselves. They seek to inﬂuence
energy policy by applying external pressure, rather than creating
internal traction. The value of research adopting a ‘social practice
theory’ approach for example, is in widening the focus of energy
studies to encompass the actions and competencies, the things and
materials, and the meanings associated with energy. Hargreaves
et al’s [31] inﬂuential paper which adopts such an approach is,
as Cooper states, “invaluable”; it does not however claim to have
direct policy relevance. Rather its relevance comes about through
a more indirect route; one which demands that policy-makers step
outside of their normal frames of reference (such as kWh) and be
open to alternative ways of thinking about energy demand and how
that can be transformed. Discussing the value of interdisciplinary
research in relation to climate change adaptation, Nightingale [18]
asserts that the goal ‘is not to form better predictions of change,
but rather to think more creatively and widely about how to imagine response options’ (p.46). We suggest that this principle should
also be applied to energy research, bringing together multiple disciplines (including the social sciences) and multiple professions
(i.e. academics and policy-makers); thus allowing new ‘response
options’ (i.e. policies) to be imagined. It should not simply be about
one discipline conforming to the language of other more dominant
disciplines, particularly if there is a chance of misrepresentation or
misunderstanding of these terms, as discussed by Stephenson [19].
Redressing the historical side-lining of the social sciences in
energy research is a central tenant of this journal. This is not however restricted to energy, we see for example a similar trend in
research which explores the inclusion of local communities in the
conservation of nature [20,21]. In this case, the ecological knowledge of local communities has historically been seen as inferior
to that of Western scientiﬁc knowledge, although is increasingly
being championed by social scientists, keen to call for a more political response to redress imbalances of knowledge, and therefore
power, in how the natural resources are managed [22–24].

3

In our own work on interdisciplinary energy research [1], we
frame the inclusion of the social sciences as partial, reﬂecting
merely a ‘logic of accountability’ and ‘logic of innovation’ respectively [2]. We suggest that social scientists who are championing
the language and conceptualisations of energy by people in everyday life, are similarly disadvantaged as the local communities
mentioned above, particularly in light of calls by Cooper to turn
their backs on those everyday understandings in order to adopt
the technical language of energy professionals. We are concerned
that the request for social sciences to compromise on their methods, approaches and communication could mean the discipline
loses ground which several academics and journals such as ERSS
have worked so hard to gain. There is a political imperative here
that dominant narratives in energy demand reduction, for example, those which focus on and advantage technologically-minded
‘Resource Man’ [11], do not shut down alternative conceptualisations, knowledges and forms of participation in our combined
efforts to reduce energy demand [32], and such sentiments are
repeated by others in this volume (e.g. [5,9]). As scientists and
researchers, we have a moral and ethical obligation to strive for
more balanced forms of interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity, based on values of equality, rather than dominance. This type
of interdisciplinarity will enhance and grow all those involved, as
described by Stephenson [19] when recounting her own learning.
Cooper’s call for social scientists to adopt technical energy terminology clearly connects to wider debates about the power and
inﬂuence of particular disciplinary and epistemological communities. Terms in any branch of research are used intentionally, to
convey a particular measurement, idea or issue of importance to the
researcher. Speciﬁc terms emanate from particular sets of knowledges and beliefs about reality, and as such are merely the tip of the
iceberg in what sets different disciplines apart. All forms of crosscollaboration are however inherently group-based activities, and as
such require communication between those individuals involved.
Therefore, we once more turn to the more practical side of the
debate, this time to consider how different forms communication
can lead to more creative and innovative energy policy.

5. Communicating for creative and innovative energy
policy
In order to create effective policy; and in order to undertake policy-relevant academic research, there clearly needs to
be effective communication between the academic community
and policy-makers. Many authors have written about the difﬁculty of communication when working across disciplines (e.g.
[19,25,8,33,34,26]) and in order to achieve the kind of integration
discussed by Cooper, this is likely to require a common language and agreed deﬁnitions, used from the initial stages of the
research. Communication entails a two-way dialogue (as illustrated
in Stephenson’s [19] ‘conversation’), thus terms of reference need
not necessarily come from one discipline alone, but rather could be
borrowed from any discipline involved, or indeed a new terminology could be developed; an example being Cooper’s sociotechnical
approach. Disciplinary-speciﬁc terms, and the ideas and beliefs
which underpin them, will need to be explained and translated
throughout a collaboration or as part of research dissemination,
but this process of sharing is vital for opening up possibilities for
creative and innovative energy research and policy.
We can see examples of this in the role of the User Centred
Designer, which is often a bridging role where data (often qualitative) from users’ needs to be translated into a form which can
be used by the technologists, as well as the translation of technical questions into research methods to elicit information from
users [27]. These questions are often framed without using physi-
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cal terms, in order to gain appropriate information from users, and
therefore, answers do not come in this format either. Consequently,
this information may then need to be translated into a different
format. For social science papers, this translation may be minimal,
as the raw verbatim descriptions are incredibly rich and insightful.
Whilst it is not expected that those from more physical or technical
sciences will begin to translate information from a raw qualitative format, likewise it should not be expected that those within
the social sciences should always be constrained to portray their
information in a physical format.
Whilst language and terminology are hugely important in communication, so too is the context in which it takes place, and
whether that effectively enables an exchange of knowledge and
ideas. Simcock et al. [35] argue for a more nuanced understanding
of the ways in which information about (potential) energy savings is passed on to householders. Finding that the most useful
information is that which is contextualised and easy to understand, particularly if relayed by a trusted source or someone with
expertise or competency in the area. An interactive process of communication which cultivates an exchange of knowledge is also key
[35]. We believe that these same conditions and circumstances
are necessary for building effective communication and learning
between academics and policy-makers, where improved communication goes beyond telling social scientists to adopt physical
energy terms.
Academic papers, whilst the backbone of research practice and
currency of academic careers, are widely known to be of minimal use and inﬂuence outside of academia. Better ways in which
to communicate with policy-makers and to cultivate co-learning
may arise from academics spending time with those creating policy, either through secondments or dedicated workshops or events.
Such activities enable relationships to be built between individuals,
which will hopefully generate a sense of trust and appreciation for
the expertise of all those involved. In spending time with others,
we learn more about the daily pressures and realities of their work,
and thus can contextualise information. In such situations, ‘information’ may not only take the form of journal articles, but also
speciﬁc insights offered up in response to particular questions or
challenges. Many relevant insights may never even make it into
journal articles, thus conversations between both governmental
and non-governmental [28] individuals, whether they be face-toface or virtual, are key, and clearly, this information and knowledge
exchange needs to be interactive. In this age of ‘impact’, academics
stand to beneﬁt from this communication and co-learning just as
much as policy-makers do. Whilst such physical interactions take
time and money, more opportunities are opening up.2
6. Alternative propositions to Cooper’s hypothesis
Cooper’s assertion that social scientists should adopt physical
energy terms presupposes that all social science research wishes
to be policy relevant. Whilst the research may not all be conducted
with the intention to directly inﬂuence policy, there may still be
the desire to challenge or disagree with the current policy or political arguments. Stern [28] points out the potential inﬂuence social
science research can have by speaking to non-governmental actors.
Therefore we need to ask, how often and to what extent does
energy social science research need to inform policy or ﬁt into political agendas? Can social science be an equally respected discipline
without always seeking to inﬂuence policy? Or how can we change
policy in order for social science to have the required inﬂuence?
Should policy be discussing terms which the general population

2
One recent example is the joint BEIS-TEDDINET smart metering-based innovation and building performance workshop [30].

understands, rather than trying to reverse engineer their descriptions?
In terms of social scientists adopting physical energy terms, we
might want to ask them directly, why it is that they currently do
not use those terms? And what would it mean for their research
if they did? We may also wish to ask questions of policy-makers,
including how they go about accessing and engaging with academic papers? And why it is that they do not currently make full
use of social science outputs? We may also wish to suggest to
social scientists (that are interested) that they spend more time
with policy-makers, to understand where they are coming from
and how they may be of use to them. We would also suggest that
BEIS (and policy-makers in other ﬁelds and countries) may wish to
consider employing more social scientists, given the seeming dominance of economists, engineers and physical scientists, as referred
to by Cooper. This would serve to increase internal capacity within
the social sciences and to promote internal communication and
co-learning between disciplines; in so doing, facilitating external
collaborations with academics.

7. Conclusion and implications
Whilst Cooper suggests that there are two camps of energy
researchers: mainly technical and mainly social, we would argue
that there is a new breed of researchers who are daring to stand
with a foot on the precipice of the other discipline. However, there
is not yet a structure within UK academia or policy which provides
a support system for these researchers, which may therefore result
in them returning to the safety of their discipline in order to publish
and progress in their own careers. We believe that these pioneering researchers hold the key to true inter- and transdisciplinary
research, and are in the early stages of uncovering and developing
working and communication practices to help its success. However,
they can’t do it alone, and without a ﬂexible support system which
allows them to work in new ways and perhaps translate information in new and different forms, it is unlikely that we will solve the
enormous energy related issues that we are facing; and therefore
on that front, we agree with Cooper. We therefore call on funding bodies, senior academics and policy makers to engage in new
ways of working which allow these cross-disciplinary researchers
to operate, and to look for opportunities to support them where
possible (for ideas of how to do this in practice see [1]).
It is difﬁcult to argue what level of integration would be classed
as ‘sufﬁcient’ to translate a ‘social and technical’ study into a sociotechnical one, but we would certainly argue that a socio-technical
study cannot be deﬁned by its results alone. For those of us who
have ‘worked on the ground’ in these studies, regardless of the disciplinary dominance of the outputs, the work being conducted in
the day to day running of the projects is no doubt socio-technical, as
researchers from the social and technical disciplines work together
towards a common goal, often overcoming many challenges in
doing so (see [1] for more detail). We believe that, slowly over time,
this helps everyone involved to widen their horizons and skillset
and to think more creatively. Increased interaction and communication between academics and policy-makers, which goes beyond
terms alone, will also, we believe, lead to more creative and innovative energy policy and research. This does not merely mean more
research is conducted, rather that collaborative research takes on
a new form [5].
For ECRs engaged in this ﬁeld, we would encourage them to pursue new methods and ways of working which better allow them to
work across disciplines. Whilst we do not feel they should necessarily start discussing their research in technical terms, there is
some responsibility on all who work in this ﬁeld to be mindful of
the opportunities for translation of information and to assist the
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understanding of others where possible. We also encourage social
science ECRs to ‘stand ﬁrm’ in the working practices they know and
love and not to be pressurised into change which compromises the
validity and importance of their results to their own discipline.
We would ask for the editors of this and similar journals to
heed their position as a ‘publishing sanctuary’ for social science
researchers and not to force this research and its communication
to change in a particular direction, rather to continue to celebrate
the richness of the research conducted and the valuable insights
into the everyday lives and practices of both society and individuals
within it.
Whilst we appreciate that the task of the policy-maker is no
easy one, we agree with Shipworth et al.’s [29] suggestion that
policy-makers may need ‘bifocals’ when it comes to approaching
the various insights and contributions of different disciplines. No
singular research approach or discipline will succeed in inﬂuencing
policy which brings about the changes needed. This is the academia
of the past, and we know that the current grand challenges require
a far more conjoined approach.
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