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Written Submission from Dr Louise Reid, Dr Katherine Ellsworth-Krebs, Dr Joe 
Crawford, Centre for Housing Research, University of St Andrews 

 
Our submission relates to Behaviour Change, and ‘the extent to which the proposals 
and policies reflect considerations about behaviour change.’ 

We recognise the ambition of the Scottish Government’s plans, and the desire to be 
a world leader in this area. The RPP3 represents an excellent opportunity to enact 
the latest state-of-the-art science in relation to many issues, not least behaviour 
change. The adoption of the ISM tool, and in particular the science that underlies it 
(originally via the 2010-2013 ESRC/DEFRA/Scottish Government ‘Sustainable 
Practices Research Group), seeks to challenge orthodox understandings which view 
the individual as free and rational, able to make considered consumption choices. 
The ISM research has its roots in practice theory, an approach that attempts to 
understand the characteristics of the shared social practices that these individuals 
reproduce (this is the behaviour), foregrounding the ‘doing’ itself. Such practices are, 
for example, heating, eating, cycling, and gardening, with the understanding that 
people are the ‘carriers’ of such practices. Our concern is that the current 
interpretation of ISM, as described in the RPP3, does not adequately reflect the rich 
theoretical developments upon which the tool rests. We therefore believe that there 
is significant risk that the value of ISM, particularly its emphasis on the social and 
material, is neglected in the RPP3. We also believe that insufficient attention is given 
to the cultures within which (un)sustainable practices arise. 

To provide some examples from our own work, we have shown how the orthodox 
focus on motivations for, attitudes towards and consumption of energy from domestic 
renewable energy installations does not fully explain the way in which domestic 
energy demand is created and how different household activities connect together to 
create environmental impact (Ellsworth-Krebs and Reid 2016). The orthodox 
approach also neglects the way in which everyday household routines are co-
constructed by such technologies. For instance, our research has demonstrated that 
renewable energy technology is chosen because it will ‘fit’ with the routines of 
domestic activities, and also that the technology itself dictates household routines 
(e.g. shifting the time of day that the dishwasher runs) (Ellsworth-Krebs and Reid 
2016). Our work thus highlights how the language of attitudes and motivations, 
common across the RPP3, is problematic and does not always reflect the complexity 
of everyday domestic life.  

In addition, we have shown how concepts such as home comfort, familiarity, and 
privacy are of critical importance in the context of everyday domestic life, and have 
significant bearing on encouraging particular types of action (Ellsworth-Krebs 2016). 
This research has also highlighted the importance of the culture of household life in 
shaping activity (Ellsworth-Krebs et al., 2015), and builds on an ESRC/Scottish 
Government PhD studentship 2006-2010 which demonstrated the significance of 
household negotiation in shaping behaviour (Reid et al., 2010, Reid et al., 2011). 
Likewise, in recent Scottish Government funded research we have highlighted the 
importance of understanding what housing aspirations different groups in society 
hold, how that has changed over time, and the extent to which developments in the 
wider political economy have shaped these changes (Crawford and McKee 2016). 
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Together, our research emphasises the visceral and obscure, but often powerful and 
cultural explanations that underlie ‘behaviour’. 

Ongoing research via our ESRC Future Research Leaders Grant [award number 
ES/K009516/1] led by Dr Reid, is comparing experiences of living with renewable 
heating in the UK and the Netherlands. In the project we are exploring how 
materials, cultural conventions and meanings as well as individual competencies 
combine to shape the trajectories of domestic practices which may make them more 
or less sustainable. Whilst this research is ongoing, we are discovering that actions 
or practices are linked, dynamic and highly temporal (e.g. radiators are used for 
heating and drying clothing, and at particular times in the week) so an approach 
which treats these as single isolated activities (i.e. thinking of heating and washing 
as separate) would have significant limitations. Finally, it is important to reflect that 
not all individuals or households have equal access or opportunity to make changes 
to their activities (even when they feel doing so is desirable), and that many are 
‘locked-in’ to particular lifestyles because of factors outwith their control (e.g. living in 
the Private Rented Sector or lacking knowledge, skills and competences). An 
emerging area of research for us, and one which relates to our understandings 
around behaviour change, is that of stigma, and the extent to which policies to 
encourage behaviour change may stigmatise particular groups of society (Reid et al., 
2016). This work highlights the necessity of understanding not just the individual, 
social or material nature of activity, but the cultural.  

Together, our growing body of work demonstrates the necessity of challenging 
simplistic, reductionist approaches towards understanding individual behaviour and 
highlights the opportunity to explore more sophisticated theoretical framings of 
activity in order to identify ways in which governments (and others) may encourage 
more sustainable living. Our work complements a growing body of evidence which is 
increasingly highlighting how a focus on practices or the ‘doings’ of activities 
‘presents a more progressive approach to tackling problematic trajectories of 
consumption’ (The University of Manchester 2014, p.1). Work in contemporary social 
science (Halkier et al., 2011, Shove, et al., 2012) has, for instance, explored topics of 
bathing (Hand et al., 2005); heating and cooling (Gram-Hanssen 2011, Shove et al., 
2014); cooking (Halkier, 2009, Southerton et al., 2012, Warde 2013); and eating out 
(Warde, 2005) to show how the social, cultural and material aspects of what people 
do is overlooked in orthodox approaches. By moving the focus away from the 
individual, this body of work has identified why and how practices create negative 
environmental impacts. We fear that a particular interpretation of ISM, one which 
also neglects the insights gained from such scholarship, is informing RPP3. 
Accordingly, the opportunities to secure wider benefits from interventions based the 
RPP3 may be minimal.  
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