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Abstract Energy consumption by small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) is collectively significant, and
whilst opportunities for substantial, cost-effective efficien-
cy savings exist, take up is low. Whereas research tackling
this challenge typically focuses on barriers and drivers to
action, this paper offers an alternative perspective, investi-
gating energy management as a practice. Drawing on
practice theory and the concept of organisational
sensemaking, narrative accounts provide in-depth insights
into energy management practice within three SMEs.
Auto-ethnographic reflections from 5 years of providing
energy and environmental advice are supplemented by
findings from carbon footprint assessments and interviews.
Findings show that despite energy management being
perceived as a peripheral business activity, it is intertwined
with organisational identity and knowledge production in
each of the three SMEs. Business advisors are instrumental
in steering SME energy management practices and have a
responsibility to reflect on how they influence processes of
knowledge production and meaning-making in organisa-
tions. Implications for policy-makers, advisors and the
research community are discussed.

Keywords SMEs . Energymanagement . Practice
theory . Sensemaking

Introduction

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) consume
more than 13% of global energy (IEA 2015), and sig-
nificant opportunities for savings and associated emis-
sions exist (DECC 2014). However, energy and envi-
ronmental literacy is low amongst SMEs (Coles et al.
2016), and many fail to take up cost-effective opportu-
nities for efficiency savings (Revell and Blackburn
2007). A significant literature has developed which
addresses the barriers and drivers for energy efficiency
investments in different sectors and geographies
(Cooremans 2012; DECC 2014; Trianni and Cagno
2011). Comparatively, less attention has been paid to
the practice of energy management, and this paper re-
ports on a study which set out to investigate energy
management practice in SMEs in close detail. Given
that for many smaller organisations, energy manage-
ment tends to be more informal and peripheral than in
larger organisations (Sa et al. 2015); it uses a liberal
definition of energy management, incorporating mun-
dane activities such as tweaking thermostats, setting
timers, paying bills, switching off appliances and mak-
ing clothing choices. Beginning with the notion that
energy facilitates almost all business activity, it investi-
gates how its management interweaves with other
organising processes.

Data is drawn from the authors’ professional experi-
ence of providing support to SMEs from 2013 to 2018.
During this period, I provided face-to-face support to 52
businesses, with the aim of reducing their energy usage
and environmental impact.When planning this research,
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I had expected to report insights into (1) how energy is
used and managed by SMEs and (2) how they had been
able to heed my advice and reduce its usage. Against the
first objective, in-depth insights into energy manage-
ment are presented for three SMEs: a business services
provider, a charity and a manufacturer/online retailer.
These reveal how energymanagement practice is woven
into organisational narratives and sensemaking process-
es and the materialities involved in how these play out.
The second objective was more problematic. It became
clear over the course of the relationships developed with
SMEs that the ways they responded to external advice
were unpredictable, unexpected and often resulted in
little or no reduction in environmental impact.
Analysing research findings revealed as much about
the practice of providing low carbon advice and pro-
cesses of organisational meaning-making, as SME en-
ergy management. The study therefore pivoted to focus
on each practice in equal measure.

Reflecting this meandering research journey, this paper
uses narrative techniques to tell stories not only about the
three SMEs as they received information and advice relat-
ing to their own energy practices, but also as a way of
reflecting on the role of low carbon advisors, who both
influence, and are influenced by, the SMEs they support.
With an interest in both energy management as a practice,
and in the processes of organisational knowledge produc-
tion, the analysis of findings is supported by two concep-
tual frameworks. Firstly, the concept of sensemaking offers
insights into the ways that meanings and norms are prod-
ucts in organisations (Weick 1995; Weick et al. 2005).
Secondly, concepts from practice theory are used to draw
attention to the socio-material nature of knowledge and
practice. Both encourage critical reflexivity when
conducting empirical research and helped to highlight the
wisdom of expanding the research focus (Schmidt 2016).

The next section locates this study in the context of
SME energy and environmental literature and explains
how sensemaking and practice theory offer valuable, com-
plementary insights into organisational activity. The
methods section explains the processes of sampling and
data collection and reflects on the unconventional applica-
tion of practice theory. Findings from each SME are then
presented in the form of three narratives. The penultimate
section discusses the practices of SME energy manage-
ment and advice-giving, reflecting on how the theoretical
framework helped to uncover surprising their characteris-
tics. The conclusion focuses on implications for policy-
makers, advisors and the research community.

Literature review

Energy consumption, efficiency and environmental
impact in SMEs

Research on SME energy consumption and environ-
mental performance has come from a number of disci-
plines and a range of epistemological traditions, with
most studies addressing the problem of under-adoption
of energy efficiency opportunities. In their thorough
review of energy, behaviour-change and organisational
literature, Andrews and Johnson (2016) point to a con-
siderable body of work identifying and evaluating bar-
riers and drivers for the uptake of energy efficiency
measures, the majority of which identifies financial
constraints as the principle barrier, and the prospect of
comparative advantage as the main driver (Fleitera et al.
2012; Trianni and Cagno 2012; Williamson et al. 2006).
This literature has been influential in the design of
policy instruments for SMEs. Across the EU, incentives
such as grants, loans and the provision of expert advice
are available to help businesses overcome financial bar-
riers, and to help demonstrate the case for making effi-
ciency investments (Hampton 2018a). Typically, pub-
licly funded advisors focus on technological invest-
ments such as low energy lighting, low-carbon heating
systems, more efficient machinery or smart technologies
(BEIS 2017a; DECC 2016; Warren 2017).

Despite its pervasiveness, the barriers and drivers
approach has been subject to criticism. Hampton and
Fawcett (2017) raise methodological concerns, pointing
to the reliance on surveys and interviews with business
owners and managers, who may be more likely to
identify financial reasons for inaction, rather than lack
of managerial knowledge or other internal factors. Chal-
lenges have also been made to the model of decision-
making underpinning the barriers and drivers literature,
which largely assumes that SMEs will act according to
rational economic principles when barriers are removed,
for instance, by supportive policy (Banks et al. 2012;
Revell 2007; Revell and Blackburn 2007). These as-
sumptions have also been contested by empirical re-
search produced for a UK government report, which
found that up to 37% of energy efficiency measures
required no capital investment, and yet take-up
remained low (DECC 2014).

Drawing on some of the literature cited above,
Lutzenhizer (2014) argues that the problematisation of
organisational energy consumption and environmental
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performance has been dominated by the physical-
technical-economic (PTE) model. A ‘problem frame’
has been created which deals with the problem of energy
wastage by addressing the physical characteristics of
buildings, the efficiency of appliances and the cost-
effectiveness of technological measures. This framing
marginalises contributions from a wider spectrum of
social sciences which ask more fundamental questions
about the role of energy in the context of organisational
behaviour and social practices (Powells et al. 2015;
Janda et al. 2015). Setting out the scope of an expanded
research agenda, Lutzenhiser (2014) calls for more in-
depth, qualitative research, including studies drawing on
organisational theory and social practices. This paper
responds to this call by applying the principles of
organisational sensemaking and practice in its analysis.

Sensemaking

The concept of sensemaking has been widely used
within organisational theory and empirical research,
since introduced byWeick (1979, 1995). Weick’s model
conceives of organisations as the outcome of organising
processes, as they respond to, and make sense of, col-
lective experiences. Sensemaking research attends to
how meanings, identities and knowledge are construct-
ed through processes such as retrospection, performa-
tive enactments or the telling of stories (Weick 1995;
Weick et al. 2005). The question ‘how can I knowwhat I
think until I see what I say?’ exemplifies the model of
performative meaning-making at the heart of
sensemaking, and helps to explain why many empirical
studies of organisations have used ethnographic
methods and narrative accounts.

Currie and Brown (2003), for instance, shadowed
hospital middle managers in the UK, attending meetings
and conducting interviews to show how the ‘conflu-
ence’ of particular narratives around the notion of pa-
tient care served to construct meanings of healthcare
practice. Georg and Fussel (2000) conducted another
study in a hospital setting, using ethnographic methods
to observe how ‘organisational greening’was attempted
by a dedicated project team. Attending to the emotional
dimensions of their participants’ experiences, they show
how staff experienced anger, frustration and even shame
as they came to discover the scale of environmental
impact arising from their organisation. The authors de-
scribe the awkwardness experienced by practitioners, as
they attempted to reconcile this knowledge with their

existing internal narratives relating to their professional
practice. Narratives are central to each of these accounts,
not only as primary data in the form of stories told by
part icipants, but as a means for describing
organisational meaning-making and change.

A microscopic examination of sensemaking process-
es is provided by Abolafia (2010), who deconstructs
policy-making narratives in the US Federal Reserve.
Through close analysis of meeting transcripts, he shows
that sensemaking is a recursive process by which indi-
viduals navigate established protocols for decision-mak-
ing, whilst applying their own ‘logic of appropriateness’
to challenges encountered in their own roles. This study
shows that the principle of ‘plausability’ trumps accura-
cy, as facts and events are selectively retained in collec-
tive narratives which fit with established norms and
meanings. Abolafia’s carefully constructed account
demonstrates how an attention to sensemaking can un-
cover how organisational identities are produced and
reproduced.

The tradition of sensemaking primarily considers
organisations as discursive constructions, relying on
relatively conventional ideas about the nature of knowl-
edge (Nicolini 2012). There are exceptions within this
school of organisational studies however, including
Cunliffe and Coupland’s (2012) study of a sports team
on tour, in which they uncover how embodied forms of
experience and interaction help to deem social activity
as sensible, plausible and acceptable. Despite efforts
made by authors such as Harquail and King (2010) to
develop a research agenda for the study of embodied
cognition in organisations, this attention to materialities
is relatively undeveloped within sensemaking literature.
For Nicolini (2012), this is where practice theory can
add significantly to the study of organisations. Sharing
similar recursive ontological foundations, epistemolog-
ical frameworks and an empirical concern with observ-
able activity (Lizardo 2004; Brown et al. 2015), a prac-
tice perspective affords greater ontological status to
material objects and bodies and has a longer tradition
of attending to the these (Bourdieu 1977; Shove 2003;
Wilhite 2008).

Practice theory

Practice theory has been extensively applied in
organisational studies since the 1990s (Corradi et al.
2010). Feldman and Orlikowski (2011) argue that by
moving away from the structure-agency dichotomy,
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practice theory offers an alternative ontological account
of the organisation, as emerging from the doings and
sayings that occur within and beyond it. Reflecting on
practice theory as an alternative paradigm within
organisational studies, they point to examples of re-
search which has reconceptualised strategising as a
relational and enacted practice (Whittington 2006;
Johnson et al. 2007), and knowledge as an ongoing
social accomplishment with cognitive and embodied
dimensions (Orlikowski 2002).

Schatzki’s contribution to Organisational Studies has
been influential in emphasising their continually emergent
nature. He suggests that organisations are the result of a
combination of everyday doings and sayings, and the
material arrangements which shape, and are shaped by
these (2006). From this viewpoint, an organisation cannot
be defined either by the various social practices that take
place within its purview, nor the rules, structures and
environment in which these are embedded, but is ontolog-
ically defined where these two domains meet (Schatzki
2005). Schatzki argues that as the recursive relationship
between material arrangements and practices comes en-
dures over time, organisational knowledge becomes em-
bedded and memory is produced (Schatzki 2006).

Also concerned with organisational knowledge and
learning, Gherardi (2006, 2009) points to organisational
studies literature prior to the ‘practice turn’ which
discussed the practice of ‘knowledge management’ in
organisations, considering it as a valuable resource. In
parallel with the conceptual shift from ‘organisation’ to
‘organising’ (Clegg and Hardy 1996), influences from
practice theory helped tomove attention from ‘knowledge’
to ‘knowing’. Gherardi emphasises the ‘renewed concep-
tion of knowledge’ offered by the concept of practice,
foregrounding the role of materiality and distributed agen-
cy, and reconceptualising it as continually emergent, dy-
namic and collaborative (Lave and Wenger 1991). Devel-
oping Schatzki’s notion of ‘arrangements’, Gherardi de-
scribes organisations as providing the ‘texture of interre-
lated practices’, from which an ‘action-net’ is formed.

A brief summary of this literature highlights the pleth-
ora of terms and concepts used by researchers of organi-
sations and practice theory, which reflects the diversity of
practice theory itself (Nicolini 2012; Spaargaren et al.
2016). Nonetheless, there are significant similarities be-
tween each of the accounts cited here and in his
comprehensive treatise on practice theory and
organisations, Nicolini (2012) helpfully describes five dis-
tinctive characteristics shared amongst them all (Table 1).

Practice theory has become influential in recent so-
cial scientific energy research, being used to highlight
how energy use and environmental impacts occur as part
of mundane social activity (Shove and Walker 2014).
However, the majority of empirical studies using prac-
tice theory have focused on the domestic setting, and
few studies have applied the principles of practice the-
ory as set out by Nicolini to research on organisational
energy use and management (Lutzenhiser 2014;
Powells et al. 2015). As with every rule, there are
notable exceptions, and these include Powells et al.’s
(2015) exploration of the potential for flexibility
amongst SME practices, and Hargreaves’ (2011) ethno-
graphic study of ‘Environment Champions’ working
within an SME to bring about change in practice. Both
demonstrate that practice theory can offer valuable in-

Table 1 Nicolini’s characteristics of practice theory (2013, p. 6)

Distinctive characteristics of
practice theory

Application to investigating
energy management practice in
SMEs

Questions apparently durable
features of our world.
Highlights processes of
organising which produce
apparent stability of social
practice.

Assists in delving beneath
apparently stable and
routinised energy practices.

Forces us to rethink the role of
agents and individuals; e.g.
managers, the managed

The PTEM foregrounds
technical expertise and its
focus on investment
opportunities engages with
senior staff. An attention to
mundane energy management
practice considers a wider
range of actors and their
associated practices.

Foregrounds the body and
objects in social affairs.

Attends to the elements of
energy management practice,
including the materials and
embodied knowledge
involved in its performance.

Sheds new light on the nature
of knowledge and discourse.

Paying attention to how various
forms of knowledge
(embodied, cognitive, shared)
is produced and sustained in
organisations, and the
influence of external advice.

Reaffirms the centrality of
interests and power in
everyday practice.

Observing how certain activities
or forms of knowledge are
produced at the expense of
others, asking ‘whose
interests are served’?
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sights into energy related practices in small organisa-
tions. However, no study has focused specifically on the
practice of energy management in SMEs. Table 1 sum-
marises how practice theory is applied to this empirical
context in this paper, in accordance with Nicolini’s
defining characteristics.

In addition to the guiding principles set out by Nicolini,
the ‘three-element’model is used to support this empirical
study (Shove et al. 2012; Shove and Pantzar 2005). This
framework breaks down practices into constituent ele-
ments, using the categories meanings, materials and com-
petences to highlight their diverse socio-material construc-
tion (Fig. 1). The elegant simplicity of the model has
attracted a number of energy researchers to use and devel-
op it to support empirical data analysis (Higginson et al.
2015; Spotswood et al. 2015; Kuijer 2014). Following
earlier work by Hampton (2018a), it is used in this study
as an interview aid, helping to spark ideas and uncover
unexpected insights from respondents as they are provided
with a framework to helpmake sense of their practice. This
generates insights into the materials, meanings and com-
petences involved in energy management which would
have remained unseen investigated using the conventional
PTE model.

Methods

Background and sampling

Empirical data for this paper are drawn from the author’s
experience of providing business support to SMEs from
2013 to 2018. As an environmental consultant, I support

organisations to review their energy consumption and
environmental impact and provide advice and recom-
mendations for energy, emissions and cost savings.
Since November 2013, I have offered these services
through publicly funded initiatives which provide up
to 12 h of consultancy support to each SME engaged
with.

From a total of 52 businesses supported in Oxford-
shire, UK, nine were initially interviewed for this study
on the basis that they occupied non-domestic premises;
and did not have dedicated energy managers. Each
organisation was provided with 12 h of funded, formal
support. However, in the interests of gathering more in-
depth data for this study, additional time was spent with
each organisation, to develop longer-term relationships.

The study began with the aim of including 10 SMEs
in the sample. However, it became clear when reviewing
dense findings that a smaller sample would be needed to
meet the objective of providing detailed insights into the
practice of energy management. Therefore, three SMEs
were selected for including in this paper on the basis that
they were relatively diverse; representing different sec-
tors, legal structures and building occupancy. The sam-
ple includes (1) a business services company
(accountancy) which owns and occupies its premises,
(2) a charity which occupied part of its site and rented
another and (3) a manufacturer/retailer who occupy their
site as tenants. Further details of organisational charac-
teristics are provided in Tables 3, 5 and 6. To preserve
anonymity, aliases are used for the names of the orga-
nisations and interviewees.

Data collection: carbon footprints and interviews

The majority of the initial 12 h of funded support was
used to conduct carbon footprints for each SME. Meet-
ings with senior members of staff were held to identify
the main sources of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions,
agree the footprint scope and establish data collection
procedures. A site tour followed the meetings, focusing
on the main energy-using practices, and to identify any
visible opportunities for savings. Electricity and gas
consumption data were gathered from supplier bills,
compiled in a spreadsheet and converted into the stan-
dard metric for footprint assessments: carbon dioxide
equivalent (CO2e). Emissions from vehicles were cal-
culated by combining observed mileage, expenditure on
fuels and the efficiency of the vehicle (where possible
based on dashboard data; otherwise based onFig. 1 Three element model of practice theory (Shove et al. 2012)
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manufacturer specification). Results were presented to
each SME in a report which quantified the main sources
of emissions and recommended options for mitigation.

In addition to the meetings and desk-based support
provided, semi-structured interviews, lasting 45–
60 min, were carried out with an individual senior
member of staff at least 10 months after the initial
carbon footprint assessment was completed. Questions
focused on the impact and reception of the report and the
elements of energy management practice. In this study,
the three-element model diagram was presented to in-
terviewees (Fig. 1), who were asked to identify key
elements associated with energy management within
their organisation, using meanings, materials and com-
petences as categories (Shove et al. 2012). Participants
responded positively to this prompt, drawing parallels
with other business practices and using the framework
to describe how change might be achieved.

The individuals were chosen as they held significant
influence in their organisations, including responsibility for
energy management. However, dealing primarily with one
individual is a limitation of this study, just as it is a
hindrance to low carbon advisors when wishing to bring
about wider organisational change (Hampton 2018b).
Whilst each may have had responsibility for energy man-
agement, a practice-perspective highlights how energy is
used and managed in mundane ways by all organisational
actors, and is shaped by the ‘texture of interrelated prac-
tices’ (Gherardi 2006). Therefore, the ways in which my
advice was integrated into organisational norms andmean-
ings depended on how the managers interpreted,
responded to and disseminated my findings.

Although they held responsibility for energy within
their broad managerial remit, none of the SME man-
agers readily identified as practitioners of energy man-
agement. Whether it is necessary for carriers of practice
to self-identify as practitioners in order for a practice to
be considered as a suitable basis for empirical study is an
ongoing debate within practice theory (Bonnington
2015; Hitchings 2012). In energy research, practice
theory has been used most notably to investigate overt
energy consuming practices such as residential heat
comfort (Gram-Hanssen 2010), laundry (Mylan and
Southerton 2017) and commuting (Cass and
Faulconbridge 2016). Most of these studies use inter-
views with practitioners who are largely conscious of
their activities, and who would agree for instance, that
they were actively ‘doing the laundry’. By contrast,
investigating a peripheral, dispersed practice using

interviews with relatively non-reflexive practitioners
raises the question of whether their responses can pro-
vide reliable, representative evidence.

Hitchings (2012) argues however that all interview data
should be interpreted as providing only partial insights into
practices, which by their nature have tacit, non-cognitive
dimensions. Drawing on this observation, Hampton
(2017) highlights the artificial, staged nature of the inter-
view and points out that in many of his interviews with
home workers, respondents were talking about their prac-
tice for the first time. Rather than consider these as limita-
tions of interviews, these moments reveal insights into the
processes of sensemaking and knowledge-construction.
Further still, in a study of woodland management, Dandy
(2016) considers neglect as a social practice, demonstrating
the ability to analyse environmental management practice
without the need to engage with highly reflexive and
deliberative practitioners. In light of these contributions,
the practice of energy management in this paper is
interpreted liberally, allowing the analytical lens to focus
on a set of activities carried out by actors who are not
required to identify as practitioners.

Action research and auto-ethnography

Providing hands-on advice to SMEs, one objective of
this research was to support them to reduce their energy
use and environmental impact. The empirical research
was conducted alongside this professional practice, and
therefore may be considered as a form of action
research. Denscombe (2014) summarises four charac-
teristics of this approach: (1) practical implications, (2)
dealing with processes of change, (3) involving cyclical
feedback and (4) and active participation. Table 2 de-
scribes how this research meets these characteristics.

Typical of action-research, this paper draws on auto-
ethnographic data. Meeting notes from engagements
with each of the 52 SMEs were written up and shared
with the client. In addition, ethnographic field notes
were taken. Whilst Denscombe (2014) highlights the
necessity for action-researchers to reflect on their prac-
tice with the aim of professional self-development, auto-
ethnographic methods require more critical reflexivity
(Anderson 2006). It was through this self-refection that
it became clear that this research revealed as much about
the practice of advice-giving as it did the original focus
on the practice of SME energymanagement. Reflections
on this practice are provided in the discussion which
follows the three narrative accounts.
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Findings: making sense of energy management

MRC accountancy

MRC is an accountancy firm who occupy the same
business premises constructed by their founding direc-
tors in 1990. The two-storey building uses no gas, and
heating is provided by storage heaters, which is ‘topped
up’ using electric fan heaters on the coldest days. Un-
usually for a service firm, they operate from a small
industrial estate, shared with a builder’s merchant, three
car mechanics and two tool hire firms (Table 3).

I first met Matt in 2009 when he was the Bookkeeper
for a consultancy I worked at. Staying loosely in touch
thereafter, we met again in 2016 when he had joined
MRC in a senior role, tasked with modernising the
company, building its brand reputation and diversifying
its expertise and client base. The energy and environ-
ment goods and services sector is a strategic target for
MRC, and the decision to invite me to conduct a carbon
footprint was motivated by a desire to better understand
their own environmental impact, and in the process, gain
knowledge about energy monitoring and environmental
technologies. The main findings and recommendations
from the carbon footprint process are detailed in Table 4.

ForMatt, the carbon footprint exercise was part of his
personal campaign to modernise the company. It helped
to shed light on the out-dated practices which he was

looking to change. These included moving the directors
away from using paper diaries, introducing a
telecommuting policy and cloud-based ITservices. Matt
described how energy management was part of this
bundle of out-dated practices. The storage heaters of-
fered staff very little control over their thermal environ-
ment, and the three different offices were frequently
either too cold or too warm, and never in sequence with
one another. This generated frustration amongst the
staff, which was something they could not afford:

‘Because of the competitive nature of our industry.
If it’s one thing that counts against us, and people
might leave, then we need to nip in the bud. It’s
not something you go for a job interview thinking
about, but it’s certainly something that makes you
think later ‘do I want to work here?’. It’s deeper
than just energy…. It’s about how much does our
business really care about its people.’

With such strong links to staff retention, Matt ex-
plained how the directors each play a role in everyday
energy management, with one director responsible for
tweaking the settings on the heating system, another for
paying suppliers, and all sharing responsibility for lis-
tening to staff concerns and discussing investments.

Nine months after the report was submitted, I went
back to visit Matt. In the interim, he had been made a

Table 2 Characteristics of action research, based on Denscombe
(2014)

Action research
characteristic

Relevance to this research

Practical nature My professional practice and associated
research aimed to reduce energy
consumption and carbon emissions from
participating SMEs.

Processes of change My role was to assist and guide SMEs
through a process of reflexive learning
about environmental impact and to
support changing practices.

Cyclical feedback The carbon footprint process involved
collaborating on setting scope, drafting
the report, and together responding to its
recommendations.

Participation I actively participated in helping SMEs
make sense of their own energy
management practices. This paper
provides reflections onmy influence as an
external advisor.

Table 3 MRC organisational characteristics

Sector Accountancy

Number of staff 15

Location Industrial park on the outskirts
of a small market-town.

Building type Two-storey brick building,
pitched roof, built 1990.

Building occupancy Owner-occupier

Energy supply Electricity (no gas)

Primary energy services Space heating (electrical storage
heaters); lighting; IT
equipment.

Typical working practices Desk-based office work, with
occasional client visits.

Business networks An acknowledged weakness;
actively joining business
networks.

Self-reported awareness of
energy use and
environmental impact

Low
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director of the company, and had implemented some of
his modernisation plans. The reception area had been
refurbished, presenting visitors with a smarter entrance;
the directors were now using online shared diaries; and
they were moving to cloud-based software. He told me
that the carbon footprint report had been reviewed by the

directors, and whilst little had changed in their energy
management practice: ‘the beauty of the report was to
give us a bit more understanding, rather than us just
talking about the issues amongst ourselves’.

Whilst in the waiting room before our meeting, I
asked the receptionist if could take a look at the meter-
cupboard and found that the master timer was still set
incorrectly. When asked if they had had their heating
settings reviewed, Matt explained that ‘we’re still trying
to get to the bottom of our heating’, which remained
frustrating and poorly understood. They asked the com-
pany who constructed the building nearly 30 years pre-
vious to ‘come back to tell us about the [storage heater]
units, or at least what they think they can tell us about the
units’, but this had led to little or no change. Although
MRC had sought external advice on their existing
heaters, it was clear they had not systematically
reviewed the interactions between the three levels of
heating controls, as recommended in my report. Instead,
Matt explained that they were fed up with the entire
system, and were beginning to gather quotations for new
heating technologies, having been given some ideas by
other business owners in their industrial park.

At the end of our interview, Matt and I used the three-
element model of practice theory to identify the key
elements of their energy management practice. The
model resonated strongly with Matt, and he used the
framework to describe how the material elements of
their ageing building and heating system were no longer
fit for purpose, how their collective skillsets were un-
derdeveloped, and that a set of negative meanings for
staff had resulted. Thinking about how the practice
might change for the better, he compared energy man-
agement with his recent initiative to introduce cloud-
based software:

‘We were conscious that the materials we had
were not doing the job, so we changed them. To
get them embedded into the culture we needed to
give a reason, how it fits with the brand. Then we
needed to adapt the skills with a thought-
leadership person like myself: why we were going
to do it and what skills we needed across the
company.’

Similarly, Matt described how for energy manage-
ment, the introduction of new materials would be the
first step, requiring new skills to be developed. A shift of
meanings would then follow: from frustration and lack

Table 4 Main findings and recommendations from MRC carbon
footprint assessment

Finding Recommendation

Heating system
• Is controlled in three ways. (1)

The ‘master timer’, in the
meter cupboard, which con-
trolled when the storage
heaters were turned on; (2)
Wall-mounted thermostats;
(3) settings on individual
storage heaters.

• The master timer was set
incorrectly. A photograph
taken of the timer taken at
15:26 shows that the timer
was set to 06:20. This
indicates that the storage
heaters were being
‘charged-up’ during the day,
and not benefiting from their
differential tariff. This was
verified using consumption
data which showed
night-time electricity con-
sumption in winter was lower
than in the summer.

• Thermostats set to 25C,
including one which
controlled the storage heaters
for an open plan office, but
had been enclosed into a
recently partitioned small
meeting room.

• Staff find storage heaters
unresponsive, and frequently
open windows or use fan
heaters to achieve thermal
comfort.

• Conduct tests to review and
better understand the heating
system controls.

• Investigate the potential for
alternative heating systems in
the longer term.

• Business travel and
commuting were significant
environmental impacts,
whilst the cost of renting
parking spaces was
significant.

• Develop a home-working
policy, leading to transport
emissions savings, and cost
savings associated with
parking charges.

• Opportunities for energy
efficiency include ceiling
insulation, lighting, draught
proofing windows.

• Invest in low cost efficiency
solutions: draught exclusion,
insulated ceiling panels, LED
fittings.
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of awareness, to achieving comfort and positive atti-
tudes towards energy saving. Whereas my report had
recommended prioritising competences regarding
existing materials, Matt favoured the PTE model of
change, led by new investments in technology. And
why had change not yet happened? It was an awkward
question. Although Matt considered energy manage-
ment to be important, his other modernising initiatives
were more closely related to the organisation’s core
activities of servicing clients and winning new business.

Revive

Revive are a mental health charity operating throughout
Oxfordshire. They help those struggling with mental
health issues to develop skills and capacity for entering
employment (Table 5).

I met with Rita, Revive’s Finance and Administration
Director at their headquarters, which houses their

offices, café, shop, garden and workshop. Rita ex-
plained that our first project in 2013, when I volunteered
to conduct an organisational carbon footprint, was typ-
ical of how they work. As a charity, they rely on dona-
tions of time, funds, expertise and materials, and making
the most of limited resources is at the heart of their
culture and everyday practice. Sustainability was a cen-
tral theme when managing resources, and just as they
developed the skills and capabilities of their service-
users and assisted them in their recovery, they sought
to reuse, upcycle and develop all the material resources
available to them.

For Revive, one-off gestures or donations can present
challenges thereafter. An array of solar panels had been
donated to the charity and installed on their café roof.
However, when conducting the footprint assessment, I
was told they held no data on the renewable electricity
generated, consumed, or fed back into the grid. The one-
off project had been led by volunteers and not integrated
into Revive’s everyday management practices, and
knowledge and information about the panels had dis-
persed. Similarly, Revive welcomed the construction of
an innovative, thermally efficient straw bale building by
a group of dedicated volunteers in 2007. However, since
then the charity’s management team have found that this
building material requires regular maintenance, and in
the 10 years since its construction, they have had to
corral volunteers to carry out significant external repairs
and roof works.

Rita mentioned that my carbon footprint report had
been well-received internally, and by external stake-
holders. Revive’s communications team had released a
press-release, highlighting the positive aspects of their
environmental performance which had been highlighted
in the report, including local and organic food sourcing,
upcycling activities, and their efficient straw bale build-
ing. However, when conducting a second report 4 years
later, it became clear that few of the recommendations
made in the report had been taken up. Incandescent
lightbulbs remained in use, and draughty windows had
not been sealed. Rita was blunt in blaming lack of
external support and funding. They had recently applied
for a £5000 grant to replace all their light fittings, but
had disappointingly only received £165. Rita was aware
that efficient lighting represented a compelling invest-
ment which could pay for itself in a matter of months
(Gan et al. 2013), but that right now they were in ‘dire
straits financially and paying our staff is our number
one’.

Table 5 Revive organisational characteristics

Sector Mental health charity

Number of staff 57

Location Locations in several market
towns, headquartered in
Oxford.

Building type Café, offices, portakabins and
straw bale outbuilding.

Building occupancy Headquarters: owner-occupier
in one half of main site, and
rent other half from NHS.
Rent elsewhere.

Energy supply Electricity and gas. (Only
electricity at Portakabin site);
small solar array for
self-generation at two sites.

Primary energy services Space heating; cooking and
catering; lighting; IT
equipment;

Typical working practices Desk-based office tasks;
catering; counselling
services; training;
wood-working; horticulture.

Business networks Well integrated into local
community and networked
with other charities.

Self-reported awareness of
energy use and
environmental impact

High
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Rita expressed frustration with the energy efficiency
of some of their offices. One half of Revive’s headquar-
ters are located in a purpose built, modern and efficient
premises, whilst the other is an older building rented
from the National Health Service (NHS) where ‘the
windows don’t fit properly and the roof vents flap up
and down in the wind’. In the NHS building, energy
bills are included in their rent, so they have no data or
visibility of their consumption. This was seen by Rita as
a positive situation:

‘We’re quite lucky that all of our electricity here
comes in with our rent. So there is no expenditure
for our headquarters and it doesn’t tend to go up
with our consumption, which is nice, because
that’s a fixed cost.’

Visibility emerged as a theme for Rita when
discussing Revive’s environmental impact and ethos of
sustainability. When populating the elements of energy
management practice using the three-element diagram,
Rita identified heating controls and building fabric as
prominent materials, but preferred to talk about more
visible, tangible resources such as waste. On this, she
spoke animatedly about their practices of re-use,
‘upcycling’ and minimising waste going to landfill. In
a small organisation, the distinction between the busi-
ness and personal domains was frequently blurred and
their café manager, who runs a smallholding, had started
to take home their shredded office paper to use as animal
bedding. Becoming impassioned, Rita shared another
story of when she was on holiday and her less creative
colleagues paid to have confidential paper shredded and
collected. ‘That really sits in my throat’, she said.

Whereas the competences involved in energy man-
agement were associated with the uninspiring activities
of data management, funding applications and turning
things off after others, sustainable resource management
involved creativity and originality. Like Matt from
MRC, the three-element model prompted Rita to draw
parallels between energy management and another prac-
tice. The new General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) would mean more energy-intensive paper
shredding and would require Revive to dispose of their
library of archive tapes. As an example of how this new
practice was being incorporated into Revive’s culture of
resource efficiency, she told me how a member of staff
was ‘going to take them and knit them into mats’ which
could then be sold in their shop.

Whereas most of my questions and underlying as-
sumptions about energy management practice were fo-
cused on activities internal to the charity, Rita helped me
to realise that this was a simplistic understanding of the
nature of the organisation. Using examples of where
they had shared excess resources with their network of
local charities, and highlighting their reliance on exter-
nal volunteers, she identified ‘community’ as a key
meaning when completing the three-element diagram
together.

Giftive

Giftive manufacture ‘make-your-own’ kits for food en-
thusiasts, helping customers create products such as
ricotta cheese, cured bacon and infused gin. Sean started
the company in 2013 in his kitchen, during university
vacations. He explained to me that despite the niche
nature of his business, it operates in a crowded market-
place, with competitors frequently rebranding and un-
dercutting his innovations. This meant they had to con-
tinually develop the Giftive product range in line with
fashions and trends. Having doubled revenue every
year, the youthful company are now expanding into
non-foods, and have opened a manufacturing site in
China, where his business partner grew-up. Here they
are creating kits to follow the latest trends, which in-
clude wall-mounted rainbow-unicorns, and gin themed
cross-stitch kits (Table 6).

Whereas for their first 3 years, the founding partners
had manufactured the kits themselves, working long
days in the run-up to Christmas, 2016 saw them become
employers for the first time. This marked a significant
shift in Sean’s daily practice, requiring him to develop a
new set of skills: meeting the needs of staff, overseeing
the company’s financial health, whilst continuing to
innovate in order to grow.

They now have four employees, and Sean told me
that managing energy as a business has been strongly
influenced by the need to react to the rapid change they
have experienced. Our discussion focused on heating as
their primary source of energy consumption. During
their first winter occupying a light industrial unit, they
largely managed without heating, using movement and
adrenaline to keep them going. Taking on their first
employee made them conscious of the need to provide
comfort, and question the suitability of their heating
practices, and they bought two electric heaters in winter
2016 which could be ‘pointed at’ the person who felt the
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most need for warmth. However, taking on three addi-
tional staff in 2017 tested their ad hoc solution, which
led to a discussion between the directors about the
culture of the organisation and its environmental values.
Having investigated the option of providing a propane-
based heating system, they instead opted to provide
thermal undergarments for all staff.

Sean described how this decision was related to the
way the company’s culture and identity was unfolding
in the course of expansion. Were they like their car
mechanic neighbours, whose staff accepted working in
outdoor conditions and got their hands dirty, or were
they trying to emulate a high-tech start-up, with a youth-
ful culture, complete with office furniture made from
pallets? The meanings associated with working at
Giftive were changing, and this had implications for
the various elements of everyday practice. Sean de-
scribed how these open questions about the organisation
were playing out in the ways they thought about, and
managed energy:

‘It’s like we’re a group of students who all live
together. We’re all quite young. We’re willing to
put up with [colder temperatures], whereas if we
had an older person, or somebody who is, like, a
bit less cool, then we’d have to heat [the space] a
bit more… It’s like a home, but where the

practices are less established. Because we’re
new. Because we’ve never ever been in a job or
a business before. So we just do things completely
our own way, and make it up.’

Being Sinophiles, the two owner-managers also
wished to embed some Asian traditions into their
organisational culture. Sean conjectured that the deci-
sion to buy thermals was related to these efforts:

‘My business partner wears thermals and is al-
ways super warm. It’s also probably a Chinese
cultural thing too. He comes from a country where
it does get super cold in the winter and thermals
are commonplace. So we decided to buy them
from a Japanese company, because in Japan in
winter it gets super cold, the same as in China.
So maybe it’s us taking that culture across.’

Sean explained how energy management became
more prominent as a practice during the winter months,
but was managed differently during the Christmas rush.
He was aware that the electric heaters were expensive to
run, but had competing priorities:

‘When we first got our heaters we would turn
them on for two hours at a time, and we would
remember to turn them off. We gave up on that,
because Christmas is our busy time, so at that time
of the year basically anything that makes our life
simpler or easier, we just do. So we just turn them
on all the time and just leave it.’

Just as Giftive were asking themselves questions
about their organisational culture and meaning as they
underwent rapid growth, they also had ambivalent feel-
ings about their environmental impact. On the one hand,
Sean felt strongly about the need to tackle climate
change and reducing the environmental impact from
their business, and on the other, felt powerless when
thinking about the business as an entity. When asked
what his thought the business’s biggest environmental
impacts were, Sean said:

‘I think it’s the whole concept of the business.
Ultimately, we sell packaging. We sell stuff pack-
aged in boxes which doesn’t need to be packaged
in boxes. People could probably do this for them-
selves. It’s all kind of superfluous, and slightly
wasteful anyway, so I think we just... give up on
which bits are worse than others.’

Table 6 Giftive organisational characteristics

Sector Manufacturing and online
retailer

Number of staff 6

Location Industrial park on the outskirts
of a small market-town.

Building type Two-storey light industrial,
pitched roof, built c1980s.

Building occupancy 3-year lease agreement.

Energy supply Electricity (no gas)

Primary energy services Space heating, small-scale
packing machinery, lighting.

Typical working practices Assembly line manufacturing;
desk-based office tasks.

Business networks Primarily online, through
platforms such as Etsy,
Amazon, E-Bay.

Self-reported awareness of
energy use and
environmental impact

Mixed feelings
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Sean described how responding to my questions
about energy and environmental impact was the first
time he had thought in-depth about these issues, and it
made him uncomfortable. Earlier in the interview, we
had discussed whether he felt that the carbon footprint
associated with air freighting their products was their
responsibility, he had insisted that their scope included
their own on-site operations, and that transport was the
remit of the haulier. However, later in the discussion he
said:

‘…but I do feel a bit guilty. You make me feel
guilty about it!’

Undergoing rapid growth, international expansion
and operating in a niche market where continual inno-
vation is the key to success, there are open questions for
Giftive relating to its culture, purpose and practices.
Energy and environmental management practices are
bound up in this bundle of sensemaking processes.

Discussion: energy management practice, business
advice and knowledge production

The three narrative case studies presented above indicate
that energy management is woven into the culture and
practices of small organisations, and is influenced by the
ongoing sensemaking processes which give organisa-
tions their character. Energy underpins the doings and
sayings of all organisations, and although each SME in
this study described its management as a peripheral and
non-strategic activity, it becomes clear when seen
through a practice lens that it can incorporate meanings,
materials and competences which relate to an organisa-
tion’s core identity.

This discussion is structured into two parts. The first
part uses examples from each SME to draw linkages
between material elements of practice and processes of
organisational knowledge construction. These demon-
strate the value of practice theory and sensemaking in
helping to provide insights into energy management
practice. The second part reflects on the relationship
between business advisors and SMEs, including the
power dynamics involved in providing expert advice.

Energy management practice

Underpinned by a ‘flat’ ontology, practice theory affords
prominence to material artefacts, and Nicolini argues

that when seeking to understand organisational practices
it is often ‘the perceived object that bestows actions with
continuity, coherence, and meaning’ (Nicolini 2012, p.
225). By focusing on the three elements of practice, each
of the accounts above show how material objects were
at the centre of the unfolding story of energy
management.

For MRC, meanings of frustration and a deficit of
competences were imbued in thermostats, timers and
ageing storage heaters. Navigating towards an energy
management solution became tied up in an existential
narrative of change, modernisation and staff retention.
Matt was actively seeking to alter the meanings embed-
ded in the ‘texture’ of organisational practices (Gherardi
2006). Despite the recommendation made to MRC to
review the ways that its existing heating system was
being used and understood, Matt’s preference was for a
larger, more comprehensive solution. For him, a major
investment in a new technology, as discussed with other
local business leaders, would deliver a performative
statement about MRC’s status as an innovative, modern
company. Prompted by the three-element diagram, Matt
explained that he thought that an investment in radical,
material changes would lead to changes in associated
meanings and competences.

Materiality also influences the ongoing construction
of organisational identity at Revive, where optimal re-
source utilisation is at the heart of the charity’s ethos,
and finding creative means to prevent waste was a
practice that staff felt passionate about. The corollary
of having materiality at the heart of organisational iden-
tity however, was that at Revive, energy was compara-
tively more peripheral. With energy consumption and
costs hiddenwithin their rent, it was immaterial for Rita.
This seemed to prevent her from prioritising its conser-
vation when compared with more visible resources such
as café and office waste. The stories fromRevive help to
corroborate the practice-theoretical view that organisa-
tions ought not to be considered as fixed entities, but as
products of ongoing organising processes (Feldman and
Orlikowski 2011; Nicolini 2012). Making use of donat-
ed resources such as solar panels and volunteer time
requires agility, and it is through these organising prac-
tices that Revive is developing its own culture and
memory (Schatzki 2006).

Giftive is a youthful company, trying to make sense
of its rapid growth and establish a corporate identity.
Like Revive, this identity was imbued in the materials
they handled. Manufacturing ‘do it yourself’ kits,
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bricolage was at the heart of their organisational prac-
tice, and this carried through to energy management
(Royston 2014). Taking the decision to buy their staff
thermal garments rather than invest in a propane heating
system was a performative gesture, affirming their cre-
ative, innovative identity. It is also evidence of energy-
related decision making which the conventional PTE
model fails to capture. In this case, the problem of
meeting staff comfort needs was tackled not by making
an energy service more efficient or investing in machin-
ery, but by offering a sufficient solution (Thomas et al.
2017). This finding indicates that low-tech means of
achieving comfort may be as commonplace for SMEs
as they have been shown to be for home workers
(Hampton 2017). Rather than asking ‘which are the
most cost-effective options for energy efficiency’, an
attention to practices highlights how the meanings asso-
ciated with energy were dynamically linked to materials
and know-how. At Giftive, clothing, bodies and adap-
tive comfort were at the centre of energy management
practice, elements of practice through which a youthful,
kinetic culture was being performed.

For each of these SMEs, narratives revealed how
energy management practice is bound up in the contin-
ually unfolding processes of organisational meaning-
making. The three-element model of practice theory
helped to show how organisational identity formation
was being played out in material objects and through
forms of embodied competences.

The practice of advising SMEs

As external providers of expertise, business advisors have
a role in constructing new meanings and knowledge for
the organisations with which they become involved.
When this professional practice is used for research pur-
poses, the action-researcher also has a responsibility to
reflect on their influence (Denscombe 2014).

Gathering energy data, conducting carbon footprint
assessments and asking business managers to reflect on
their practices in interviews, I was instrumental in bring-
ing certain elements of practice to the fore and influenc-
ing organisational sensemaking. Elements foregrounded
in this process included material objects such as ther-
mostats, clothing and storage heaters, and my probing
questions drew out meanings of comfort and
organisational identity. By enquiring about a seemingly
peripheral practice, discussions about organisational
competences such as data management, heating

controls, adaptive comfort and staff morale emerged,
often alongside the identification of skills deficits. As
the relationships continued beyond initial carbon foot-
print assessments, it became clear that our discussions
were leading participants to make connections between
energy management and other practices such as human
resource management and business development activ-
ity. Through these processes, I was deliberately helping
to bring the dispersed and disregarded practice of energy
management to the fore for each SME.

The carbon footprint assessments and face-to-face
advice provided information to the SMEs about how
they consumed, conserved and even avoided energy
through working practices. Although as a business ad-
visor, I had the clear and benevolent intention to help the
SMEs manage energymore efficiently, the translation of
this was not always predictable.MRC opting to focus on
a large-scale investment rather than fully making sense
of their failing heating system is an example of how my
intervention had been absorbed into Matt’s logic of
change. Whilst for Giftive, my relationship led Sean to
reflect on the relationship between the core activities of
his business and its environmental sustainability. Con-
cluding that their products were ‘all kind of superfluous,
and slightly wasteful anyway’, he appeared at the end of
our final interview to feel demoralised and demotivated.
As a young and environmentally conscious business
owner, he struggled with the realisation that energy
management would do little to ameliorate the environ-
mental impact arising from his business.

These findings have a number of implications. First-
ly, they show that as business advisors become entwined
in organisational sensemaking and always-changing
practices, outcomes can be unpredictable (Georg and
Fussel 2000; Moss et al. 2008). On the one hand, it
may be reasonable to assume that in-depth engagements
with SMEs relating to their everyday business practices
would lead to greater awareness of their environmental
impact and greater motivation to take mitigating action.
However, on the other, the relationship between aware-
ness and pro-environmental action is far from clear
(Parker et al. 2009; Revell et al. 2010). As Sean’s
experience illustrates, making sense of organisational
environmental impact with the help of an advisor can
highlight the limited control that its directors possess to
effect meaningful change.

Secondly, the MRC directors’ preference for large-
scale investment corroborates evidence that options for
energy conservation involving zero-capital investment
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are not necessarily the most appealing to business
owners (DECC 2014). This example demonstrates that
more important than the content of information, advice
or reports provided by external advisors, are the pro-
cesses by which such resources are absorbed and made
sense of by organisations. These processes are unique to
each organisation, bound up in its traditions, cultures
and established practices (Weick 1995; Weick et al.
2005; Brown et al. 2015). Whilst this finding might be
unsurprising to many social scientists, as an action-
researcher and business advisor, it is also frustrating. If
each organisation manages energy in unique ways, and
absorbs advice unpredictably, does this mean that there
can be no scalable solutions to accelerate the energy
transition amongst the 5.7-m SMEs in the UK? As has
been argued elsewhere, such findings indicate that for
low carbon business advisors, it is the ‘soft stuff that’s
hard’ (Hampton 2018b). However, rather than resort to
PTE approaches, this indicates the need for new forms
of energy advice, paying attention to the stories and
practices unique to the organisations being supported.

The findings presented in this paper also tell us about
the power-relations at play in the industry of energy
advice-giving (Lutzenhiser 2014). As Nicolini (2012)
suggests, practice theory can reveal the dynamics of
power within and outside of organisations by ‘zooming
in’ on the elements of practice. As discussed above, the
majority of energy and environmental advice provided
to SMEs takes the form of technical assessments of
building efficiency and investment payback calcula-
tions, and are influenced by the epistemological tradi-
tions of the PTEM (Fleitera et al. 2012; Thollander et al.
2015; DECC 2015; BEIS 2017b). These approaches
tend to include assumptions about linear, rational
decision-making processes, and in turn help to consoli-
date and extend forms of economic and technical knowl-
edge production amongst SMEs (Banks et al. 2012;
Lutzenhiser 2014; McCormack and Schwanen 2011;
Revell 2007). When considered using the three-
element model of practice theory, such approaches place
emphasis on particular material technologies such as
heating systems and electrical appliances, and generate
a need for highly technical competences often external
to the organisation. It may be argued that these serve to
sustain the collective interests of certain practitioners,
such as suppliers of technology, energy consultants and
business advisors themselves. By contrast, the findings
in this paper suggest that for SMEs to reduce their
energy consumption and environmental footprint,

management practice needs to be more prominently
integrated with the core organising processes which
continually define and reproduce the organisation itself.
This presents a challenge to the community of SME
energy advisors to provide support and advice which is
meaningful, comprehensible and relevant.

Conclusions

This study initially set out to uncover insights into
energymanagement practice amongst SMEs using prac-
tice theory. However, it became clear that the rich,
longitudinal findings revealed as much about this as it
did about the practice of providing energy and environ-
mental advice to SMEs. This learning process was not
accidental, and the expanded focus of this paper resulted
from the process of applying its theoretical framework.
Just as practice theory and sensemaking focus on orga-
nisations as they happen, they encourage reflexivity and
flexibility from researchers and advisors too (Schmidt
2016). This paper now concludes by discussing impli-
cations for policy-makers, SME advisors and
researchers.

When developing policy to address the challenge of
decarbonising SMEs, the provision of expert advice is a
preferred approach by policy-makers (IEA 2015). Ener-
gy advisors across the EU are funded to spend up to 12 h
with SMEs, aiming to engender more proactive ap-
proaches to managing energy and environmental impact
(MHCLG 2018). However, the outcomes of relation-
ships developed between SMEs and advisors cannot be
easily predicted. Drawing on auto-ethnographic data
and longitudinal advisor-SME interactions, this paper
has demonstrated the important but uncertain role that
external advice plays in producing knowledge and
steering SME practices. Using narrative accounts of
energy management practice in three SMEs, it has
shown how energy management involves a diverse set
of materials, and associated meanings, skills and knowl-
edge which are interwoven with organisational
sensemaking processes. Reconceptualising energy man-
agement as a dynamic practice helps to explain the
chaotic and unpredictable ways in which expert advice
is absorbed into organisations. Like tributaries of a
flowing river, information about energy consumption
and carbon footprints become part of the ongoing, tur-
bulent sensemaking processes from which an organisa-
tion’s identity and ontological character surface
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(Nicolini 2012). For policy-makers seeking to under-
stand how SMEs respond to the provision of energy and
environmental advice, these findings may help to ex-
plain why take-up of energy efficiency opportunities
and behavioural change remains sporadic.

Perhaps influenced by the dominant ‘problem fram-
ing’ of organisational energy management, the practice
was initially considered by the SME managers in this
study to be a technical activity. It was something that
larger businesses may undertake, and none identified
themselves as practitioners of energy management. This
framing is consolidated by external energy advisors,
who typically conduct a technical energy audit, follow-
ed by a business case for one-off investments in effi-
ciency upgrades. As Lutzenhiser (2014) has shown, this
conventional approach is influenced by the physical,
technical and economic paradigm, which is epistemo-
logically narrow and downplays the role of low-tech
materials and tacit knowledge. To make energy advice
more salient for SMEs (Mallaburn 2016), advisors must
attend to the ‘soft stuff’ (Hampton 2018b), including
how organisational narratives are constructed. This need
not be overwhelming however, and the findings in this
paper show the importance of attending to practice
materialities. For low carbon advisors, this requires an
expanded perspective on what materials matter. It is not
just heating and lighting systems, nor building fabric
that require attention, but clothing, bodies, donated re-
sources and waste.

Powells et al. (2015) called for the further application
of practice theory to SMEs in the field of energy re-
search. This paper has responded to this call by using the
three-element model of practice theory to show how the
practice of energy management was characterised by a
range of dispersed activities such as tweaking controls,
achieving personal comfort or preventing waste. This
approach has shown how energy management was
bound up in organisational cultures and meanings, these
in turn being influenced by material elements and em-
bodied competences.

Practice theory has also been used in this paper more
unconventionally, generating insights for future re-
search. Firstly, whereas practice theory has been used
to examine energy consuming practices in which inter-
viewees readily identify as practitioners, this paper has
focused on three organisations which had not identified
energy management as a strategically relevant practice
at the start of the advisory relationship. Rather than
limiting the value of findings, this led data collection

to be an open, collaborative process, whereby respon-
dents were learning, reflecting, and discovering how
energy management integrates with the nexus of doings
and sayings which constitute their organisation. Second-
ly, in support of this collaborative process, the three-
element model was used in interviews as an aid for SME
managers to reflect in new ways on their own practices.
By encouraging participants to discover the ways in
which they are already managing energy, the diagram
appeared to enliven respondents, who responded by
reflecting on processes of change within their organisa-
tions, and by making links with other nascent practices.
This method is not only useful for energy researchers,
but could also present an alternative approach for energy
advisors to engage SMEs in discussions about the ‘soft
stuff’. This collaborative, pedagogical approach may
help to empower SMEs to be more proactive about their
energy use and environmental impact. Whilst this paper
has presented narratives from three SMEs, further re-
search using ethnographic methods may seek to inves-
tigate which practices influence how external advice is
received, absorbed and responded to.
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