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CHAPTER 2

Framing the Sustainable Energy Challenge 
and Implications for Solutions

Charlotte Jensen, Inge Røpke, Gary Goggins and  
Frances Fahy

Abstract  Sustainable consumption policies often rely on ecological 
modernisation rationality, where the focus is usually on making cur-
rent consumption patterns more sustainable in such a way that status 
quo (ideas about the quality of life and growth) is not challenged. As 
a result, sustainable energy policies tend to black box the demand-
side, often resulting in abstracting efficiency strategies from the social 
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organisation within which the strategies and resulting solutions unfold. 
Rebound effects and other unintended consequences often happen as a 
result of this type of efficiency strategies. This chapter introduces alter-
native problem framings that may offer a way to mitigate rebound effects 
by addressing and challenging a wider set of socio-material, cultural and 
institutional aspects of energy demand.

Keywords  Energy demand · Problem framings · Energy policy · 
Sustainable consumption · Transformation

Introduction

Over the past few decades, consumer-oriented environmental policies 
have proliferated as political and public interest and concern for envi-
ronmental issues have increased significantly (Christensen et al. 2007). 
As a result, it is not uncommon that citizens as consumers are assigned 
responsibility for sustainable development. This in itself may not be a 
problem, but it is important to highlight how responsibility is assigned, 
in what way, and what it means for the type of development that emerges 
and is emphasised as a result. As sustainable consumption policies often 
rely on ecological modernisation rationality, these policies often centre 
on making current consumption patterns more sustainable in such a 
way that new business opportunities can emerge and ‘quality’ of life is 
not challenged (Sedlacko et al. 2014). As a result energy policies tend 
to focus on making existing behaviours more sustainable; a focus that 
often ends up abstracting efficiency strategies from the social organisa-
tion within which the strategies and resulting solutions unfold (Labanca 
and Bertoldi 2018).

In this chapter, we open with a discussion of the type of common 
energy problem framings that appear embedded in most consumer- 
oriented (sustainable) energy policies, and what these problem framings 
imply for the type of results obtained. We then discuss alternative energy 
problem framings that may be beneficial to implement in consumer- 
oriented (sustainable) energy policies. Approaches for example that might 
mitigate potential rebound effects or other unintended consequences 
that often are the result of the dominant types of efficiency strategies. 
We facilitate this discussion by introducing the ENERGISE Problem 
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Framing Typology, that highlights different dimensions and aspects of 
the problem framings most commonly used (‘technology-orientated’ and 
‘individual behaviour-oriented’) as well as of problem framings that are 
much less used (‘everyday life oriented’ and ‘systems oriented’). The lat-
ter we argue can offer insights into how social, cultural and institutional-
ised aspects of energy consumption can be investigated and challenged as 
part of the efforts of reducing energy consumption levels.

Common Energy Problem Framings

It is widely acknowledged that environmental and climate change poli-
cies often build on dominant paradigms of economics and psychology. 
This means that the theories of change embedded in many policies pave 
the way for the assumption that climate change problems are a result of 
individual actions, which can be changed by addressing attitudes, behav-
iours and choice (Shove 2010). This is often operationalised in strategies 
that attempt to shift people’s choices away from unsustainable or ineffi-
cient products towards more sustainable or efficient products, primarily 
through information and the promotion of (energy) efficient products 
(Spurling et al. 2013). As Labanca and Bertoldi (2018: 496) state, such 
strategies often assume that solutions can be ‘surgically removed and 
replaced by other solutions, seamlessly entering the social tissue where 
they are installed, without causing any change but reduction in energy 
inputs’.

Although technological innovation can bring about significant 
efficiency potentials, these may only be realised if appropriate eco-
nomic instruments are applied simultaneously, so that gains from effi-
ciency strategies are not just directed towards other unsustainable areas 
(Christensen et al. 2007; Shove 2017). This means that if energy effi-
ciency strategies are applied without addressing and potentially disrupt-
ing systems of interacting, unsustainable practices that generate high 
levels of energy demand, the energy demand problem is not addressed 
but potentially only shifted, instigating a possible rebound effect.

As Southerton and Welch (2018) highlight, required reductions in 
consumption-related emissions cannot be achieved through marginal 
lifestyle changes and technical efficiencies. While the environmental 
impact of economic outputs has been reduced in advanced economies, 
the relationship between growth in per capita income and growth in per 
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capita GHG emissions continues. This finding is supported by Bjørn 
et al. (2018), who find that if levels in consumption-related demand are 
not lowered, technological development will not deliver the require-
ments to meet the climate goals set out in the Paris Agreement. Problem 
framings that understand energy use and consumption as a result of tech-
nological efficiency and incremental lifestyle (behaviour) changes thus 
have seemingly limited potential to achieve the needed fundamental 
changes in energy demand levels.

According to the ENERGISE typology of energy problem fram-
ings (Jensen et al. 2017), two main types of problem framings are often 
employed within current sustainable energy consumption initiatives 
(SECIs), technology-orientated or behaviour-orientated. Consequently, a 
majority of initiatives either take technological development or changes 
in individual behaviours as the main drivers of change.

What does this look like in practice? A typical example of a SECI 
underpinned by a technological problem framing would be if energy 
use related to, for example, heating is solely (or at least primarily) 
understood to be a matter of optimising heating systems. Optimisation 
could also include a focus on providing (technical) labelling for heat-
ing systems so that the ‘consumer’ can easily navigate between differ-
ent settings in terms of energy efficiency. Such SECIs, however, do not 
explicitly challenge the extent and duration for which people heat their 
homes, nor would they fundamentally challenge any notions related 
to maximum or minimum temperatures. SECIs within this framing 
category would therefore not explicitly challenge what is understood 
to be appropriate levels of indoor comfort in different contexts and 
situations.

A general illustration of a SECI underpinned by a behaviour change 
type of problem framing might go a bit further than relying on energy 
efficiency labelling of products. Often this expanded approach puts 
emphasis on providing more information about why it is good for the 
consumer to choose an efficient heating system, or why the consumer 
should turn down their thermostat. Information provided may focus on 
monetary incentives or it may address ecological consequences of not 
choosing the most energy efficient option. It does however not chal-
lenge socially shared norms around heating, or what it means to feel 
‘comfortable’.



2  FRAMING THE SUSTAINABLE ENERGY CHALLENGE …   13

Alternative Energy Problem Framings

As several researchers (e.g. Spurling et al. 2013; Southerton and Welch 
2018; Genus et al. 2018) suggest, it may instead be beneficial to estab-
lish new problem framings that lead to altogether fundamentally dif-
ferent modes of governance and policies that disrupt unsustainable 
practices, or reconfigure links between practices. In this way, it is not 
energy consumption in itself that is targeted (and made efficient) but 
rather, it is what energy is for that is scrutinised and challenged (Shove 
and Walker 2014). Related energy problem framings pose altogether 
different questions about what needs to be changed, why and how. The 
resulting solution space(s) would be broader (and more complex) than 
for dominant energy problem framings, and would presuppose a reflexive 
mode of governance. According to the ENERGISE typology of energy 
problem framings, two types of alternative energy problem framings fol-
low along these lines of rationale, however they are only rarely utilised in 
existing   SECIs. One of these problem framings understands everyday 
life situations as being the central point of departure for change poten-
tials, and another understands complex interactions between multiple 
actors, systems and practices as being the point of departure for potential 
change.

In contrast to the common energy problem framings discussed ear-
lier, SECIs that seek to address heating related energy use, and which 
are underpinned by an everyday life situations problem framing, would 
approach energy use altogether differently. In these cases, the situations 
of everyday life that have an implication for the way, as well as the fre-
quency and extent to which, people heat their homes would thus be 
the ‘unit’ of interventions. Here, SECIs might target routines and ideas 
related to how, why and when people heat their homes in different types 
of situations. This could be in terms of challenging ideas about norms 
and comfort that can vary across situations, for example when receiv-
ing guests. Solutions within this problem framing might include heat-
ing people instead of spaces, providing low-energy alternatives to space 
heating such as wearing more clothes, using blankets or rearranging fur-
niture. In that way, SECIs underpinned by this problem framing may 
address understandings of comfort and material aspects of heating, and 
may employ a notion of sufficiency rather than efficiency (see Sahakian 
et al. 2019).
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In the context of SECIs that adopt a problem framing that presumes 
a broader interaction between multiple actors, systems and practices to 
be central to change, these initiatives would target energy use related to 
heating as a matter of challenging current ideas about comfort and rou-
tines related to heating homes. In addition, they would argue for (or ide-
ally even enable) political and legislative changes in terms of how energy 
for heating is produced and distributed, so that consumers and commu-
nities benefit from a low-carbon transition. SECIs underpinned by this 
type of problem framing could also challenge norms and standards for 
increasingly bigger homes (increasing number of square meters per per-
son), as the savings gained by efficient heating systems are often offset 
by houses getting increasingly bigger (Christensen et al. 2007). These 
SECIs target a wider range of actors, challenge existing ways of organ-
ising everyday life around more sustainable systems of production and 
consumption, as well as building community and institutional networks 
for sustainable transformation of buildings. Eco-communities often 
resemble such attempts, by socially and materially organising different 
ways for producing energy as well as spaces for sharing particular types 
of activities, sometimes resulting in smaller private homes, which enable 
people to engage in alternative heating practices.

How Different Types of Problem Framings Generate 
Different Objectives, Targets and Outputs

The four types of problem framings discussed above are summarised 
below in terms of implied objectives, methods of intervention, con-
sumption areas targeted, types of outputs and types of change. The two 
first types of problem framings (Changes in Technology and Changes 
in Individuals Behaviours) belong to what we here describe as common 
energy policy problem framings. The last two types of problem fram-
ings (Changes in Everyday Life Situations and Changes in Complex 
Interactions) belong to what is in this chapter termed alternative energy 
problem framings. The typology categories and highlighted dimen-
sions of change summarised below are based on a large-scale review 
of 1000+ recent and current European SECIs (Jensen et al. 2017).1  

1 For an overview of SECIs classifications, please visit our database http://energise-pro-
ject.eu/projects

http://energise-project.eu/projects
http://energise-project.eu/projects
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Table 2.1 provides an overview which can provide a guide or insight into 
what type of outputs might result from particular types of objectives, and 
related methods of intervention.

ENERGISE Review of 1000+ SECIs Categorised 
According to the Problem Framing Typology

The ENERGISE review of 1000+ European SECIs has resulted in an 
overview of the share of SECIs that are underpinned by each of the four 
typology categories presented above.2 At least 75% of the SECIs are 
underpinned by common energy problem framings, whereas less than 
25% of SECIs seem underpinned by problem framings that challenge 
underlying dynamics of (and reasons for) energy demand. Interestingly, 
SECIs underpinned by alternative energy problem framings are also 
primarily small-scale and local, reaching far less people and actors than 
SECIs underpinned by classic energy problem framings. This is problem-
atic, as current energy problem framings tend to prioritise (abstract) effi-
ciency strategies, which may (1) obscure longer-term trends in demand 
and societal shifts in what energy is for and (2) reproduce specific, poten-
tially unsustainable, understandings of ‘service’, including perceived 
standards for comfort and convenience (Shove 2017) (Table 2.2).

Drawing on the results of this extensive European review, each of the 
following chapters in this collection concludes by showcasing a good 
practice example of a European sustainable energy consumption initia-
tive underpinned by alternative problem framings that take either every-
day life situations or broader systemic complex interactions between 
several practices and systems to be the target of intervention. The case 
studies are practical ‘real world’ examples which are intended to serve as 
inspiration for anyone who would like to know more about how initia-
tives underpinned by alternative problem framings can be designed and 
operationalised.

2 For more information about the ENERGISE review and classification of SECIs, please 
consult Jensen et al. (2018) and Jensen et al. (2017).
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