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The Customer-Led Network Revolution (CLNR) 
project is proving of real value in helping to 
understand how people use energy in the 
home. To date, the CLNR team has conducted 
approximately 83 in-house interviews with 
householders, capturing photographs, audio 
recordings and data.  
 
The core objectives of the DEI Team’s 
contribution to the CLNR project is to provide 
insight into the nature of energy demand 
among households and consider how, why, 
and with what implications, such demand 
might be ‘flexible’. 
 
This briefing is designed to provide an ‘early 
view’ of some of the themes and research 
findings emerging from the research, and 
should be considered as preliminary in terms 
of the weight attached to both findings and 
implications. 
 
Consumer knowledge 
 
Our interviews have found that consumers do 
possess the knowledge to make informed 
decisions around energy use. We find that 
customers may not have the same kind of 
knowledge as energy companies and policy-
makers, who  tend to view energy in terms of units 
of consumption or price. Instead customers have 
knowledge that is acquired through their use of 
energy and is often bespoke to their own situation. 
This is a valuable resource in enabling them to 
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make informed decisions about energy use. 
In some cases these decisions are effectively aided 
by tools such as smart meters and/or incentivised 
by mechanisms such as time-of-use (ToU) tariffs. 
Smart meters in particular help people to 
understand what their base-load electricity 
consumption is and (in many cases) provide 
valuable information as to which appliances 
increase this load. 
They encourage energy efficient behaviour e.g. 
turning appliances off standby mode, using energy 
efficient light bulbs. However, in some cases, 
energy efficient behaviour driven by the adoption of 
an In-home Display (IHD) is short–lived. The 
technology is valued in the short term for its novelty 
but soon becomes a largely ignored feature on a 
shelf or a dormant feature stored away in a 
cupboard. 
 
Flexibility demonstrated  
 
Interviewees among early adopters of ToU tariffs 
displayed interesting behavioural characteristics. 
Day-to-day routines such as showering, domestic 
chores and cooking are being adapted in response 
to the tariffs. There is evidence that ToU has helped 
people to discover the potential of their existing 
appliances (e.g. dishwasher programmes) to enable 
them to shift the timing and quantity of energy use. 
In addition, householders demonstrated willingness 
to be flexible not only to realise the economic 
benefits of lower bills but (in some cases) to take 
some responsibility for easing strain on the grid; 



 

 

 

acknowledging their own involvement in the 
surrounding energy infrastructure. Response to 
ToU stimulus was also encouraging, particularly 
among those who used their home as a place of 
work and retired groups. Perhaps both groups 
offer enhanced flexibility because their daily 
routines are less constrained by compulsory 
working hours or by childcare responsibilities. 
Those householders who adopted a form of 
renewable energy such as Solar PV demonstrated 
particularly high levels of energy knowledge. Solar 
energy provides a sense of control over energy 
use which is never taken negatively; it helps 
encourage people to develop, monitor, manage 
and, from time to time, even review their use of 
electricity at home. 
 
Flexibility constraints 
 
The degree to which households can demonstrate 
flexibility is constrained by at least three types of 
factor. Households are part of wider social 
systems, that have their own rhythms – the school 
day, working week and so on – that often means 
that certain household activities, such as cooking 
a meal or taking a shower, become rather fixed in 
time. The material infrastructure of the home and 
appliances they have also shape how energy use. 
Both of these factors suggest that the agency to 
achieve change does not lie within the household 
alone. At the same time, our work suggests that 
household structures are also important in shaping 
how and when energy used – rather than thinking 
of the home as an individual unit, this means we 
need to consider the multiple ways in which 
households operate. 
 
Policy Implications 
 
Interviews undertaken by the CLNR team to date 
have found that household composition presents 
another constraint on the potential degree of 
household flexibility. 

Many of the households interviewed found 
themselves in some form of household ‘flux’ where 
there was some form of temporary or longer term 
change to household composition. This could take 
the form of a son or daughter leaving the family 
home or, alternatively, returning to care for elderly 
parents within the home. Such emerging situations 
mean there is often less structure and continuity in 
relation to patterns of household energy 
consumption and less scope to manage energy 
use. Lower income households also find 
themselves constrained in terms of releasing 
flexibility, limited to coping mechanisms in order to 
maintain a satisfactory level of heating and lighting 
within their home. 
The energy sector may need to explore the broader 
picture and examine ways to release flexibility for 
those who find themselves constrained by such 
situations. 
Overall the sample interviewed to date has 
demonstrated a “common sense” understanding of 
their energy use. Arguably, to date, too much policy 
has focused on helping improve the accuracy of 
information relating to domestic energy use; helping 
people to understand which appliances within the 
home consume the most electricity or how to adjust 
heating thermostats for example. 
Whilst such information is clearly useful, there may 
be a need to better harness and utilise this strong 
common-sense understanding of energy use which 
people acquire through their daily experience of 
using energy. 
Our preliminary findings also suggest that energy 
use is more heavily structured by materiality 
(technologies, building fabric and other physical 
conditions), economic circumstances, and wider 
social networks including shift-work, school hours 
and television schedules than has previously been 
recognised in the policy sector. 
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