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ABSTRACT

As restdentlal energy research has matured; researchers have become
1ncreas1ngly 1nterested In galn1ng a better understandlng of actual energy-use
behavior. However» when ethnographlc methods are used to secure a more
detal1ed p1cture of dlnary behavioral routines than 15 afforded by elther
lnstrumented monltorlng survey approaches; the research feed lnto dlrect
contact 1th slt ted energy-use. Ener use fou to be part of ongoing
activlty in everyday cultural contexts and 1s rarely thought of by persons as
"energy We argue that · nt· n model behavior 1s not the best flt
for these a 1model an improvement which can better

nt for t lnstltut10nal technologies, habitual action and
In 1 erpretatl ~

up r research at two in Davls ifornia to
lcatlon of etlntentlonal'$ model and discuss several

w1th ethnographic methods In terms of their bearing on behavioral
th ry thelrln olng resldent 1 energy research. These

proacl1es lnclude: 1 - 1 It proble of access, role
l1mltatl e ~~lnc ental N character of energy use and the
context of standards conduct; group intervlews -as comparative
opp rat1ve r attltude d persons' f'dtscoverles 88 of

~~and -as devices for
fteat1 pa behavior and t

""''''''lI.o&I''-''-iIt1o..il' j plicatl0ns of certajn tschnolog1es; and
standard S2acial. SYDle¥ => suggestlng that many rlgid

survey research traditlon may lnhlbit this method's
and ay productively be loosened.

of e havlor more complex phenomenon than has been
commonly 1 · d energy resear ers) seen profltlng fro tncreased

of ethnographlc methods; although progress In bUl1dlng up a detailed plcture
of of conduct not '11kely to be rapid and offers j own theoretlcal and
methodolog1cal chal
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sophlstlcated els

variations are In models, a
-world consumptlon remains for we ne an expJanatl0n.

has been ln comlng, and ving effectively sted the
9$ approach, perslstent unexplalned pushed

dlrection of a t 109 a ogressively ucloser looksB 1
Wh1Ch might account for it. Methodologically has meant
use of lnstrumentedend-use mor11torjng interest

When Art Rosenfeld was recently awarded the SZ11ard Award for
Physlcs in the Publ1C Interest by the Amerlcan Physlca" Society, appropriate
note was taken of the enormous contrjbut10n to resource conservat lon has
been and may for some time contlnue to be m e by an e er and informed
pursult of energy efflclency: the investment In this work, has
been returned about 1000 1. course one mlght argue that for a t at
least, there's profit to be made In undo1ng what proflt-s king once produced,
or slmply that the technolog1cal state the was such that real
efflclencles were ready hen they were needed; but a at least,
presumes that somethlng more is there's a
work here. ThlS lsn't something can

if we try to attribute personal1
we slmply elaborate a tautology: we
behavl0r so that one can explain
mo accurate approach, In our

as characterlstlc a
to as something

wit and
observat lons
1 ener se~IlI"'>"'III"".nlil"'"""
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ethnographic research, so that we might better understand thesocjaJ and
lnstltutlonal settings 1n which this behavior occurs. The movement toward a
more anthropological res.earch style --best exemplif1ed, In our view» in
Willett Kempton's work-- has been made without a break of any apparent
slgnif1cance w1th the englneerlng approach: a deslre 1s maintained to realize
descriptlve precision, to decrease the size of the N and, in exchange, to
increase control over varjatlons in the dependent varlable. But ethnographers
bring both detail d paradox to the e rgy rese ch co munity --a community
wh1ch 1S often tempted by an lmage of energy-use behavior as purposlve,
rational, ca ally-regular and matter-of-factly descrlbable~

I

The purpose of this paper is to discuss some of the data, problems;
paradoxes and th ethnographic research methods contribute to
ener researcho It far from the deflnjtlvedlsc but by dra ing on our
own h examples, we some observatlons
on the and h1ch ay be of hose work somehow

with questions.
ethnographlc work long standing as the
cUlture, everd 1 d social interaction.
up provl the tangible theoretlcal and

scoplc of soclal hlstory,
soclal sciences have,

J cult1vated eclatl0n for the
encountered in atte pts to

ev voca larles
dot q may be more than a little

___ ~_III'll. 1n the measured and certaln tones of the
lmporta c lon that detai led study of end-use

annoyance that may cause; and its prjmary
t1C\;~ln!f'\M.:)nt a new of energy-use --a theme

..""',. .... ,.~,,-,, ly.
energy consumption $$ln context,U so that the
seen in context u cooklngU

( which case, it
d, we are made to notice the fact sometimes

of dwel11ng), and the use gas can come to be
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descrlpt1on
In iry;

theoretlea1
that

ve ent r ea h toward more
good dea1 of hea1thy

varlat lons jn method
variation that seems to us jntrjnslc

seen to be indirect or incidental to this form of activlty. Gas use, 1s then (to
pursue the example) set a social a technical ooml1ieuu t t beglns in the
kitchen but also expands out ard, making the kitchen a dependent node in a
much larger cultural grid. There 1s a temptation In analy s of thlS sort to
argue that gas use 1s explained by use stoves, a
requirements of cooking. a simple, rational account cons1gns gas
status of a mere tool or lnstrument., the use fact modjfles;
qualifies and re-defjnes activlty that it is serve.
$$Cookjng with gas" 15 not simply a matter cooking w it a
t of cooking --just as we a type
and not a tool of one
r:IInnllr"'l"\"'''.:u''''n to nutrltlon

j pl1cations
$'resourcesu and '~tools2'

to examjne w
ev y y
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does not force the separatlon of means and ends; it allows Nresources'& to
fashion the uses to which they are put and makes lt possible to treat ends as
the emergent "endings" or outcomes or consequences of those actlvltles
--activities that are, u'sual1y 1n retrospect, cla~slfled as the tools or means of
their realization. This ls; we might also note, a precise parallel to the notion
that "method" produces "theory.·' Consume work out their notions of what gas
js Nfor," not prior to Its use but In the context of uslng it --although they do not

lve at these notions isolation of the soclaJ context in which they are
located. Similarly, researchers work out their notlons about what uthe
behaviors areM

, In the context of performing those actlvities hich are said to
constjtute thejr met doJogles.

The effort to "stand close" to the actual contexts of energy use produces a,
sometl s un elcome; e'exploslon" 10 the variet1es of t 1 cond t that
con ltute the 4sdependent varlableh (Hackett,1985; Hackett and Lutzenh1ser,
1985). No doubt m h the principle at work here simply the product of
magnificatlon, 10 109 appreclation details. But lnspect10n of the detal1s
can reveal and deVlant --as; example, jn the

of the to muffle ~edampena8 nolses penetrat1ng a
11 one is likely to arrlve at an

of these devlatlons (a sUbject to
we will ret ) only if one aba 0 conventional social surveys or

as their primary source of information on energy con~umptjon.

fre ently differences between e&Wh8t
J 1 )jmjts on the accuracy
U wlth regard
be almost without

respondent
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brief our energy research

to problem of obtaining
fr these inqu1rles are now aval1able
so we wontt describe the fjndjngs of the

of energy use 1n apartments
r:()rrDrll~X~S on the Dav1s campus of
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the University student housing populatl0ns
are in that respect especially homogeneous, and the research may have ljmlted
generalizabj l1ty; but the sjte offered an opportunity to stu the consequences
of a change from master unit of gas and electric1ty, and do so
under very speclal clfcum ances: the apartments were jndlvidual1ymetered
but not jndlvjdual1y billed thelr t 1 a we
were able to read these ers for a 1 t
jndividual billing in 1985.
ethnlcal1y, jncludlng studen from a
complexes are signjficantly in
1n one of come other
furnjsh J. cl in air condi
ratio and apartments are

his

not only

tenslons
rout ines and

lch make
of

The
remaining

when one

In this
th1s

condlt1 of object lvlty.
One quickly

ays and lnterpretl
oDs,ervatlon lncreaslngly difflcult.

ticlpant
tg

come confl with those
trying to tspass,e as a part jcipant

1n thls
habj
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reasonably inco ito as an observer. This stance is taken in order to manage
the tension; without at mptlng to "resolve" It in such a way as to either
distort the data by in usion or, in t effort to secure objectivity
with a lng f the site and bst1tutlng ana mo nd conf ential
survey.. rlskjng only 88normal accounts" of act1vlty ntlme $ The c und
paradox here is this: hat the more "scientiflc" a objectively detached one
becom J the more one pro s data that ls p flelal and context-free;
the sa t1 howeve gatheri information as bor" places severe
limits on one 11 t gain a ess to materlal that · t be consldered
8'personal" preci bee seneigh s are not supposed to hed. h

In spite of es dl1emmas of art·· t obse atlon, e find the method
indjspensable. e mple, after a sho time 1n the field jt becomes
imm ely obv' us at much en co umption 1 11 e --by
thi we a ce e -using techno gies in apartments (air
cond ion garbage sals, xhaust fan was a 1ne hook-ups)
convey a p p su to proprl eness in at settjn
T jnsj c ·de bly vi s conclusion that

tee us . takj the p spec ·ve of
ou hold ch 10g1 fact, r ely eva] ted

1S n her an alr condltl0 r 15 desirable
and one 1s capable (or can

senses in hich energy use is
we have hlch it is
1r lives and routjn In terms

through thelr act1 .
ndry, havjng 9 sts over,

»babyslttjng, ttlng the
or flsh parrot) arm.

ly life lncoherent, sor rly or
her; suggests that, amo other

d so well in maklng t f ct10njng of
WhlCh they rt. We have

our po tjon provides a
describe d ex j the ways in which lal

lca'tloflS (c kl ,bathl ,ent talnlng, pl1ance
ways of 1 which are ordered by falrly
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the

precjse} most often unstated, standards of conduct appropriate women
and children of partlcular ages statuses each culture.

It follows, then, that eciflcatlon of ucommunlty" and
contexts for energy use ano er lmportant contribut10n of
observations of social
estimation of a regression

1 at demographic
two complexes per se

We are now
communlty

djfference.
Through we

the absurdlt1es of energy
are ln such a

» or as
ns w might be able

topic. When we speak of
to ~~get close your in

ther; e fou that~ hl1e most routj
c be stlmulated to ke acute servatlons and
interpretations of events --when given the incent1ve

group 1ntervlew provldes such opportunlty.

it
a therapist might.

'lW'f6..J'I...I'~tr;,g""'~ not persons
1 1cated

opportunity do so.
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We were working to develop questions for a social survey which was
designed to gauge responses to the metering and billing change, provlde us
with an appljance tljnventory," d explore the correlates of energy consumption
in general. Based on our prevlous experience., we were fearful that the survey
would chalJange respondents only to provide an account of their conduct as
socially otnormal,&e sharply distortlng the end use picture. So we conducted an
open-ended group interview as a kind u coJlective pre-test9

$ of our evolving
survey form.. but soon came to appreclate It as a distlnctlve data-gathering
method in its own right.

The group interview (or nfocus groupU, marketing research) has lts own
special dy,mamlcs. Dlscu5s1on of conventionalized routines such as laundering
or bathing reveal the fact that seemingly convent1onal1zed people make
8$accommodatlons" the partlcular circumstances of s tlng that might
make the person se etstrange3

$ but can" unnoticed" so long as they rema1n
unspoken unre in, for e woman who udiscoversge jn

course, of t 1 that a ltems ln her washing
machine in take to the community
d ers wj 11 sev a1 ) Presumably the group

a polnt, but thls was our experlence. The
rnjQL:Qgu (Dnd a fr ework jn hjch one

and sensit1ve lnformation
fact shared. In fact, a

allowed to g8 run80 wherever
wlth partjclpants flndjng it not

hat " and search1ng
wever seems to be

both "normal i8 and "devlantn

partlcipants to
--a quality lacklng In the lnd1vidual

we twenty
conduct for a week.

we classlfled It as a form
thls may have been

at the same rather



disapPolntlng in themselves because the very informal
open-ended format that we established for them. However; when we
interviewed dlary-keepers, clarify ambiguities in thelr and to ask
about the dlary-keepjng experjence, we found many cases that their
experience had provided the foundatlon for a revealing, even
9~detached§t dlScussion about the householdGs
strategies and problems. materlals from
sjgniflcant impact on the whlch we

The most promising of method js
9$objectivjzeU ordinary so it can
researcher and the dlarlst. Considerable 'uv'u",rn\,loW\onr

advantage of other
nutrltlon),

energy-use

Photo Interpretation
One of the "... "r ...."'. "',,"""'.

a related
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for it demonstrated the
behavior interviews. In

""1l»'!oll'lI1lw'\oo1ll'\.#' and lmpl1catlons of
hnology, in turn exposlng

pl1ance use. It also
artifacts as cia1 f ts

productive of possible

good deal of t$foragjng~ and "just looking" behavior (thought to be "a speclal
problem with children") and that the '8mood" of the forager can be the prodyct
and not just the source of thls actlvlty: one informant has a small 519n near
her refrigerator that cautlons uOo not open the refrigerator to see how hungry
you e. M The data beca even more interestlng when we sho d opJe
plctures of other open refrigerators~ I these cases the clear te ency
was to treat the pictured shelves as eVldence a nd of person or especially
of a kind of faml1y. We were not surprised, then, hen one woman told that
when she teok up with a new man one of the f1rst things she would do was to
inspect his refrigerator Uto see what klnd of a man he 15." Our interviews In
stud t households were also especially revea11ng because refrjgerators in that
sett are typically the 51te of conflict; or of uneasy truce at best, and this
seems to ean that the p ce a refrlgeratorpresumes the ex1stence of a
family --that it a s clf1 l1y ]lal appl1ance.

s y partlu ly 0 nee lenglng the simple GtratlonaJ~

models of pl use --again, the dels th are taken for granted
in energy that refrigerators (e.g.) are tools for
the of purposes that are devlsed a or10ri by thelr users; was

'Il...!Il~lII1fL... L"L<t'l!....8I by our finding many of the S61 to which the tool is
the of use. refrj rator 1S also an

% not an p t 1, el en In contlnulng ro d
unthinking and 9thabltuare that, 1 portantly; jdentjfy and

demon
are not ly
practlcal value.

ethnography, lt also appropr1ate
appropriately be put. Pursuit of

·saggregate the pre- and
the two complexesJ us to

Although our concern
y,~""y~...., uses whlch the
our prj tryl

energy
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undertake a survey of all apartments. Because Questionnaire surveys
operate at the greatest distance from actual energy use, and because we were
studying student faml11es; we wanted to avold the obvlous aSSOclatl0n that
survey forms have with test forms, job applicatlon and tax returns --a
resemblance that is neither superflclal nor accldental. The trad1tional survey
"instrument" 15 ltself a particular sort of an "lnstitutl0nu --composed of a
numbered list of Questl0ns with an offlclal look" havlng a narrow range of
pre-coded posslble answers, wlth the jmpl1catlon that some answers are more
appropriate than others and with the impl1clt jnvitatlon urespondentn to
engage in a display of rjght-thlnking and normal conduct.

Strivlng for clarity, while tryjng to avold an u offlclal , we that
we were able to experiment fairly broadly wlth the the survey form. We mixed
a variety of styles" developing a stark but comprehensive appl
WhlCh was lodged in the midst of conversation-style Questions that were
unnumbered and had no key-punch codes. We also experlmented with some
~~philosophjcalU questions asked people, (e.g.) they were
comfortable with machinery and they thought was posslble

1response kinds (whlch were designed to test
rationality assumptl0ns, rather respondents or
researchers) was quite apprehension, we

lowed the form to grow this was a
measure of lYI we wrote a
personal1y-addressed and

(w a taxonomy
a large number of

energy-use dwellers. It js not
a study case

WhlCh about addressed more
unambiguously than in the apartments

are nearly and are larly-equjpped wlth major
appljancesand HVAC systems. Most of the variability (as much as
7007') Is attrlbutable to behav10ral differences, then. data base lS helping
us profile the varl0us patterns of act1vity which the energy
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demands so crudely measured by monthly meter readings. Without an
ethno aphlc foundatlon, however, these data could not h e been collected, nor
are they interpretable in the absence of qualjtatlve data. On the other hand, a
"complete" p1cture of energy use in thls setting should also include sub-meter
data as well as comparisons with the consumptlon patterns of slml1ar
households living 10 other environments.

III

more negatlve react10ns our
the assertlon modal rationallty; continued

order produce the finding
u multlple choiceu surveys as primary

detal stUdy energy-use behavior as
We think It 1kely, however, that having

of by advanc
conservatlon planning, any of theseload

We argue on the basis these studies that a new model of energy use
emer s when e 0 aphlc methods are used to stUdy routlne household
behavior. Contradlctlng the lmpllclt assumptions of lnstrumental rat1onal1ty
inherent jn Ujntentlonal" models of action; we flnd support lnstead for a model
of rout· e co uct as ngolng;l practical and u culturarl

, stressing the emergent
character social str tures, values andespeclal1y technologles, as
the latter are pl ed 1n everyday 1 Capturing and characterlz1ng actlon of
this sort a f from an ea t k" b the serl S ljmltatlons In conventional

to jndicate few other cholces are

of the approaches that we
lth; e h rengths and weakness

(which are fairly obvious, if one thjnks about it) that effect lts performance in
the of In case, ever, e urge attention to the

problem the 88normal accountU

;

own and expec tlons; the
ordlnary nduct (p doxlcal1y

to lnstltutlonal
whlch cause them to be taken-for-granted
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alternatjves will hold much serious appeal to residentlal energy researchers.
What 1S called for 1S an increased use of ethnographlc methods; including
conscious efforts on the part of energy researchers to informally extend t
range and variety of their own observations, refinement of these methods and
the accumulation of an interpretlve and analytlc ljterature on the sUbject of
everyday, routine and me lngful energy-use "behavl0rs'~ which can be put to
use jo the servlce of demand forecasting; conservatl0n marketing and energy
policy-making.
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