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Practice-ing thermal comfort: is home heating and cooling all about energy 
behaviours? 

Brendan Doody, Department of Geography, Durham University 

A primary policy response to the challenges of sustainability and climate change has 
been to implement strategies designed to facilitate pro-environmental behaviour and 
lifestyle changes (Hobson, 2004; Shove, 2010). Underpinning this response is the 
recognition that much resource consumption is directly attributable to the actions and 
decisions of individuals (e.g., DEFRA, 2007; MfE, 2008). Behaviours associated with 
space heating and cooling have received particular attention as they account for a 
significant proportion of carbon emissions and energy demand. A variety of 
campaigns and strategies implemented by policy-makers have focused on 
encouraging individual consumers to change these and a range of energy 
behaviours (e.g., DEFRA, 2005, 2008; MfE, 2007, 2008). Such campaigns have 
often coincided with initiatives to promote the adoption or retrofit of technologies and 
systems designed to facilitate less energy intensive behaviours. The failure of such 
initiatives to considerably reduce energy consumption I argue can be attributed to 
policy-makers reliance on very restricted and individualistic understandings of 
behaviour change. To illustrate this point the paradigms underlying such thinking are 
introduced and contrasted with practice theory. The paper goes on to demonstrate 
how initiatives to reduce space heating and cooling demand could be re-
conceptualised through a focus on thermal comfort practices. 

The individualist and systemic paradigms have dominated not only the ways in which 
environmental and climate change issues have been researched but also the 
manner in which governments and policy-makers have sought to address them 
(Shove, 2010; Spaargaren, 2011). Of the two paradigms, the individualist approach 
has come to dictate understandings of behaviour change and have a profound 
influence on environmental and climate change policy. From this perspective 
individuals and their attitudes and choices are the key units of analysis and policy 
intervention. In contrast, the systemic approach examines producers/states and their 
strategies and relies on direct regulation (e.g., laws, market-based instruments) as a 
key policy approach. Both perspectives offer some insight into the processes that 
influence behaviour and social change. By placing either the individual or the system 
at the centre of analysis, however, they fail to adequately account for the processes 
operating at the other scale. 

Practice theorists view practices not only as the pivotal objects of analysis but also 
as the principle constitutive element in social life. Here a practice is understood as 
“routinized way in which bodies are moved, objects are handled, subjects are 
treated, things are described and the world is understood” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 250). 
Practices are ‘social’ in that are ‘types’ of “behaving and understanding” that appear 
“at different locales and at different points of time and is carried out by different 
body/minds” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 250). A practice lens can potentially, therefore, offer 
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many new insights into currently unsustainable lifestyles and consumption patterns 
by providing accounts which among other matters: 1) are neither individualistic or 
systemic; 2) concerned with practical activity and representations; 3) stress the 
routine, ordinary, collective, conventional nature of much consumption; 4) address 
emotions, desires and embodied action; 5) root order in local contexts; 6) 
successfully accommodate complexities, differences and particularities; and 7) 
recognise that the social and the material co-evolve (Shove, 2003; Spaargaren, 
2011; Warde, 2005). 

In traditional accounts energy demand is seen as being determined by people’s 
attitudes and choices and the efficiency of technologies, systems and infrastructures 
(Wilhite, et al., 2000). In reality though attitudes often do not equate with behaviour 
(Sutton, 1998), people are not always free to make ‘choices’ or necessarily aware of 
the decisions they make (Giddens, 1984) and efficiency gains are often lost as a 
result of the ‘rebound effect’ (Greening et al., 2000). From a practice perspective 
energy is used and consumed as part of habitual, routine, and often mundane, 
everyday practices. These practices are ‘carried out’ by practitioners and must be 
continually performed for a practice to continue to persist. If substantial changes in 
behaviour are to be achieved we need to examine how energy intensive practices 
emerge, persist, fade and change and identify the elements that ‘hold’ practices 
together1. Such insights coupled with a socio-cultural/technical understanding of 
thermal comfort could significantly advance initiatives to reduce energy consumption. 

Thermal comfort from a socio-cultural/technical perspective is not a-social and 
simply determined by individual physiological responses. Rather it is socially and 
culturally constructed, contingent and negotiable (Cole et al., 2008; Fountain et al., 
1996), where its meanings differ between times, spaces and places (Shove, 2003), 
and configured by shared conventions that ‘co-evolve’ with technical systems (Guy, 
2006; Shove, 2006). Comfort is something that people achieve or perform through a 
variety of everyday practices that differ culturally, spatially and temporally (Hitchings, 
2011; Shove, 2003). These practices can include the use of heating and cooling 
systems (Shove, 2003) and natural ventilation (Hitchings, 2009), removing, adding 
and wearing different types of clothing (Cupples et al., 2007), movement between 
indoor and outdoor spaces (Nikolopoulou et al., 2001), and the consumption of food 
and drink (Jaffari & Matthews, 2009). Viewing comfort as a negotiable achievement I 
contend opens up new ways of looking at the problem and policy responses to it. 
The goal of architects and engineers is create flexible and varied indoor and outdoor 
environments where people can achieve comfort through a variety of everyday 
activities (Chappells & Shove, 2005). The role of policy is then to help facilitate the 
creation of these environments and encourage debates which consider, or social 
                                            
1 Most scholars drawing on practice theory identify four interacting elements that ‘hold’ practices 
together. In her work Strengers (2012, p. 228) describes these as: 1) practice knowledge about “how 
to carry out and perform a practice”; 2) common understandings about “what the practice means and 
how it is valued”; 3) rules about “what procedures and protocols must be followed and adhered to”; 
and  4) material infrastructure or “the ‘stuff’ that makes the practice possible, sensible and desirable”. 
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innovations that shift, existing comfort conventions and meanings (Chappells & 
Shove, 2005). 

A combined practice and socio-cultural/technical approach to thermal comfort, 
therefore, provides a conceptual framework for re-thinking how present and future 
space heating and cooling demand could be decreased. This framework is being 
used to inform a comparative study of how thermal comfort is routinely achieved 
through everyday practices in Auckland, New Zealand and London, United Kingdom. 
By examining how these practices emerge, persist, fade and change in particular 
social, cultural, material and spatial contexts, it is envisaged the study will: 1) 
develop a critical engagement with practice theory and; 2) identify ways in which 
policy-makers could attempt to (re)configure thermal comfort practices in less 
resource-intensive ways. 
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