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Culture?

“a dynamically stable process of collectively made, reproduced, and 
unevenly shared knowledge structures that are informational and 
meaningful, internally embodied, and externally represented and that 
provide predictability, coordination equilibria, continuity, and meaning 
in human actions and interactions” 

Patterson, O. (2014). Making sense of culture. Annual Review of Sociology, 40, 1-30.



The problem with culture

In an everyday sense:

• Identity, otherness

• Vague, multiple meanings

• Deflection

In an academic sense:  

• Fragmented approaches, multiple 
meanings, tortuous language 

• Unhelpfully complex

Cultural geography
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beliefs,
knowledge,  

values, 
norms

Ways of thinking



actions, 
routines

Ways of doing



Things we make, acquire, have

things



things

beliefs, 
values, 
norms

actions, 
routines

have

think
do

Materiality

Norms
Practices



Norms Practices

Materiality

Adapted from Stephenson et al., 2010, 2015; Stephenson 2018, 2020.



Different cultural characteristics give different 
sustainability outcomes

Adapted from Lawson & Williams (2012); Bardazzi & Pazienza (2017).



Car, drivers licence

Commuting; 
driving as default 
mobility choice

Freedom, 
independence, 

shared disdain for 
other modes

Adapted from Hopkins & Stephenson (2015, 2016)

Car culture 



Bus pass, rain jacket, 
walking shoes, bike

Walking, cycling, 
use of shared and 
public transport

Climate concern
collaboration,

freedom, 
independence

Adapted from Hopkins & Stephenson (2015, 2016)

Multi-mobility culture



Policies on 
urban form

Adapted from Stephenson, Hopkins & Doering (2015)

External influences 
reinforcing car culture

Investment in 
motorways

Car 
advertising



Cultural stasis



Charcoal cookstoves in Zambia

Jürisoo, M., Serenje, N., Mwila, F., Lambe, F., & Osborne, M. (2019). Old habits die hard: Using the energy cultures framework to 
understand drivers of household-level energy transitions in urban Zambia. Energy Research & Social Science, 53, 59-67.



Charcoal stove

Daily chores 
alongside cooking
Social interactions

Taste of food
Efficiency

Social engagement



Energy efficiency in the US Navy

Dew, N., Aten, K., & Ferrer, G. (2017). How many admirals does it take to change a light bulb?  Organizational innovation, energy 
efficiency, and the United States Navy’s battle over LED lighting. Energy research & social science, 27, 57-67.

Image: 
Wikipedia 
Commons



Dew, N., Aten, K., & Ferrer, G. (2017). How many admirals does it take to change a light bulb?  Organizational innovation, energy 
efficiency, and the United States Navy’s battle over LED lighting. Energy research & social science, 27, 57-67.



Comparing national decarbonisation commitments

Stephenson, J. R., Sovacool, B. K., & Inderberg, T. H. J. (2021). Energy cultures and national decarbonisation pathways. 
Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews, 137, 110592. Images: Climate Action Tracker
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Cultural dynamics











Culture and change



Practices

Materiality

Norms

Walton, S., Doering, A., Gabriel, C.-A., & Ford, R. (2014). Energy Transitions: Lighting in Vanuatu (Project Report).

Lighting in Vanuatu



Practices

Materiality

Norms

Australian Aid supply-side subsidy for NGOs

Walton, S., Doering, A., Gabriel, C.-A., & Ford, R. (2014). Energy Transitions: Lighting in Vanuatu (Project Report).



Practices

Materiality

Norms

Walton, S., Doering, A., Gabriel, C.-A., & Ford, R. (2014). Energy Transitions: Lighting in Vanuatu (Project Report).

Practices

Women & children using lamps

New evening practices 
e.g. Womens weaving; 
children’s homework

Supporting social 
interactions, fishing, 
etc at night

Less need to engage 
in cash economy

Solar lamps replace 
kerosene lamps



Practices

Materiality

Norms

Walton, S., Doering, A., Gabriel, C.-A., & Ford, R. (2014). Energy Transitions: Lighting in Vanuatu (Project Report).

PracticesNorms

“Free” energy 

Sunlight is from God

Light is for everyone

Aversion to kerosene

Women & children using lamps

New evening practices 
e.g. Womens weaving; 
children’s homework

Supporting social 
interactions, fishing, 
etc at night

Less need to engage 
in cash economy



Practices

Materiality

Norms

Walton, S., Doering, A., Gabriel, C.-A., & Ford, R. (2014). Energy Transitions: Lighting in Vanuatu (Project Report).

PracticesNorms

“Free” energy 

Sunlight is from God

Light is for everyone

Aversion to kerosene

Aspirations for 
more solar

Solar panels, 
phones, chargers

Women & children using lamps

New evening practices 
e.g. Womens weaving; 
children’s homework

Supporting social 
interactions, fishing, 
etc at night

Less need to engage 
in cash economy



Practices Norms

Business energy efficiency - internal trigger points:
More efficient technology

Walton, S., Zhang, A., & O'Kane, C. (2020). Energy eco‐innovations for sustainable development: Exploring organizational strategic 
capabilities through an energy cultures framework. Business Strategy and the Environment, 29(3), 812-826.

MaterialityMateriality

PracticesNorms



Practices Norms

Business energy efficiency - internal trigger points:
Lean manufacturing – efficient practices

Walton, S., Zhang, A., & O'Kane, C. (2020). Energy eco‐innovations for sustainable development: Exploring organizational strategic 
capabilities through an energy cultures framework. Business Strategy and the Environment, 29(3), 812-826.

MaterialityMateriality

PracticesNorms



Practices Norms

Business energy efficiency - internal trigger points:
Reset business strategy – new aspirations

Walton, S., Zhang, A., & O'Kane, C. (2020). Energy eco‐innovations for sustainable development: Exploring organizational strategic 
capabilities through an energy cultures framework. Business Strategy and the Environment, 29(3), 812-826.

MaterialityMateriality

PracticesNorms



Materiality

Practices NormsNorms Practices

“Rebound effect”

Images: Build magazine; Janet Stephenson

Materiality



Conflicting norms



EV rebate 
scheme

Cycling 
infrastructure

Practices

Materiality

New policy as an 
external influence



Policy analysis:  What are the external influences driving 
and constraining change?

Driving change 
in right 
direction
(happening 
anyway)

Preventing or 
slowing change

Materiality

PracticesNorms

Materiality

PracticesNorms



New external 
influences 
aligned with 
desired 
outcomes

Materiality

PracticesNorms

Driving change 
in right 
direction
(happening 
anyway)

Policy analysis:  What are the external influences driving 
and constraining change?



Stephenson, J., Barton, B., Carrington, G., Hopkins, D., Lavelle, M.J., Lawson, R., Rees, D., Scott, M., Thorsnes, P., 

Walton, S., Wooliscroft, B. (2016) Energy Cultures Policy Briefs. Centre for Sustainability, University of Otago



PracticesNorms

Materiality

Circumstantial 
culture change



Breaking through 
the agency barrier



Government: No 
feed-in tariff or other 
PV subsidies

Retailers: very low 
buy-back rates

Lines company: ‘solar 
tax’ – an extra lines 
charge to customers 
who install PV

External influences discouraging PV uptake

Smart Grid Forum: 
PV marginal cost 
greater than wind; 
variability 
problematic

Parliamentary 
Commissioner for the 
Environment: does not 
reduce GHGs

Electricity Authority: 
poorer consumers 
will pay more

Energy Efficiency and 
Conservation 
Authority:  buy an EV 
not PV



Norms

Materiality

PracticesAspirations

Aspirations driving PV uptake

Desire for independence
Lack trust in electricity companies

Greater financial control
Environmental concern

Perceived resilience
Cost equivalence less important

Materiality

Ford, R., Walton, S., Stephenson, J., Rees, D., Scott, M., King, G., Williams, J., & Wooliscroft, B. (2017). Emerging 

energy transitions: PV uptake beyond subsidies. Technological Forecasting and Social Change.  117, 138-150



New policy 
responses

New 
businesses

New markets

Collective culture change driving disruption

New actors and locales 
of power generation 
and optimisation

X



Divestment

GoFossilFree.org 9 Sept 2022 
https://gofossilfree.org/divestment/commitments/#

Scoop News 15 July 2015 
https://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/SC1507/S0004
5/uni-of-otago-foundation-trust-divests-from-
fossil-fuel.htm



Keep it in the ground

Guardian 18 May 2021
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/may/18/no-new-
investment-in-fossil-fuels-demands-top-energy-economist

Wikipedia 20 June 2016  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Keep_it_in_the_Ground._protect_Mother_Earth.jpg



Learning from Indigenous worldviews

Primary Sector Council 2020
Selby, Moore & Mulholland 2010

Whalewatch 2021



MITIGATION
+ adaptation

Global surface temperature change  (relative to 1850-1900) under different GHG scenarios.  IPCC Summary for Policymakers 2022

ADAPTATION
+ mitgation

4-5 oC - Unliveable planet for 
many humans and species

1.5 - 3 oC - Tipping points, irreversible 
change, many regions unliveable

1.5 oC - Significant climate impacts 
but a liveable planet




