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Promoting Domestic Energy Efficiency 

DEAN MCBRIDE1 

 

The issues of climate change, energy security and fuel poverty have 

highlighted the importance of promoting energy efficiency. Energy 

efficiency has predominantly been studied through the technological, 

economic, and psychological disciplines, while socially based studies have 

played a relatively minor role. This article argues that social science can 

make a significant contribution to the promotion of energy efficiency, and 

contends that social capital has an important and largely overlooked role 

to play in promoting domestic energy efficiency. It reviews the findings of 

previous studies that have demonstrated the role of social capital in 

diffusing energy related information and innovations within communities. 

It concludes that significant social capital resources in Northern Ireland 

can be utilised to support domestic energy efficiency initiatives and help 

tackle the issue of fuel poverty in the region.   

 

Introduction 

Domestic energy efficiency research is nothing new. Studies attempting to understand, 

quantify, and reduce domestic energy consumption have been conducted since the 

1970s, and were initially triggered by the energy security fears that arose as a result of 

the numerous ‘oil crises’ of this period. Following an initial flurry of interest, research 

in this area diminished for some time, until it was thrust into the spotlight once more 

due to three key reasons:     
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1. The growth of empirical evidence that carbon emissions resulting from the 

burning of fossil fuels for the generation of energy for commercial and domestic 

purposes contribute to climate change (IPCC 2014). 

2. Renewed energy security fears, particularly in light of recent events in the 

Middle East and tensions between the West and Russia, which jeopardise the 

availability of fuel (mainly gas and oil) supplies. 

3. The acknowledgment of fuel poverty as a major social welfare issue in the 

United Kingdom, and the realisation that enhancing domestic energy efficiency 

is the most cost-effective way of tackling this issue (Boardman 2010). 

 

The latter issue is the primary driver of energy efficiency policy in Northern Ireland; 

fuel poverty levels in the region are higher than anywhere else in the UK. Recent 

estimates indicate that forty two per cent of the households in the region are in some 

degree of fuel poverty (NIHE 2011), putting them in danger of suffering the negative 

physical and mental health impacts associated with living in such conditions (Liddell 

and Morris 2010).    

 

The potential role of social capital in promoting domestic energy efficiency and 

tackling fuel poverty has been overlooked in the energy efficiency literature.  This 

article aims to detail how social capital can be used to help promote domestic energy 

efficiency, and argues that Northern Ireland is in a prime position to utilise existing 

social capital to help reduce fuel poverty in the region. 

 

Background   

Traditionally, research into domestic energy efficiency can be divided into four broad 

categories: technology/engineering based studies; economics based studies; 

psychology based studies; and sociology, anthropology and social study of technology 

based studies.  The disciplinary triad of technology/engineering, economics, and 

psychology has dominated the energy literature for many years, yet Lutzenhiser (1992: 

53) believes that the main weakness in these three conceptions is that they “zoom in” 

to focus on the individual consumer and that “the dynamic behaviour of human groups 

themselves (the entities which are the sources of attitudes, evaluative strategies, 
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meanings, preferences, and symbols deployed by individuals) are left unaccounted for 

in these models.” Due to the limitations inherent in these approaches, alternative 

theories have emerged that place sociological considerations at the forefront of studies 

on domestic energy use.   

 

The sociological/anthropological perspective contends that “needs, attitudes, and 

expectations are not individual in nature but are part of a complex relationship between 

social norms and relations, technologies, infrastructures, and institutions” (Wilson and 

Dowlatabadi 2007: 186; Shove 2003; Lutzenhiser 1992). In other words, social and 

cultural dynamics can influence and shape energy practices leading to distinct social 

conventions of energy use (Lutzenhiser 1992, 1993; Wilhite et al 1996; Georg 1999). 

Lutzenhiser (1993) was one of the first to highlight the need for more research into the 

social construction of energy use:  

 

Sociological and anthropological studies of group behaviour and cultural 

differences locate energy use in larger social and historical contexts, and 

in so doing shed light on the institutional shaping of consumption practices 

and the processes by which social networks, communities, and families 

affect energy behaviour (Lutzenhiser 1993: 270). 

 

The sociological perspective is the least developed in the energy efficiency literature, 

yet research has demonstrated that that this field offers real potential in helping to 

promote domestic energy conservation (Lutzenhiser, 1992). One key element within 

the sociological paradigm that has received sporadic but insufficient attention within 

the literature is the role of social capital in promoting domestic energy efficiency 

(McMichael, 2011). The next sections will detail what social capital is and review the 

existing evidence to indicate how it can be used to promote domestic energy 

conservation. 
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What is social capital and what is it useful for? 

Social capital is a contested, emerging social science concept with numerous 

applications and definitions (Adler and Kwon 2002).  For the purposes of this article, 

social capital is: 

 

The sum of the actual and potential resources embedded within, available 

through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an 

individual or social unit.  Social capital thus comprises both the network 

and the assets that may be mobilised through that network (Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal 1998). 

 

It is important to draw a distinction between ‘strong ties’ (or bonding ties) and ‘weak 

ties’ (or bridging/linking ties) in any discussion of social capital (Gittell and Vidal 

1998; Putnam 2000). Strong ties refer to connections amongst a group of tight knit 

individuals, for example between family members, friends or neighbours. These are the 

ties that individuals rely on for moral, social and economic support, as well as providing 

trusted sources of information. They are helpful in getting by but not necessarily helpful 

in getting ahead (Putnam 1993, 2000). Weak ties unite actors from different socio-

economic backgrounds, across standard community, family and professional networks. 

These ties provide opportunities for advancement, for instance, these ties can be useful 

in facilitating access to novel information and innovations (Granovetter 1973; Rogers 

2003).  

 

One of the key benefits of social capital for individuals and collectives is access to 

various sources of information (Lin 2001; McElroy, Jorna and van Engelen 2006; Aral 

and Van Alstyne 2008). Strong ties are believed to be excellent channels for the 

diffusion of information within groups as individuals who communicate with each 

other on a frequent basis or who have strong emotional attachment are more likely to 

share knowledge than those who communicate infrequently or who are not emotionally 

attached. The more emotionally involved two individuals are, the more time and effort 

they are willing to invest in sharing information with one another (Reagans and 

McEvily 2003).  Strong ties facilitate the sharing of tacit knowledge, i.e. knowledge 
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that is intuitive and difficult to codify.  Hansen (1999) and Reagans and McEvily 

(2003), for instance, demonstrate that complex knowledge is more easily transferred 

when ties are strong and emotional attachment is high: “strong ties, such as friends and 

kin, will usually be regarded as highly trustworthy sources of information and therefore 

have high potentials for persuasion” (Weenig and Midden 1991: 735).   

 

Although weak ties play a role in information diffusion, they more often facilitate 

access to new sources of information for the benefit of a group (Granovetter 1973). 

Strong ties are composed of ‘cliques’, and circulate information received within this 

clique rapidly and effectively; once this information has become widespread, redundant 

or outdated, weak ties are the channels that are used to access novel information: 

 

Weak ties – those typified as distant and by infrequent interaction – were 

more likely to be sources of novel information, because strong ties tend to 

be connected to others who are close to a knowledge seeker and so 

trafficking in information the seeker already knows...They can be 

instrumental to the diffusion of ideas, public information, and technical 

advice (Levin and Cross 2004: 1478). 

 

So, in summary, weak ties are important in that they can facilitate access to new 

information, but strong ties are the key mechanism by which information is 

disseminated within communities. 

 

Social capital and the promotion of energy efficiency – a review of existing 

evidence 

Weenig (1993), investigating the role of weak and strong ties in promoting a 

community energy information programme in Maastricht, The Netherlands, found that 

overall programme awareness was significantly related to the number of weak ties (but 

unrelated to strong ties) each participant had within the community. However, it found 

that awareness of specific programme activity (i.e. what it was about and what it 

offered) was significantly related to the number of strong ties (but unrelated to weak 

ties).   
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This finding corroborates the widely held belief about the differing roles of weak and 

strong ties in promoting information within a community. Weak ties were useful in 

accessing general, unspecific information about the efficiency programme, whereas 

strong ties provided much more information regarding specific details of the 

programme, and were therefore more likely to engender attention to its objectives and 

promote participation rather than simply raising awareness.  During the course of the 

programme:  

 

People who talked with other residents about the programme did so at least 

twice as much with residents from their own street than with family 

members...This means that virtually all non-kin interpersonal 

communication took place between residents who lived in the same street 

(Weenig 1993: 1721). 

 

Further:  

 

Respondents have been stimulated to pay attention to the program 

activities...by other neighbourhood residents...this influence from other 

residents is likely to have stemmed from the respondents’ strong ties...it was 

not so much the number of strong ties, but rather the fact one considered 

the opinions of other residents to be important that influenced the impact of 

programme messages (Weenig 1993: 1727). 

 

This suggests that community networks can be effective vehicles for channelling 

energy related information; people will discuss energy related issues with their 

neighbours, so long as there is a generally cohesive community structure. Finally, and 

crucially, this study demonstrated that information disseminated via social capital not 

only raised levels of awareness of the efficiency programme, but also had a significant 

impact on respondents (reported) practical skills in operating their heating systems 

more efficiently.  

 



DEAN MCBRIDE 106 

Another study by Weenig and Midden (1991) investigated the role of communication 

networks in the diffusion of energy related information and in decisions to adopt 

domestic energy efficient innovations in two communities in The Netherlands (one 

community possessed cohesive network structures while the other possessed weak 

network structures).  Both strong and weak ties were useful for raising awareness of 

and attention towards the efficiency programme on offer, but strong ties were the key 

factor influencing rates of adoption of energy related innovations. Adoption of energy 

efficient innovations was thus more widespread in the community with a cohesive 

network structure. Further, in the cohesive neighbourhood, the program was discussed 

by many more residents than in the uncohesive neighbourhood.  

 

Ball, Cullen and Gan’s New Zealand study (1999) found that, amongst households in 

and around the Christchurch area, personal communication was more likely to lead to 

the adoption of energy saving innovations than mass communication strategies such as 

media campaigns. The authors concluded that “mass communication may lead to 

awareness and even consideration, but personal communication is more important than 

mass communication at the adoption stage” (Ball, Cullen and Gan 1999: 129).   

 

A more recent study by McMichael (2011) concurs with Weenig and Midden (1991) 

and Weenig (1993) concluding that energy related information dissemination “often 

occurs through interpersonal networks” (McMichael 2011: 256). McMichael found 

that, when it comes to information regarding energy saving innovations “people tend 

to seek information to reduce personal uncertainties associated with new innovations” 

and that “information seeking from personal contacts is an important aspect to the 

diffusion of energy-reducing innovations” (2011: 256). She concludes that “fostering 

information and advice dissemination through interpersonal social networks in 

communities across the country could assist in increasing rates of adoption of these 

innovations” (McMichael 2011: 257; also see Darley 1978; Darley and Beniger 1981). 

 

The results of these studies can be partly explained by the work of Costanzo et al (1986: 

527), who posit that social capital is important for the promotion of domestic energy 

efficiency because “information received through interpersonal channels is more likely 
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to be received, favourably evaluated, understood and remembered.” They believe that 

there is a positive relationship between bonding social capital and adoption of energy 

efficient innovations because most people will only adopt an innovation when its 

effectiveness has been demonstrated by a family member or acquaintance. Also, 

because social reference groups tend to consist of similarly situated people, information 

communicated in this way is more likely to reach individuals who are structurally 

positioned to act.   

 

Decision making about energy can be fraught with ambiguity and uncertainty due to 

multiple sources of information. In such circumstances people look to their social 

networks (similarly situated individuals) as the major input into the decision making 

process (Costanzo et al 1986). Friends and family members are considered more 

credible and trustworthy than other information sources such as the media, and because 

of this, information received through these channels is more readily accepted and exerts 

a more powerful influence on decision making than information from other sources 

(Costanzo et al 1986). 

 

Evidence for social capital promoting domestic energy efficiency in Northern 

Ireland 

Research has demonstrated that Northern Ireland exhibits considerably greater levels 

of social capital than other areas of the UK. The reasons for this have not been fully 

explored, but it could be that social capital acts as a coping mechanism during times of 

civil unrest (Shirlow and Murtagh 2006), or that the years of socio-political civil 

conflict (known as The Troubles) bred a strong sense of community identity and 

enhanced support networks (Leonard 2004).2 Field (1999) and Daly (2004) have 

highlighted the importance of kin relations as a source of social support in Northern 

Ireland. Daly (2004) found that there is a considerable level of contact between family 

members in the region, especially between parents and children, and on average contact 

between close family members was much more frequent in Northern Ireland than in 

                                                           
2 The reason for the prevalence of social capital in Northern Ireland is an area that would merit further 

investigation. 
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the rest of the UK. Friendship networks were also found to be considerably stronger in 

Northern Ireland than in other regions of the UK. 

 

Field (2005a, 2005b) and Schuller and Field (1998) have suggested that developed 

social capital in the region provides an effective alternative to participation in more 

traditional learning structures “by offering less formal means of exchanging 

information, skills and ideas” (Field 2005a: 5). The dense networks of close ties 

available to actors within Northern Ireland can potentially facilitate the diffusion of 

energy related information and the promotion of existing Government led grant funded 

energy efficiency initiatives such as Warm Homes (and proposed replacement 

Affordable Warmth) and the Boiler Replacement Scheme. This assertion is 

corroborated by a fuel poverty study conducted in North and West Belfast by the 

University of Ulster and National Energy Action Northern Ireland (NEANI) that 

offered qualifying participants a range of domestic energy efficiency measures: 

 

Recruitment events in central locations were a major part of the initiative 

to find participants. Yet what emerged from the case studies was the extent 

to which participants joined the scheme as a simple result of a friend or 

neighbour suggesting the scheme.  Four of six case studies were 

recruited…in this way. Word of mouth is a vital aspect of recruitment and 

one which is seldom harnessed to full effect (NEA 2013: 102). 

 

This provides an example of communities in Belfast utilising linking social capital by 

‘reaching out’ and collaborating with external organisations in order to access energy 

related measures and information. Once this initiative had commenced, community 

awareness and willingness to engage was enhanced by the diffusion of information via 

bonding social capital. 

 

A recent study by McBride (2013) details another instance of a community in Belfast 

using linking social capital to engage with external organisations in order to access 

energy efficiency measures. A community organisation in the Roden Street area of 
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West Belfast regularly lobbied to have double glazed windows installed in local social 

housing, as detailed by one of the community leaders in the area: 

 

We got these (double glazed) windows and all in...because they weren’t 

doing them so we just kept writing to MLAs (Members of the Legislative 

Assembly) and that...we just kept fighting to get them, so there was two 

hundred and twelve (houses) fitted...that’s through us lobbying to get them 

done (McBride 2013: 92). 

 

Other groups utilised weak ties to contact organisations such as the Energy Saving 

Trust and Power NI in order to organise community energy information events, where 

relevant organisations disseminate information on how to use energy more efficiently 

and signpost individuals to existing domestic energy efficiency schemes. These 

examples demonstrate the potential for social capital in the region to promote 

awareness of and participation in current and future domestic energy saving initiatives 

and in doing so helping to lower fuel poverty levels. The unique social structures in the 

region can and should be harnessed to promote energy efficiency and to maximise 

levels of engagement with energy saving schemes. Utilising this undervalued and 

underused resource could make a significant contribution to tackling fuel poverty in 

the region.    

 

Conclusion 

Social capital can play a key role in promoting domestic energy conservation; it is 

useful in diffusing information relating to energy saving schemes and enhancing levels 

of participation in such schemes, as well as supporting the adoption of energy 

efficiency measures. Social capital in Northern Ireland should be harnessed by key 

players, including central Government, Councils, anti-fuel poverty campaigners, and 

local community groups to help reduce fuel poverty levels in the region. 
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