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Microgeneration in the UK

� Over 100,000 
microgeneration 
installations in the UK 
(2008)

� One of the barriers (my 
focus here):
� ensuring good 

information provision
� “consumer 

communications…a 
communications 
package”.
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Research Questions

� How are users constructed in the 
policy debate on RETs?

� How are the users configured in 
practice?

� How do users appropriate the 
technology in practice?
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Users and technology

� Sociotechnical studies of technology 
� STS as a useful approach for 

understanding the social, cultural and 
political issues surrounding technologies

� The focus on the role of users
� Role of users in the innovation and 

diffusion processes
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How do we think of users?

� Semiotics
� Configuring the users during the design 

of technologies (Woolgar, 1991)
� Scripting and de-scripting technologies 

within actor-networks (Akrich, 1992)

� Domestication of technology
� Technology are consumed

� Decoding practices of users
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Why do we think of users?

� STS literature on users
� Users’ important role in the innovation of 

technologies, eg. solar panels in Austria 
(Rohracher, 2002)

� Resisting users (Kline and Pinch, 1996) 
and producing users (SMS).
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Where do we think of users?

� Actor-network theory – design as a 
process

� Networks of adoption important in 
exploring the continuous development 
and design of technologies 

� Implementation of technology as a 
context for configuring the user
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Design/Use nexus
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The case of photovoltaics in UK

� Technology perceived as relatively 
new

� Need for demonstration schemes to 
promote technology

� The PV Domestic Field Trial as 
government initiative to explore the 
technology in practice
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PV Domestic Field Trial

“a systematic approach to the assessment of 
the domestic application of photovoltaics in 
the UK” (Pearsall and Butterss, 2002)

…and consequently, best practice 
recommendations regarding…
� System performance
� Maintenance
� Reliability
� Buildability
� User satisfaction 
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The two case studies

Social housing project
� 25 PV panels connected to 25 flats
� Roof-integrated design
Private development project
� 12 homes provided with two types of 

PV systems (tiles and sun-in-a-box)
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The construction of users

� Project managers 
� Private developers

� Housing association, local authority
� Energy consultants, energy engineers

� Installers

� Constructing users to aid them in 
decision making 
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Some user constructions

� The user as ‘ignorant’
� The user as ‘passive’
� The user as economically rational

� User constructions
� Managers knowledge and experience
� Demographic and socio-economic 

characteristics of the residents 
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Technology as text…

“It is not just the identity of the user 
which is constructed. For along with 
the negotiations over who the user 
might be, comes a set of design 
activities which attempt to define and 
delimit the user’s possible actions”
(Woolgar, 1991a: 61).
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Designing the PV systems

Designs and actions
� Locating the display monitor
� Managerial decisions 

� Consultation activities 

� Documentation and supplementary 
information
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Display monitor – social housing
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Display monitor – private development
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Project decision making

Social housing
� One consultation event prior to installation
� Requirement of the DTI contract
� Letters to inform residents plus one leaflet

“using photovoltaic technology to help 
generate electricity for residents…estimated 
savings depending on the weather, the 
project will benefit residents, improve the 
local environment, and increase 
employment opportunities now and for the 
future”. 
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Project decision making

Private development
� Energy consultant conducting meeting 

with each individual household
� Home information pack and other user 

manuals provided
� Interest in proper handover as directed 

by the government
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A geography of users…

“[W]e have to go back and forth 
continually between the designer and 
the user, between the designer’s 
projected user and the real user, 
between the world inscribed by the 
object and the world described by its 
displacement” (Akrich, 1992: 209).
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Living with PV technology

� The house, the roof and the technology
� Positive feeling in the private housing
� Aesthetically pleasing
� Unobtrusive

� Household energy consumption and PVs
� Different for the two projects in terms of 

perceived savings
� Display monitor as a reminder/informer of this 

process
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Living with PV technology

� Housework, household appliances 
and energy saving
� The “warm feeling” despite increased 

energy use

� Load shifting to match the production of 
electricity during the day

� a ‘double dividend’ effect in relation to the 
display monitor
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A typology of PV users

� The ‘conscious’ user
� Affected by the display monitor at home

� The opportunistic user
� Load-shifting to use ‘free’ electricity

� Warm-feeling

� The interested user – de-scripting?
� The non-user – designed out?
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Solar power, homes and users

� Further understanding on how technology is 
used in the domestic sector

� And exploration of the role of 
microgeneration technologies 

� Ideas from science and technology studies 
highlighting 
� Design
� The assemblage of ‘technical’ and ‘social’

aspects of photovoltaics implementation and use
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Thank you!!


