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This Energy-SHIFTS Policy Fellowship report is part of a wider collection published in November 2020 describing dialogue
between 21 energy policyworkers and [86] social scientists and humanities scholars, available via energy-shifts.eu.

Policy context
Heating is central to our lives. In our homes, we rely on it for comfort, cooking and washing. Businesses need
heating and cooling for productive workplaces and heat is integral to many industrial processes, and is one of the
biggest reasons we consume fossil fuel in our society. Most of the heating in our buildings and industries is delivered
by fossil fuels; natural gas remains the predominant source of heating for the vast majority of customers connected
to the grid. As such, heating is still one of the largest causes of greenhouse gas emissions.
The prevalence of the gas grid presents a particular challenge to the UK in enabling the necessary shift to low
carbon heat. Whichever approaches are taken, the way heating is supplied to nearly 24 million homes, businesses
and industrial users connected to the gas grid will need to change. Ensuring this transition as smooth as possible
represents a major national challenge over the coming years.
The UK Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy set out the challenges of decarbonising heat in
their publication in December 20181. Similarly non-government sources, researchers and academics have set out
their views on how the UK should approach decarbonising heat. A large challenge from this transition is the need to
gain buy-in from, and coordinate with, all interested parties in heat decarbonisation.
The Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy’s explicit aims are to build “a stronger, greener future
by tackling climate change, unleashing innovation and making the UK a great place to work and do business”2, highlighting the challenges associated with developing the new business and innovation models needed to move to a
lower carbon future. Holly’s work on the transition to low carbon heating in particular considers who can make
decisions to deliver the transition, and how these decisions could be taken. In this regard she came to the EnergySHIFTS Fellowship to explore with scholars from across the Social Sciences and Humanities (SSH) questions which
seek to look at actors beyond just the end-user.

Decarbonising heat is an unprecedented challenge and the scholars’ findings can help us understand how
we can make the transition work for everyone.
Holly Jeffers

Policy challenge
Based on the policy context above, Holly prepared the following SSH-related question to start the discussion with
her matched Policy Associates:
How can we foster positive relationships between different actors (whether Governmental, local, market or citizens) through a mass transition to low-carbon heating to ensure mutually beneficial outcomes to 2050?
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See: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/heat-decarbonisation-overview-of-current-evidence-base
See: https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-business-energy-and-industrial-strategy/about

Matched Policy Associates
Given the challenge addressed by Holly, four associates were chosen through an application
process through the Energy-SHIFTS website portal, based on their interest in the ‘Human
Capital’ thematic category, to add to the thematic discussion.
Marc Ayoub - Project Coordinator and Energy Policy Researcher, Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy
and International Affairs, American University of Beirut, Lebanon. Marc was selected as he has worked
to examine, inform and impact energy and security policies. His work in Lebanon revolved around
influencing policy making through evidence-based research. Specifically, he advocated a national
energy policy that utilizes renewables as a centerpiece of the energy mix rather than just a policy
add-on. Marc works on themes across Development, Economics and Politics with a background in
Chemical Engineering.
Sarah Hafner - Researcher, School of Engineering, ZHAW, Winterthur, Switzerland and Visiting
Researcher, Global Sustainability Institute, Anglia Ruskin University, Cambridge, UK. In her research,
Sarah investigates socio-economic dynamics of and solutions (e.g. new policies, regulations or business
models) for sustainable energy transitions, using for example system dynamics modelling in combination with participatory modelling workshops. Sarah has a background in Economics and System
dynamics.
Natalia Rocha Lawton - Lecturer in HR and Organisational Behaviour, Faculty of Business and Law,
Coventry University, UK. Natalia was chosen because of her interdisciplinary theoretical approach to
study complex intersections of management, workers’ diversity, equality and inequality in different
international contexts. Her background is in the public sector at the Secretariat of Energy, Mexican
Government and holds a PhD in Sociology. Her research focuses on the social implications of economic
deregulation of the energy policies and transition on employment relations, gender and diversity.
Tatiana Bruce da Silva - PhD Researcher, Sustainable Energy Systems Program, Instituto Superior
Tecnico, Universidade de Lisboa, Portugal. Tatiana was chosen as an associate, as she has a multi-actor
focus on how user involvement can be approached in energy transitions. Her academic background
lies in Economics and Public Administration, and her professional and research background is in public
policy, energy policy, and the current energy transition in the power and transportation sectors.

Discussion points and SSH insights
Holly met with all four of her matched Policy Associates for a joint call on 5 February 2020 to introduce her policy
context and challenges to them; following this she prepared a short briefing document together with the EnergySHIFTS team, which Associates then added written responses to. Holly then had a one-to-one meeting with each of
her Policy Associates, this included one physical meeting right before the Covid-19 lock-down policy in the UK as well
as virtual meetings. In this section we share six key areas of discussion during these exchanges.
Building value for all stakeholders in the UK heating transition
During the discussions it was pinpointed that decarbonisation of heating poses several challenges. As a first
example, market solutions based on the technology’s marginal cost, reflected in its price, can place low-carbon
heating at a disadvantage compared to current solutions. Next, the general public are not as familiar with low-carbon
heat technologies. Finally current incumbents exert their influence in order to maintain the status quo. Addressing
barriers such as these is crucial for a transition to take place. As a fundamental step, policymakers must set

well-defined decarbonisation targets. The expansion of a low-carbon heating market will only be successful if the
goals and steps are clear to all stakeholders, including industry, consumers, policymakers etc., and if uncertainty in
the overall direction can be minimised. Following this, incentives and subsidies for customers, manufacturers and
companies can be employed to build value and thus accelerate the transition.
Saving money, but also saving the environment?
The Associates highlighted dilemmas that Holly sees in her line of work such as the balance between saving money
and being environmentally friendly. Saving money is an important factor that policymakers must consider when
designing educational campaigns to promote low-carbon heating in the UK. Identifying and communication the
value of a building for consumers, builders and contractors is a strategy that the Building Decarbonization Coalition
in California is fostering in order to decarbonise buildings in the state3.
A systems perspective on heating
One Policy Associate highlighted the complex nature of low-carbon heating transitions. Complex system transitions are characterised by non-linearity (e.g. sudden change or tipping points), path-dependency or lock-in,
interdisciplinary, and emergent behaviour stemming from various interactions between system components (e.g.
sub-systems, actors) and/or from multiple interrelated feedback-loops. Moreover, heating transitions involve
interdependencies between various sub-systems, including the electricity, housing, agricultural (e.g. due to the
production of biomass) and labour market (e.g. gas installers must be trained on giving advice for new heating technologies), finance (e.g. new heating infrastructure or business models require investments) as well as the governance
or institutional sector. This interdependency extends to disciplinary inclusion in energy debates, for example, how
knowledge from Engineering, Economics and Psychology (amongst other disciplines) can be in dialogue to promote
better understanding of low-carbon heating transitions.
The role of the heat installers industry in the transition
Technological change from the use of fossil fuel to low-carbon heating represents a very important task to transform the heat system in the UK. The heat sector in the UK is defined as a complex market constituted by many
different actors across the supply chain (upstream fuel producers, fuel, transporters, fuel suppliers, heating appliances manufacturers, heat installation and maintenance sector4). This structure requires businesses to play an active
role, and to quickly respond and adapt to support the sustainable transformation of the British heating system.
Nationwide up-skilling is needed
Further, Holly and her Associates discussed nationwide up-skilling and accreditation and certification centres
to deliver training on low carbon heating technologies in hydrogen boilers, heat pumps and hybrid heat pumps for
installers as a key solution. This could improve installer-customer interaction to explain low carbon heat options to
customers5. More research is needed to explore the role of heating technology installers and their contribution to
promote a positive perception towards, and trust in, a technological change of low carbon heating.
A coordinated inclusive transition in UK heating system
In one of the discussions it was pinpointed how the mass transformation in the UK’s heating system, in the same
way as the overall grand energy transition, should be inclusive and leave no one behind. Around 14% of UK greenhouse gas emissions comes from housing - such as gas boilers - and numbers are still increasing. Decarbonising
domestic heating is an important part of delivering a cost-effective energy system transition for the UK. For the UK,
each home has of course a unique combination of building type, size and fabric, householders, neighbouring properties and space, location, and other factors which present different requirements, importantly including social needs.
A holistic approach for the design of any change is necessary to reach effective low carbon provision of heating.
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Translation to policy impacts
Holly works within a wider team who are looking to identify the nature, timing, sequencing, and implications of
the key decisions that must be made to transition the UK to low carbon heating. The work is part of a larger strategic
objective to develop a new long-term policy framework for heat that supports transition. As part of this work they
have been active in developing strong links to academia and participating in research-policy knowledge exchange;
Holly’s Energy-SHIFTS Fellowship is therefore a continuation in that vein, with the following direct impacts:
1. Further developing BEIS’ work with diverse SSH disciplines
Holly’s key takeaway from the discussions with the Associates was an appreciation of how each had approached
the research question from different angles. This has reinforced for her how complex the challenge of decarbonising heat truly is, involving a variety of different actors, interdependencies and economic factors.
2. Adding to conversations around the role of heat installers and upskilling
It is clear that the heat sector (rather than just householders) are a key stakeholder group in Holly’s team’s current
work, and thus conversations about the roles of professionals, including the evolution of the existing sector as
well as new business models, are an extremely important area of research-policy dialogue at the current stage
of transition.

Reflections from Associates
Associates were asked to reflect on their virtual meeting with Holly, and what they learnt from them about on-theground energy policy challenges. Here we share some of their reflections, which highlight learnings around the way
policy considers wider stakeholder groups.

“I have learnt that the Human Resource
management aspect of the intermediaries
and incumbents is a very important area
to be addressed to contribute to the Energy
transition.”

“For me, it was important to discuss that if
we don’t think about complexity we often
forget issues of trust.”

“It seems that a main challenge is
how to communicate the transition
goal with all stakeholders in a way
that it brings them value so that
they decide to engage in the process.
Policy makers must show them how
those goals will still be attained
through policy that assures so.”

“[I learnt more about] the political economy challenges and its influence on the
decision-making process.”

