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Abstract 
This paper provides a qualitative interview study to 
discontinuities and disruptions in domestic heating 
practices during long blackouts. It is discussed whether 
failures could serve as an entry point to the change 
dynamics of the practice. Results implicate that failures in 
practice open up the reflexivity of the practitioner; that 
blackouts activate unused skills and resources, activate 
uncommon meanings to electricity and heat, and regenerate 
dormant elements of practice. In particular pursuits for 
decentralized energy supply benefit of acknowledging more 
openly that sustainable solutions derive from practitioners’ 
everyday experiences, and therefore understanding of the 
myriad practice of energy use is important.  
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Introduction 
Energy resilience is amongst the policy-relevant topics 
related to energy system developments. Resilience of the 
system refers to how systems are able to respond to 
disruptive challenges; it stands out as measure of adaptive 
capacity and ability to learn how to cope and adjust. 
Resilience building can be seen as a process of co-
evolution where actors and technologies interact within a 
system to minimize vulnerabilities and maximize 
opportunities (O’Brien & Hope, 2010).  

However, resilience building in centralized energy 
systems faces a bumpy road ahead. Aging energy grids, 
increasing load on supply and distribution networks, 
political claims for energy autonomy and, especially, 
threats caused by changing climate and extreme weathers 
arouse doubts and concrete problems on the reliance for 
centralised production. The size, complexity, pattern, and 
control structure of the centralised, large-scale supply 
make it inherently vulnerable to large-scale failures 
(Lovins & Lovins, 1982). For instance, in recent years 
India, the US, Mexico and Cuba have witnessed extensive 
blackouts, not to mention the mundane inconveniences 
caused by brief, localized power outages that regularly hit 
the grid around the world.  

As centralised energy system is facing challenges in 
terms of resilience, discussions concerning the 
development of decentralised energy supply run on 
actively. In Finland the field has merely taken baby steps 
and many actors admit that Finland is lacking behind 
many countries in terms of coherent guidelines, regulation 
and support (see Sitra, 2012). Decentralised provision is 
seen promising in tackling issues of climate change and 
decoupling from non-renewable sources of energy, but it 
has been less discussed from the point of view of 
resilience building.  

This paper argues that resilience building and the 
capability to adjust bring new perspectives to the 

discussions of ‘pros’ and ‘cons’ in centralised and 
decentralised energy supply. It is suggested that 
distributed organising of energy provision pushes forward 
new forms of social relations and new engagements 
between users and technologies (Walker & Cass, 2007; 
Spaargaren, 2011; Juntunen, 2012) but still the 
understanding of how these new engagements arise is 
limited. 

Disruptions and instabilities in energy supply in 
everyday life context are chosen as the focus of interest 
for two main reasons. Firstly, it is suggested that failures 
could be seen as justifications for policy intervention 
(Weber & Rohracher, 2012; Strengers & Maller, 2011). 
There are examples where disruptions as such are used as 
a platform for intervention. In Juneau, Alaska, an 
electricity supply disruption lead to persistent reduction – 
8% of historic consumption – in energy demand through a 
combination of new habits and technical improvements 
(Leighty & Meier, 2011). The liberation from the 
constraints of current practices is seen as a key driver for 
attaining higher order learning (Davies et al., 2012), and 
thus disruptions are of relevance in discussing the 
transition of one form of provision to another.  

Secondly, disruptions bring about questions on what is 
perceived as normal, and they provide a useful 
perspective to examine connections between practices, 
politics and socio-technical systems (Shove, 2012). 
Therefore disruption is important in understanding the 
norms, practices and technologies that construct the 
socially accepted definition of normality (Trentmann, 
2009). 

As energy resilience is amongst the policy-relevant 
topics related to energy system developments, research 
hasn’t yet acknowledged its embedded role in everyday 
systems of energy provision. In the following, I clarify 
how blackouts are approached in this paper to discuss the 
resilience building and reflectivity towards distributed and 
centralised systems of provision. 

Research Objectives 
This paper contributes to the discussions on transition 
from centralised energy supply to decentralised forms of 
provision by discussing disruptions in domestic heating 
practices. Analytically I explore continuities and ruptures 
in everyday life practices during multiple-day power 
outages. I provide a qualitative study of domestic space 
heating practices and their interruption in the context of 
detached houses. 

This study asks how energy consumers (households) 
change or ‘negotiate’ their practices when faced with 
extensive power cuts (of up-to five days) in situ and 
subsequently. Specifically, this paper discusses the 
following question: What kind of ‘reflective space’ does 
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power supply disruptions offer for energy consumers to 
renegotiate energy use and supply?  

I adopt a practice-based approach to study practices 
(Schatzki, 2001; Reckwitz, 2002; Warde, 2005; Shove et 
al., 2012) of energy use (Gram-Hanssen, 2011). Previous 
practice-theoretical approaches suggest that disruptions 
and failures have a central role in reflection and change 
(Trentmann, 2009; Shove, 2012). It is argued that the 
breaking and shifting of structure takes place in everyday 
crises of routines and of the inadequacy of knowledge 
with which the agent, carrying out a practice, is 
confronted in the face of a ‘situation’ (Reckwitz, 2002). 

Practice theory would seem to suggest that critical and 
cultivating reflection is about reconsidering the conditions 
of one’s action and the historical, material and social 
making of ones taken-for-granted routines. Routines, 
practices and networks of practices are seen to provide a 
concrete way of tracing the social associations through 
which situated learning occurs (see Roberts, 2006; 
Antonacopoulou, 2008).  

Devine-Wright and Devine-Wright (2007) have shown 
that blackouts evoke both positive and negative 
associations, and that they have past and future temporal 
referents. I aim to take this notion further, and discuss the 
reflexivity provoked by the power cut. Reflexivity goes 
beyond reflecting cognitively on an event to solve a 
problem because it is dialogical and relational activity that 
unsettles practices and can lead to learning in experience 
(Keevers & Treleaven, 2011). Reflexivity provides a basis 
for examining taken for granted assumptions. 

Thus, if we seek to understand the unmaking of 
unsustainability, it calls for rapid development of the 
‘flip-side’ of innovation studies and for methods of 
conceptualizing processes of social and infrastructural 
destabilization, collapse and repair (Shove, 2012) – in this 
respect, disruptions, failures and crises are welcomed to 
the research agenda.  

Methods 
Practice approach has important methodological 
implications. Firstly, activities of social life continuously 
have to be carried out and carried through, and this 
mundane performativity is organized through a 
multiplicity of collectively shared practices. Practices take 
several forms: linguistic, non-representational, social, 
material, corporeal and sensual, and they involve both 
human and non-human entities (Reckwitz, 2002; see also 
Valtonen, 2012). Simplified, practices consist of both 
doings and sayings (Warde, 2005), which suggests that 
analysis must be concerned with both practical activity 
and its representations. Secondly, the locus of interest is 
not on the individual, but on the practice: individual is 
seen as a carrier of practices and as a place for intersection 
of a plurality of practices (Reckwitz, 2002; Warde, 2005).  

Empirical material 
The data for this study has been collected by interviewing 
households, business actors and municipal governance in 
a small Finnish municipality. This region faced power 
cuts of up to one week in January 2011, followed by 
power cuts in December 2011. The area is easily subject 

to harsh weather conditions due to its geographical 
location; in 2011 the power cuts were caused by heavy 
snow that toppled the trees onto the on-ground cable 
network. The repair work was especially slow and 
difficult due to the severe weather with frost and high 
snow banks. 

Interviews were conducted in 2011 and 2012 with 
households as well as local governmental and business 
actors. Five interviews with households, 6 semi-structured 
interviews with other actors (local council chairman, 
house managing agency, home and rescue services) 
affected by the power cut have been made. The focus of 
analysis is on the interviews with households; interviews 
with other actors are used as interviews with households 
were in situ interviews in order to grasp the surroundings 
and material environment of the practice. This set of data 
is supported by news articles dealing with the power cut. 

The interviewed households were dwellers in rural 
discrete areas. None of the households had implemented 
‘new’ energy technologies, i.e. air-heat pumps, solar 
panels, PVs nor wind turbine. However, they had a varied 
set of other heating technologies such as wood-chips and 
log boilers, and supplementary wood-burning stoves.  
Thus, the provision of heat was arranged by direct 
electricity which was either supported by occasional 
wood-burning or more systematically by central heating 
with wood chips or logs. They all relied on centralised 
electricity provision.  

Interview data is of relevance here because in interview 
situations, people are brought to talk and reflect upon their 
practices with the help of an outsider (see Hitchings, 
2011). Acknowledging that the significance of the 
experimental performance prompted by disruptions can 
only be understood in the context of stabilised practices 
and social relations (McMeekin & Southerton, 2012), 
both questions concerning the ‘normal’ heating practice 
and the disrupted situation were included in the 
interviews.  

In the analysis phase, the interviews with households 
were thematically coded and analysed. In the heart of the 
analysis lied practices, systems, relationships and artefacts 
that were influential in shaping the disrupted trajectory of 
the practice.  

Results 
In this result section, I start by discussing our findings on 
the disrupted practice by focusing on the material side of 
the disruption, control of practice and the meanings the 
disruption evoked. I conclude with an analysis on the 
‘reflective space’ blackouts prompted for the practitioners.  

Disrupted practice  
Dormant materials and re-arrangements  
In the face of disruption, households reassessed the 
materiality related to heat provision and electricity use. 
The central boilers stopped working, radiators got cold, 
house got colder, lights didn’t turn on, mobiles turned 
numb and appliances for cooking didn’t work. 
Consequently, in most cases a variety of dormant 
materials for back up were brought in to the practice. 
Unused fire-burning stoves, garden-wells, different 
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lighting apparatuses, blankets, wood-stoves and gas 
boilers were used to bring back the normality of outputs. 
In most cases, these backup technologies were found 
inside the home, and some were bought from the local 
stores or provided by friends or relatives.  

For those people who had a forcing need to access 
electricity, acquisition of new backup device (aggregates) 
turned out as a sensible option. Some households with 
live-stock had already an aggregate ready to be used.  
Aggregates were also circulated within the community, 
amongst neighbors.  

Thus, many of our interviewees possessed homes that 
carry elements of decentralised energy provision, hybrid 
systems. In most cases distributed forms of provision co-
exist with electric heating: cheap electric heaters offer 
back-up and were acquired to enable flexibility and 
increase convenience.  
 
Control 
In general, heating was a relatively visible and present in 
the everyday life of interviewees due to intense wood 
heating in the colder periods. However, disruption evoked 
a set of physical, social and mental skills to carry out 
through the power cut. Disrupted practice required 
increased manual control of heat provision that was more 
time-consuming.  

The media assumed that the households’ capacity to 
adapt was weak than it was; for instance elder people 
proved more competent than assumed.  

For those people, who didn't have backup devices, 
adjusting indoor habits was likely. Adjustment, loss of 
control, meant for example allowing the lowering of the 
room temperature from normal comfort levels. When 
yielding comfort at home was not enough, seeking 
comfort outside own properties was an option for some. 
We didn’t have many of these dwellers in our small 
sample but respondents reported of neighbors, relatives 
and acquaintances that left their homes because of the 
blackout. 
 
Circulated meanings  
Some households reported on a culture for energy 
conservation before the disruption. Those people valued 
self-sufficiency in their heating and reported achieving it 
by using wood as a source of heat. The failure was 
consistent with their normal orientation as they reported 
business-as-usual feelings.  

Coping in face of the power cut evoked many meanings 
attached to the power cut. Feelings of insecurity, 
unpredictability, non-autonomy were overcome with 
achievements of managing: 

So it [realisation that the mobile phones didn’t operate] 
was a scary feeling, a feeling that you have to manage on 
your own. … And then we really started to think that sure 
we had anticipated that it’s the weather, that this looks 
bad. That we had run cold drinking water in advance… 
(Interview 5).  

Coping was especially highlighted in the stories 
concerning older people. For example, the national media 
reported of older people who coped in unsafe conditions 
with very low indoor temperature and with weak physical 
skills, who still refused to leave their homes. They shared 

certain pride of managing on their own and readiness to 
bear varying levels of comfort.  

Coping with the power cut meant also renegotiating the 
concepts of privacy. Interviewees reported sleeping in the 
same room, sleeping with the door open and showering in 
more inconvenient places (in the barn). 

Reflective space 
To a large extent we could see a recommencing of ‘old’, 
dormant habits. Dormancy here refers to materials, 
meanings and skills that had once been active, but that 
had been unused due to new arrangements. Thus, rather 
than seeking change towards the future, past arrangements 
were given value.  

Reflectivity was prompted through pursuits of carrying 
out the practice, i.e. ‘work’ and ‘non-work’. Thus the 
respondents didn’t report on conscious reflection of 
whether they should change the material arrangements of 
the practice but rather the elements of the practice started 
to be renegotiated – i.e. notions of autonomy, security and 
reliance were brought on to the open.  

Reflexivity was directed both towards the home and 
outside home. In other words, the repairing acts were 
expected from both decentralised and centralised systems 
of provision. Consequently, the web of practitioners 
(neighbours, community, energy companies) became 
more visible.  

In terms of convenience and self-reliance, the 
households found development of hybrid systems 
important. Reflection of the relation towards the 
electricity company was prompted on the level of 
dependence. What I did not find was any explicit intention 
to change the provision of heat because of the power cuts.  

Discussion 
In this paper I discuss the plasticity of consuming 
practices, focusing in particular on the dynamic and ‘hard-
to-catch’ energy use practices. Through a case on indoor 
heating practices and their disruption during a power cut, I 
have shown how the practice of heating carries dormant 
elements of practice that are regenerated and enacted 
during an instable event.  

The exploration of user practices during long power 
cuts has shown that power cuts serve as limited spaces for 
reflexivity on the heating practice. Only little evidence 
that the disturbance in power supply brought about 
reflexive take on energy use in a more general level was 
found. Thus, blackouts do not prompt changes in practices 
in the short run but can cause changes in the long run.  

However, I found that blackouts activate unused skills, 
resources and technologies that are overcome by other 
elements but have been dormant for one reason or 
another. Moreover, technical systems have further 
implications apart from the temporal ordering of human 
action. One aspect of the cultural rooting of heating 
systems is that they enable and/or imply social relations. 

In this paper domestic space heating is addressed as a 
deeply ingrained, flexible and routinized behaviour. As 
the repairing act was found to move temporally 
backwards rather than forwards, our findings are in line 
with Chappells et al. (2011) suggestion that the 
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orientation towards the practice is relevant when 
discussing the change dynamics of the practice. 

Our approach suggests interest in the shades of the 
dominant discussion on sustainable configurations of 
socio-technical arrangements, namely in the complexity 
of the space heating practice in terms of co-existence and 
dormancy of multiple arrangements. Indeed, vulnerability 
of energy systems is multi-dimensional, not only 
including technical failure, accidents and errors, but also 
resource availabilities, constraints, diversity of energy 
supply and political disruptions.  

Distinctive in this research design was that heating was 
conducted through embedded and localized systems of 
provision. These systems supply more resilient energy 
services than non-autonomous systems (see O’Brien & 
Hope 2010). This opens up further necessary discussions 
on resilience as an argument supporting development of 
small-scale renewable energy production and, for 
instance, community-led energy initiatives. Further 
longitudinal investigations on the role of disruptions and 
resilience-building in varying institutional contexts are 
needed to better understand the change dynamics of 
energy practices.  

Broadly, different social situations such as home 
buying, moving, and aging, prompt disruptions and offer 
‘hot spots’ for interventions. In this paper I have discussed 
upon merely one of such event, and suggest further 
research for new investigations.  
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