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Abstract: Practice-based interventions have recently emerged as one way to question established 

practices and experiment with new, less energy-intensive ones within households. Yet, how practice-

based interventions contribute to energy transitions on a larger scale still awaits to answer. The 

challenge is that practices are embedded in local conditions and contexts; therefore, scaling up is not 

simply a matter of multiplying or transferring particular solutions at new sites and larger scales, but 

it requires dedicated work to translate and support the local reinvention of practices. Drawing on 

insights from Social Practice Theory, Strategic Niche Management and Institutional 

Entrepreneurship, we build a conceptual framework for analysing the types of work needed to scale 

up alternative, energy saving practices in practice-based interventions. Based on the empirical 

investigation of six European practice-based interventions and the work conducted by the organisers, 

researchers, participants and stakeholders of these interventions, we identified three types of work to 

scale up: (i) proximate work to make the practice transferable; (ii) work to gain allies and resonance 

for the practice; and (iii) work to shape the conditions for scaling up. The paper serves as a valuable 

resource for future interventions, providing a framework for researchers and practitioners to support 

scaling up of alternative practices for low-carbon energy transition. 

Keywords: practice-based intervention, energy consumption, household practices, real-life initiative, 

multiple-case study, scaling up 

Highlights: 

 Outlines a conceptual framework for work to scale up practice-based interventions 

 Affirms the contingency and uncertainty of scaling up from small-scale initiatives 

 Drawing on empirical evidence, the paper identifies 3 types of work for scaling up 

 Shows how scaling up requires attention to external circumstances  

 Offers suggestions for shaping the context and conditions for scaling up  

 

 

1. Introduction 
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In recent years, there has been a dramatic growth in the number of initiatives that aim to steer energy 

consumption in a more sustainable direction, as communities, cities and nations are trying to meet 

the emission reduction targets and other sustainability goals (see, e.g. [1]). As the most popular policy 

measures focusing on for example information provision and ‘technological fixes’ [2] have not been 

able to change the consumption patterns rapidly enough, scholars such as Jensen et al. [3], Strengers 

et al. [4] and Welch and Southerton [5] have called for research and policy approaches that focus on 

daily household practices – the ways households for example keep clothes clean, apartments warm, 

take care of children, and go to work – and their relation to energy use, seeking for low-carbon 

alternatives for performing these practices.  

As a distinction to behavioural approaches, drawing attention to practices means that instead of trying 

to motivate or persuade people to consume more sustainably or relying on more energy efficient 

technologies, researchers ask such questions as what is energy used for, what needs does it fulfil, and 

how can these needs be met with less energy use [6]. A practice-based analysis of consumption, 

furthermore, investigates what kinds of social expectations, norms and conventions underlie 

household practices and how these could be challenged [7]. This article focuses on such approaches 

that supported the reconfiguration of daily practices in households, which we call practice-based 

interventions (PBIs). 

Despite PBIs have potential to challenge the present, energy-intensive daily practices within their 

contexts of implementation, their impact remains limited unless the new, alternative ways of 

performing a practice manage to engage more people to ‘carry’ them, and diffuse to other areas of 

daily life or outside the realm of households. Indeed, outside the household sphere, practices are 

shaped not only by households, but also by utilities, municipalities, and other institutions and their 

practices [6]. However, less attention has been dedicated to studying scaling up of alternative 

practices from PBIs [8] although previous research exists on mainstreaming the lessons from 

grassroots innovations and community-based initiatives (see, e.g., [9, 10]).  

Taking insights from Strategic Niche Management, scaling up refers to processes of embedding 

innovations in mainstream ways of thinking, doing, and organising [11], or contributing to replacing 

the dominant structures [12]. This might occur in different ways, such as by taking the novel 

household practices or the intervention to other sites, increasing the number of participants in the 

intervention, linking up with other practices, technologies or reforms, or challenging and changing 

rules and regulations [13]. However, little is known about what kinds of work is involved in 

accomplishing such change; for example, how reconfigurations of practice embedded in local 

conditions gain wider cultural resonance, and how they are rendered transferable to other sites. When 



speaking of work, we refer in particular to institutional work by the organisers of the interventions, 

i.e., “the purposive action of individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining and 

disrupting” institutions, such as dominant rules and practices in society [14, 215]. 

This complexity of scaling up engenders our research question: What types of work for scaling up 

can be identified in practice-based interventions? Six PBIs in Denmark, Finland, Germany and 

Ireland were selected for this study, as they aim to introduce alternative practices that are frugal in 

terms of energy and other natural resource use. Our research is focused on the work executed by 

several actors involved in these intervention in order to scale up alternative practices. While we 

acknowledge that addressing the conditions of PBIs is an important aspect of this work, the 

conditions, contexts or outcomes of the PBIs are left outside the scope of this examination. Therefore, 

by studying the work involved in scaling up of the practices in these initiatives, this study focuses on 

processes often left unaddressed. This allows us to provide a framework for researchers and 

practitioners to investigate and support scaling up of alternative practices, thus linking PBIs with 

larger-scale societal change and addressing topical issues of combining practice theories and 

transitions, as well as exploring the potential for fundamental changes in consumption [15].  

In the next section, we outline our conceptual framework for analysing the mainstreaming of 

reconfigurations of alternative practices. Practice theoretical thinking is combined with insights from 

Strategic Niche Management and Institutional Entrepreneurship, to identify types of work required 

for scaling up, as well as the dependence of scaling processes on external conditions. In Section 3, 

we introduce the empirical material and analysis of our multiple-case study and introduce our cases 

in Section 4. Then, we present our results in Section 5, and discuss and elaborate our conceptual 

framework in Section 6. In the final section, we offer suggestions for addressing scaling up practices 

and the potential role of PBIs in sustainability transitions. 

 

2. Conceptual framework 

Our conceptual framework relies on three strands of literature. First, we discuss how the PBIs draw 

from the social practice theories (SPT). Second, we present processes of scaling up recognised in 

previous literature on Strategic Niche Management (SNM) and how they relate to literature on work 

in Institutional Entrepreneurship (IE) and SPT. Finally, we introduce the conceptual framework on 

which we later build our empirical findings on the types of work needed for scaling up. We recognise 

that these different bodies of literature draw on different ontological assumptions: whereas SPT are 

often said to adhere to a flat ontology [16], SNM and IE view the world as consisting of levels or 



fields exhibiting different degrees of structuration [17, 18]. They also embody somewhat different 

views on human agency, where SPT downplay the role of individual agency and highlight the role of 

shared rules, whereas at the other end of the spectrum, IE focuses on individuals or groups who 

actively question and challenge shared rules. Since we are investigating interventions that aim to 

change the status quo, we perceive those organising the interventions as active agents, even though 

they are (from their own perspective) constrained by established practices, rules and social structures. 

 

2.1. Practice theoretical approach to interventions 

SPT1 has long roots in studies of consumption and everyday life (see e.g. [19]), as well as in studies 

focusing on energy use (e.g. [20, 21]). They steer attention from isolated behaviours or technologies, 

to constellations of shared meanings, norms and rules, knowledge and competences, as well as 

materials and infrastructure, and the ways changes in these elements reconfigure practices [20, 22]. 

Practices-as-entities are recognizable sets of elements that can be spoken about and identified as 

shared practices, whereas routine actions – practices-as-performances – can be conceptualised as the 

reproduction of these social practices. Practices spread when (or if) they manage to ‘recruit’ new 

carriers [22].  

In this paper, we call initiatives that have an explicit or implicit focus on introducing and 

experimenting with new or alternative forms of household or organizational practices, as practice-

based interventions (PBIs) [23]. In PBIs, researchers and other actors, such as service providers and 

organizations, work together with households to bring practices into active deliberation and 

reflection, allowing people to innovate and experiment with different ways to achieve their daily 

needs (e.g. [24]) (see Figure 1, Box I).   

What distinguishes these from more behaviour-based approaches is the way these interventions are 

conceptualized and executed, highlighting not only the individual motivations or new appliances, but 

linking these to practices and their social foundations, such as norms and cultural conventions, in a 

co-creative process. For example, by questioning the given, “normal” or default values for suitable 

indoor temperature, and learning to manage heating systems more actively and to heat bodies instead 

of space by wearing more clothes, practice-based intervention can support the introduction of more 

frugal heating practices and hence reductions in energy use. Interventions also acknowledge the role 

of organisational practices such as provision of energy or building management, linking practices in 

                                                           
1 We realize that theories of practice are very heterogeneous. In our interpretation of practice theories, we follow 

scholars such as Shove et al. [22] and Warde [19]. 



the home with wider systemic processes [23]. Moreover, these interventions include elements such 

as new framings for frugal, energy saving practices and new ways of thinking about materials and 

technology, recognizing that alternative practices do not have to include novel technologies but 

reinvent “low-tech” elements from the past, such as those of adaptive indoor comfort, which can be 

innovative from the perspective of reducing energy consumption [25].  

In addition to challenging established expectations toward indoor comfort, thus reducing demand for 

heating, these alternative practices include examples of people reducing the amount of laundry by 

questioning conventions of cleanliness and learning new ways to keep clothes wearable, such as airing 

[26], or learning new, less energy-intensive ways to fulfil their daily mobility needs, such as sharing 

rides [27, 28] (see Figure 1, Box II). Interventions can also involve simultaneous changes in a number 

of interlinked daily practices [29]. The potential of PBIs compared to other types of interventions 

(such as information provision or technological improvements) is that they help people to link the 

new knowledge, skills or technologies to daily practices, thus supporting the inclusion of 

environmental considerations in practices [30-32] in local contexts. However, in order to persist these 

practices need to be continually reproduced by those who do them, gain traction outside a limited 

number of households, and be embedded in the wider system of practices [33].  

 

2.2. Processes of scaling up 

To understand how PBIs are scaled up, our conceptual framework draws insights from SNM, and IE, 

in addition to SPT. SNM studies theorise on how innovative technologies are developed in protected 

spaces (niches) in order to break through into the mainstream [34] and have identified specific 

patterns of scaling up from niches [13]. SPT suggests that innovative practices needs to be reinvented 

and translated in new contexts [35, 36] and the literature on IE and institutional work focuses on how 

actors can actively shape the context and institutional rules in order for alternative practices to scale 

up [18]. Each of these three research streams bring insights on the type of work needed for scaling 

up, drawing on different disciplinary traditions. Below, we explicate how the combination of these 

three approaches builds up our conceptual framework, where we elaborate on four processes of 

scaling up from local experiments identified by Naber et al. [13]: growing, replication, accumulation, 

and transformation (see Figure 1, Box III).  

Growing refers to the continuation of the experiment with more participants and on a larger scale, or 

classical diffusion. Such growth requires social interaction between existing and new participants 



[13], and potentially also social mobilisation and the ability to capture potential participants’ interest 

[37]. 

Replication, in turn, refers to a process of scaling up where the main concept of the experiment is 

replicated in other contexts. However, research on the historical diffusion of innovations within the 

SNM tradition [38] suggests that innovative practices are not likely to diffuse as such, but need to be 

‘reinvented’ in new contexts [35]. This notion is echoed by Shove and Pantzar [36] from SPT 

perspective, and also by Naber et al. [13], given that the ‘main concept of the experiment’ can be 

viewed rather flexibly. Moreover, literature on IE suggests that alternative practices deriving from a 

local, situated context need to be ‘objectified’, i.e., disembedded from the particularities of their 

original context, for example in the form of manuals or models, in order for them to become mobile 

and transferable, and make sense in another context [39, 40]. Similarly for Warde [41], the recognition 

and acceptability of a practice happens through procedures and artefacts, such as instructions and 

guidebooks, which allow the formalization of the practice. 

Accumulation, according to Naber et al. [13], refers to a process where core elements from 

experiments are linked to other initiatives or complementary innovations, such as city developments 

or regulatory changes [42]. Hence, they become part of broader change processes. The importance of 

creating wide and diverse networks around the focal innovation is emphasised in the SNM literature 

(e.g. [34]) especially in contributions looking at intermediary activities (e.g. [43]), and SPT scholars 

highlight the importance of networks and communities, as well as the social significance of 

participation, when practices recruit carriers to perform and reproduce the practice [22]. Yet there is 

rarely much detail on how innovation advocates go about enrolling members to such networks. In 

contrast, IE has elaborated on the political and cultural work required to build up allies willing to 

challenge the status quo and introduce new rules and practices. Political work entails advocacy 

through social suasion, creating a network of ‘insiders’ and vested interested actors with certain roles 

and rights [44, 45]. Cultural work, in turn, is required for the creation of legitimacy by framing the 

new practice to resonate with the cultural values of recipients [37, 46].  

Transformation refers to a process where the experiment contributes to wider institutional change 

[13], which can occur in several ways. The conventional view is that research findings per se are 

taken up by policy makers, but this is rarely the case. Successful and popular experiments, however, 

can serve as performative evidence, which convince new advocates, including policy makers, that 

change is possible [47]. Difficulties encountered in local experiments can also serve to identify 

barriers and gaps in existing institutional frameworks, and create networks of advocates for change 

among those suffering from these barriers [13, 48]. As household practices are instituted and 



embedded in wider social, cultural, economic and material systems, the institutionalization of new 

practices may require changes in established rules, policies or processes, in order to legitimise them 

and facilitate their stabilisation [5, 49]. Furthermore, institutional change often depends on favourable 

conditions, such as tensions and crises in dominant institutions [44, 50, 51], and what the SNM 

literature refers to as ‘windows of opportunity’ [34]. Such windows require the temporal confluence 

of several events: sufficient problem awareness, mobilisation of advocate networks, and opportune 

political events [44, 52]. Research on IE suggests that such windows can be exploited by those 

interested in institutional change in various ways: by biding their time for appropriate opportunities 

to arise, by actively framing issues and opportunities [53], or by reshaping their proposals in response 

to changes in institutional conditions [44]. 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework for investigating the scaling up of alternative practices 

 

Based on the literature review above, Figure 1 presents our conceptual framework. In the following 

sections, our empirical examination explores, validates and complements the suggestion that 

alternative practices do not occur on their own, but require dedicated work of several actors involved 

in the intervention.  

 

3.  Research design, data and analysis 

To empirically validate and complement the conceptual framework (visualised in Figure 1), we 

conducted a multiple-case study on PBIs, focusing on (1) what scales up and how and, more 

importantly, (2) what the organisers of the intervention, participants and other stakeholders planned 

and did in order to promote upscaling.  



For our multiple-case study, we searched for suitable interventions from a database of European 

sustainable energy consumption initiatives [1]. Although the selected initiatives do not describe 

themselves explicitly as PBIs, nevertheless they take into account several aspects of practice, aim at 

changes in consumption by introducing alternative, energy-saving practices with the aim of reducing 

emissions, and engage households and communities as active participants, and thus can be called 

PBIs based on our definition. Further selection criteria were that the initiatives have documented their 

aims and ways of working and dissemination, and that material could be found on the implementation 

of their results. These criteria narrowed our selection to six initiatives that were included in our study. 

The cases exhibited various types and degrees of scaling up, allowing us to explore the work 

underlying these different outcomes (see Section 4 for the description of the cases). 

Our data consist of both secondary data (project documents) and primary data (semi-structured 

interviews and observations). First, we reviewed all the data available online on the projects: project 

websites, news coverage, publicly available reports and academic publications. This process rendered 

a preliminary understanding of the work done for scaling up in each initiative. Second, we conducted 

semi-structured interviews with one or two key informants from each initiative: project leaders or 

principal researchers closely involved in the projects. The interview questions covered the contents 

of the intervention, alternative practices experimented with, processes of scaling up observed and 

conditions for scaling up of lessons learned, following our conceptual framework. The interviews 

were conducted by phone in May-June 2019 and each interview lasted approximately 45 to 60 

minutes. Written summaries and recordings of the interviews were used to complement the initial 

findings from the other material. In addition, three of the authors participated in one project each as 

researchers, providing first-hand observations from three cases. 

We recognize that the published materials are insufficient in providing information on how far the 

alternative practices are mainstreamed2, and the people implementing the projects and interviewed 

for this study may only have a partial view on how the alternative practices might have spread during 

or since the end of the projects. Hence, our aim is not to analyse the outcome of these PBIs, but rather 

the different types of work dedicated for scaling up and the problems faced in these projects, and thus 

to provide a framework for researchers and practitioners to support scaling up of low-carbon 

practices. Hence, we draw on methods for evaluating interventions whose outcomes and impacts have 

not yet fully materialized [54-56]. In such cases, initial insights can be gained by following the 

unfolding of the project managers’ expected intervention logic or “theory in use” [54]; the pathways 

                                                           
2 We also recognize the methodological challenges in analysing practices or their up-scaling in quantitative terms (see 

also [2]). 



that project managers envisage for scaling up, and the existing evidence on whether these pathways 

are actually unfolding. This approach also partially addresses the problem of separating project 

outcomes from the outcomes of unrelated external events [57], by carefully tracing the unfolding of 

the project pathway [56]. 

Typically for case study analysis, first, we assembled case histories and conducted diachronic (i.e., 

case historical) analysis of the course of events in each case. We identified project managers’ efforts 

and existing evidence of processes of growing, accumulation, replication and transformation, as well 

as their experiences from these efforts. We paid particular attention to uncovering the project 

managers’ expected intervention logic [54], the types of work performed, the outcomes observed, and 

the reflections of project participants [58]. Then, we conducted a cross-case analysis to identify 

similarities and differences among the cases, and to understand the internal work and external factors 

influencing the conditions for scaling up.  

 

4.  Case descriptions of the practice-based interventions 

All case studies were ambitious in terms of attempting to reduce household CO2 emissions, or overall 

resource consumption, by at least 25% by engendering changes in several types of household 

practices, described in Table 1 (cf. [15]). The initiatives involved several components of developing 

and experimenting with frugal practices, some technical and/or infrastructural support (e.g., advisors, 

meters, cargo bikes, free bus tickets), as well as engaged diverse groups of households and other 

actors in the co-creation of knowledge through deliberation about how and why practices could (or 

could not) change.  

Table 1. Description of the cases of six European PBIs 

Name and location Brief description3 Alternative practices 

promoted 

Sources used for case 

study 

Ilmastotreeni 

(Climate training), 

Helsinki and 

Vantaa, Finland 

Two four-week Home Labs with 

three households each in an urban 

area  

Practices related to 

transport, eating, and 

housing 

[59, 60]; Project website 

[61]; News coverage; 

Observations by one 

author; Interview/ project 

manager, project 

researcher 

                                                           
3 The used terminology differs across PBIs (e.g. Home Lab, Neighbourhood Lab) and we opted to use the same 

terminology in this article as the organisers of the interventions, although we could also call them all PBIs. For 

example, Home Lab is the term given in the CONSENSUS project to experiments with households whereby a 

combination of socio-technical interventions were implemented within households with the aim of facilitating more 

sustainable washing and eating practices. 



CONSENSUS 

Home Labs, Ireland 

Two Home Labs with five suburban 

or rural households in each, over a 

five-week period  

Eating and washing 

practices 

[24, 62-66]; Project 

website [67]; News 

coverage; Observations 

by one author; Interview/ 

project leader 

Energiesuffizienz 

(Energy 

sufficiency), 

Heidelberg, 

Germany 

12 people interviewed in 

‘Neighbourhood Labs’ in an urban 

context, diverse group in terms of 

household size, household 

distribution, caretaker 

Co-creation of 

suggestions for 

alternative practices 

based on identified 

needs (focus on 

laundry and watching 

television) 

[68-73]; Project website 

[74]; News coverage; 

Interview/ project leader 

Tulevaisuuden 

kotitalous (Future 

Household), 

Jyväskylä, Finland 

Home Lab with 5 urban and rural 

households of various sizes, with a 

four-week experiment period 

Practices related to 

transport, eating and 

housing  

[28, 29, 31, 75]; Project 

website [76]; News 

coverage; Participation 

by one author; Interview/ 

project leader 

KlimaAlltag – 

Leben in der 

NullEmissionsStadt 

(Life in the zero-

emissions city), 

Cologne and other 

cities, Germany 

78 ‘climate households’ committed 

to reducing their CO2 emissions 

through changes in everyday routines 

during 6-month ‘field test’ in an 

urban context 

Home energy use and 

mobility practices 

[77-79]; Project website 

[80]; Interview/ project 

leader 

Klimafamilier 

(Climate families), 

Ballerup, Denmark 

20 urban and rural households 

experimenting with changes in 

practices over a period of 6 months. 

An extended version (with 6-7 

households) ran for 3 years 

Practices related to 

food, transportation, 

energy and water 

consumption 

[81-84]; Interview/ 

project researcher 

 

Ilmastotreeni Home Lab was a part of a larger citizen engagement initiative that focused on change 

within the participating cities: in city administrations, among residents and local businesses [60]. 

Ilmastotreeni served as a concrete intervention that gave the project wider visibility. Families had a 

personal climate trainer and tailored training programmes, as they experimented with ‘new practices, 

services and appliances that make everyday life easier’. Alternative practices promoted in this 

intervention included, for example, all-vegetarian meals supported by meal-box deliveries, and 

replacement of car use by cargo bikes and folding bikes. 

CONSENSUS Home Labs intended to put into practice qualitative scenarios concerning eating and 

washing developed collaboratively with 80 stakeholders during participatory visioning and 

backcasting workshops [63]. The Home Labs sought to embed new practices in everyday life with a 

combination of motivational, informational, regulatory and product supports, and identified the need 



for cross-departmental collaboration in order to integrate education, policy, research, business and 

technology for a sustainability transition [24]. Alternative practices introduced by this project 

included reduced water use for showering and new food patterns, such as avoidance of food waste. 

Energiesuffizienz focused both on the energy and appliance use in households, and on urban services 

and infrastructures that can support reduced natural resource use for household practices. The project 

also studied the acceptance and acceptability of decisions and activities on sufficiency in Germany, 

thus exploring the cultural resonance and legitimacy of the concept. Unlike other initiatives studied, 

Energiesuffizienz was not part of any wider programme [71]. It introduced alternative practices, for 

example, for replacing product ownership with shared services, sharing of space, car-free daily life 

and holidays, as well as more sustainable meals (e.g. reducing food waste, less meat, seasonal and 

local food). 

The Tulevaisuuden kotitalous project engaged households in co-designing interventions, which the 

households then trialled. Local service providers were engaged to allow households to test their 

services, such as home-delivery of food, and to gain visibility locally. Public dissemination of the 

households’ experiences through both conventional and social media channels formed a central 

element of the project. In this context, participants’ experiences were presented as ‘examples of what 

a “resource-wise” everyday life might look like’ [29]. Alternative practices developed in this project 

included car and ride sharing as well as reduced living space. 

Klimafamilier project was initiated by the city of Ballerup as part of the municipality’s engagement 

in the Green Cities network and its commitment to reducing greenhouse gas emissions through 

citizens’ engagement [82]. Households involved in the project were expected to serve as role models 

for a more climate-friendly way of life and they were indeed very engaged. The project introduced 

alternative practices to save energy, as well as the concept of ‘citizen-driven climate action’, i.e., the 

notion that citizens can work together to change their everyday lives [81]. 

KlimaAlltag aimed at finding ways of supporting, mainstreaming and normalising sustainable 

lifestyles in a socially just way [78]. The project focused on how climate protection is practised in 

everyday life and barriers to be overcome for further development, particularly in avoiding car use 

and air travel. This was supplemented by a survey in Frankfurt am Main and Munich. Innovative 

solutions developed included energy and climate advice tailored especially for low-income 

households, energy tariffs to incentivise energy saving, and mobility services to promote 

multimodality and more sustainable mobility routines. 

 



5. Results 

In this section, we first analyse in more detail the processes and styles of scaling up based on the 

typology by Naber et al. [13], summarized in Table 2. Second, we discuss the work involved in each 

initiative, which we classify to work to make the practice transferrable, work to gain allies and 

resonance for the practice, and work to shape the conditions for scaling up. 

5.1. Processes and styles of scaling up 

5.1.1. Growing 

Attempts to promote growing in the form of direct diffusion were visible in some, but not all projects. 

To support growing, alternative practices were disseminated in the form of social media posts, blog 

stories, videos, recipes or talks at events. In CONSENSUS, it was noted that the simplest interventions 

were often the most successful, as they were easy to try out and communicate, and simple for other 

households to copy:  

‘[…] it was often the most simple interventions – such as a ‘eat-me-first’ box in the fridge in 

combination with information about food waste […] and the hypothetical increase in food waste costs 

[…] that householders embedded in their daily routines. These required little investment in time and 

resources as well as low levels of skill acquisition’ (CONSENSUS project manager) 

As an example of the scale of uptake, the ‘how-to’ videos posted by the Ilmastotreeni project in their 

website were viewed, on average100 times each during the first six months [60] and 14 news articles 

or stories were made about Tulevaisuuden kotitalous by both regional and national news [75]. 

Involving ‘ordinary’ people to interview and stories that people can relate to made these projects 

appealing for conventional media. In addition to published stories of ‘how they did it’, the 

Klimafamiljer families, for instance, organised events and made appearances at town events, together 

with the local Mayor [83].  

5.1.2. Replication 

Five out of six cases increased their number of participants through replication, in subsequent 

projects. Often, the organizers of the first intervention teamed up with new organizers for another, 

often larger project. For example, core ideas from the CONSENSUS project were replicated in a 

European research project (ENERGISE) involving more than 300 households, even though this new 

project focussed on different practices than the original project. Similarly, a partner in the KlimaAlltag 

project, the regional consumer advice centre Verbraucherzentrale Nordrhein-Westfalen, started a 



larger project together with other regional advice centres in ten municipalities across Germany. 

Additionally, the project resulted in two projects by other research groups, with about 100 participants 

each, in Frankfurt and Berlin. Tulevaisuuden kotitalous resulted in several similar projects in Finland 

reaching approximately 250 households by the end of year 2019, and resulting in an international 

project involving several countries and aiming to recruit 70,000 participants.  

Replication also happened via existing networks. The Ilmastotreeni concept has been taken forward 

by the regional Climate Info advice service in the form of a web page where anyone can register for 

four-week climate training. The website also has an educational platform as well as a web course on 

sustainable living. The Energiesuffizienz project initiated several ensuing projects and networks on 

energy sufficiency, and energy sufficiency became one of the concepts used by energy advisors 

working with the support of the federal government’s National Climate Initiative. These observations 

suggest that the first projects are often about learning to conduct the intervention (cf. [13]), and 

subsequent projects can have larger scales and involve larger numbers of organisers and participants. 

5.1.3. Accumulation 

Accumulation was a central part of several PBIs, in particular ones that were embedded in, and aimed 

to support, local sustainable development initiatives. Examples of accumulation included, e.g., 

integration into civil society campaigns on mobility and climate friendly food, energy advice and 

energy-saving tariffs provided by energy companies, and climate advice provided by regional 

consumer advice centres (Ilmastotreeni, KlimaAlltag). In these, it was not so much the practices of 

original participants, but rather the (simple, but unconventional) way of working that was adopted by 

other organisations:  

‘Build up a dialogue to give people the opportunity to change something, question routines, try to 

make experiments, try to do something different and collect people’s experiences’ (KlimaAlltag 

project manager). 

Accumulation could also occur by building links to energy co-operatives, the professional practice of 

designers and design students, as well as integration into urban planning guidelines, as in the 

Energiesuffizienz project. In Ilmastotreeni, practice change was linked to the development of energy 

monitoring and saving devices, as well as to product and marketing development of alternative 

mobility (e.g., cargo bikes, folding bikes) and meal services (e.g., home delivered meal ingredient 

packages). 

5.1.4. Transformation 



All projects aimed at some degree of transformation, or institutional change, at a minimum to convey 

the message that change toward more sustainable practices is possible. Some, like Ilmastotreeni, as 

part of the broader initiative, aimed mainly to change such local institutions as urban planning 

regulations, though successes were rather small-scale (e.g., improved parking for cargo bikes). Also, 

Tulevaisuuden kotitalous organised a final event with the aim to engage stakeholders in both public 

and private sectors to embed “sustainable lifestyles thinking” in their practices, however, it is difficult 

to estimate whether the event had any concrete outcomes. 

Others, like Energiesuffizienz, developed detailed policy proposals, for example, for national energy 

sufficiency [71] and sustainable housing policies [73], thus intensifying the debate on the need for 

sufficiency policies. Also the CONSENSUS project developed recommendations for sustainable 

consumption policy, focusing on particular sectors (such as teleworking) and levels of government 

(such as local authorities), but also on a more general, agenda-setting level. Examples of successes 

mentioned included influencing national energy and water policies to include notions of sufficiency 

and practice change (CONSENSUS) and inclusion of funding for practice change initiatives in 

national funding schemes (KlimaAlltag). 

Table 2. Summary of the types of scaling up observed 

Name  Types of scaling up observed 

Ilmastotreeni  Growing: Sharing of experiences via videos and blogs 

Replication: Some aspects replicated in web platform format 

Accumulation: Linking to a larger urban redevelopment project, inclusion in design 

and marketing of alternative services  

CONSENSUS  Accumulation: Part of broader research project including large-scale surveys as well 

as collaborative backcasting and scenario development with users 

Replication: Leading to a large European project in eight countries 

Transformation: Reshaping policy concepts and measures for sustainable 

consumption 

Energiesuffizienz  Accumulation: Linking to sustainable service design, integration into urban 

planning guidelines 

Replication: several ensuing projects  

Transformation: Concrete manifestation of energy sufficiency concept served to 

diffuse the concept in the research, practice and policy communities and project 

funding criteria, influence on national policy formulation and regional energy 

advice 

Tulevaisuuden 

kotitalous 

Growing: Sharing of experiences via social and local media 

Accumulation: Part of regional programme 

Replication: Several subsequent projects, eventually at a much larger international 

scale 



Transformation: Opportunities and barriers to change communicated to policy 

makers 

KlimaAlltag Accumulation: Engagement of climate advisors and city agencies and utilities 

Replication: Similar projects in other cities 

Transformation: Changes in the structure of energy advice provision, fine-tuning of 

energy tariff structures, changes in criteria of funding bodies 

Klimafamilier  Growing: Active co-design by households (e.g., a cookbook), sharing experience 

with other citizens  

 

5.2. Work to make alternative practices scalable 

5.2.1. Work to make the practices transferable,  

All interventions anticipated the need to transfer lessons learned in their project to a wider audience. 

Effort was devoted to make the lessons learned in the intervention transferable via videos, blogs and 

other elements that were easy and attractive to communicate in the media, such as carbon footprints 

and stories of the participants’ experiences in Tulevaisuuden kotitalous, ‘self-help’ material as in 

KlimaAlltag, online videos produced by the Ilmastotreeni households, or a cookbook produced by 

the Klimafamiljer families. In several projects, the households were made ‘climate heroes’ whose 

stories everyone could identify with. This is also illustrated by the ways the interventions were 

described as examples, showcases and testbeds, or as discussion starters or ‘food for thought’. 

Although the role of the participants in sharing their experiences via different media, thus contributing 

to diffusion, was important in almost all of the projects, in some cases (such as Tulevaisuuden 

kotitalous), the households gained little support for dissemination activities and some of them felt 

rather helpless in this regard [28]. Similarly, Klimafamiljer households were very engaged in the 

project but encountered continuation problems in support from the local government [83, 84]. For 

practices to become transferable, active work was thus required also outside the participating 

households.  

Our findings suggest that transferable tools and concepts (such as guidebooks, planning templates or 

visualisations ‘formalizing’ the practice [41]) were more easily taken up if they were developed 

together with participants and other stakeholders. For example, in KlimaAlltag, training was 

organised and networks created with existing consumer advice bodies, which had previously 

organized advice separately for e.g. energy and nutrition, in order to codify the concept into a manual 

for holistic climate advice. In Energiesuffizienz, various stakeholders, such as policy makers, city 

administration, businesses and citizens, were involved from the beginning in co-defining, and further 

co-developing, the concept of energy sufficiency and workshops were organised to co-design the 



policy packages and instruments to contribute to sufficiency practices. Students from design and 

architecture engaged representatives from local administration in order to gain proponents and 

multipliers for their new ideas and to develop them further. Indeed, one of the aims of the project was 

to ‘develop and support “islands” with pioneers, who create different new models and can become 

multipliers’ [71]. Work to make alternative practices transferable is very much related to work to gain 

allies and cultural resonance, presented in the following, and in some occasions they are overlapping. 

5.2.2. Work to gain allies and cultural resonance 

Almost all projects recognised the need to identify and engage stakeholders early on in order to gain 

allies, in line with the previous work highlighting the importance of networks [34]. Yet, the strategies 

to achieve this goal were very diverse. There were a large number of collaborators and stakeholders 

in all projects except in Klimafamiljer, in which the only actors involved were the municipality and 

the families – and in which the scaling up was limited to growing, in Naber’s et al. terms [13]. Other 

projects, in turn, addressed rather diverse sets of stakeholders, including businesses, utilities, local 

and national administrations and NGOs, with the aim of linking alternative practices with wider 

systems (cf [5]). KlimaAlltag, for example, actively engaged specific practitioners throughout the 

research, developing the professional practice of local consumer advisors toward a climate focus, 

urban planners, facility managers and utilities in a more user-friendly direction, gaining proponents 

for multiplying the lessons of how everyday practices can take form in a climate friendly way [79]. 

In Ilmastotreeni and Tulevaisuuden kotitalous, the local companies were seen as relevant 

stakeholders, as they were able to test their products and services with the households, and in this 

sense, the intervention also served to get business on board in the long term:  

‘Funding [from external source] made it possible to have companies on board to provide services 

such as home delivery of food or a car sharing service for households to test for free. This kind of 

funding has not been available in later projects, but on the other hand, the experiences from the 

first project have encouraged companies to join even without reimbursement. The companies also 

receive valuable feedback from households and can improve their services.’ (Tulevaisuuden 

kotitalous project manager) 

Other projects, like CONSENSUS and Energiesuffizienz, focused more on the development of 

nationwide cultural resonance and legitimacy. For example, in CONSENSUS, topical concerns over 

economic adversity and quality of life were identified as creating resonance for discussions about 

different, less resource-intensive ways of life [65]. However, such deep-seated questioning of basic 

assumptions about well-being was rare at the time. Despite the household-level action, national and 



local policy makers were the main addressees for introducing institutional change and the project also 

included regular face-to-face interactions with policy makers [66]. CONSENSUS was particularly 

interested in promoting conceptual utilisation, such as awakening the imagination of policy makers 

to the possibility of complementing efficiency targets with goals for a cultural change in everyday 

consumption practices. KlimaAlltag, in turn, gained resonance in the national policy debate 

concerning Germany’s nuclear phase out and a search for ways to put it into practice in the everyday 

life of ordinary people, illustrating the significance of political, policy and media practices, and their 

temporal dynamics, for interventions:  

‘This genre is very popular in Germany, I would call it Ratgeber (self-help), how to improve 

your life, how to change. This is very attractive to the media. This was what they found 

attractive, as well […] as the connection to the ongoing political debate on nuclear, the energy 

turnaround (Energiewende), and finding ways to bring back the discussion from the technical 

side to the everyday and mundane – these made our project very attractive.’ (KlimaAlltag 

project manager) 

However, several projects sought resonance with the cultural values of a rather narrow group of 

stakeholders. As one example, Ilmastotreeni developed cultural resonance and legitimacy within a 

small circle – in this case, of modern urbanites – but the PBI experiences mostly failed to 

communicate credibly with more conservative residents, businesses, building owners and city 

officials outside of the project’s direct sphere of influence [60]. KlimaAlltag was the only intervention 

among our cases that explicitly focused on low-income households. Moreover, we found only few 

examples of attempts to develop legitimacy in other areas besides sustainability concerns, apart from 

the following observation: 

‘Through sufficiency one doesn’t need to create more work for households, one could actually 

reduce the burden of housework practices and, at the same time, save energy.’ 

(EnergieSuffizienz project manager) 

The types of cultural values that interventions draw on can reflect on the kinds of allies they 

manage to engage, and vice versa. Work with a limited group of dedicated allies can give 

interventions a good start, but can turn into a barrier for scaling up if only pre-existing networks 

are engaged. Gaining broader resonance – for example, with low-income households or people 

with other immediate concerns except for sustainability – may require input from different kinds 

of allies. This highlights the challenges of reinventing practices in new contexts without devoted 

allies (cf [13]). 



5.2.3. Work to shape the conditions for scaling up 

PBIs go against the grain of current technical, commercial and political systems, and therefore they 

naturally encounter resistance when attempting to gain transformation on a wider scope. However, 

within the prevailing system, there are more or less protected spaces where new ideas and practices 

can grow. In our data, all projects paid attention to finding (at least local) contexts where problem 

awareness and political opportunities allow for policy change. Timing was considered essential, either 

supporting the project or forcing it to change focus. For example, CONSENSUS gained funding as 

the global recession of 2008 hit in Ireland. While the project funding itself was not impacted 

negatively, austerity measures affected the project focus and shaped both householders’ responses to 

the engagement and policy makers’ interest and engagement in the research conducted. However, the 

research also became more topical with respect to the government seeking to be more resource 

efficient, but it also made policy makers (as well as households) cautious about promoting frugality:  

‘While the proposal had focused on the consumption challenges resulting from a period of 

abundance, the application took place under conditions of austerity that endured for a decade 

and which covered the research period. Indeed, austerity measures around water charges, for 

example, materially affected the project focus and shaped both householders’ responses to the 

engagement and policy makers’ interest and engagement in the research.’ (CONSENSUS 

project manager) 

These observations suggest that project leaders can enhance the intervention’s fit with its environment 

by adapting the intervention to changing conditions. We also found some examples of work by project 

teams to identify crises and tensions in the dominant institutions, as well as complementary trends 

and innovations that open up windows of opportunity (cf [34]). Energiesuffizienz, KlimaAlltag and 

Tulevaisuuden kotitalous managed to exploit the beneficial conditions and rising climate policy 

interest, thus creating a positive spin leading to further initiatives. Windows of opportunity could also 

be supported by complementary innovations, as in Ilmastotreeni, where experimentation with 

practice-based change was linked to experimentation with, for example, smart energy devices, PV 

installations in apartment buildings and energy renovation services. More explicitly, the back-casting 

exercise in the CONSENSUS project elaborated Transitions Frameworks, which identified both policy 

measures and current innovative trends that might support the envisaged transitions [62]. Overall, 

these served to communicate that transitions in consumption are lengthy processes that require a long-

term, collaborative approach [66]. 



Based on our empirical examination of the PBIs, we complement the conceptual framework by adding 

the types of work needed to scale up that occur in parallel with processes of scaling up (in Figure 2, 

Box IV). 

 

Figure 2. Empirically elaborated framework for investigating the scaling up of alternative practices 

 

6. Discussion 

Our analysis shows that the PBIs clearly served their purpose in proposing solutions to facilitating 

practice change, influencing problem awareness, identifying barriers to change, and highlighting the 

relationship between consumption, production and policy practices. In many cases, they could 

demonstrate the interlinkages between technologies, infrastructures, social norms and skills in 

alternative practices (see also [32]). They also managed to disseminate novel ideas such as energy 

sufficiency or sustainable lifestyles, leading to a number of new initiatives in new contexts. By co-

creating alternative practices together with households and other actors, the PBIs made change more 

doable and accessible for practitioners and policy makers promoting sustainable consumption. 

Addressing practices and the ways they are instituted and embedded in wider systems [5] can also 

support the identification of root causes and critical problems of ongoing transition, supplementing 

the existing approaches in policy interventions [85]. However, the findings illustrate how the 

utilization of PBI results requires many types of work from their organizers.  

All of our cases of PBIs engaged in proximate work to make the alternative practices transferable, 

and this was clearly what the project managers knew best how to do. They were good at creating tips, 

advice pages, videos, blog posts, manuals, training programmes and online courses, often working in 

collaboration with households, to objectify and formalize elements of practice to enable their 

reinvention in other contexts [39-41]. In addition, they were all proficient in involving the 

participating households in co-designing the intervention in order to embed research ideas into local 



people’s concerns and practices. Nevertheless, the unmet expectations regarding peer diffusion from 

the participating households to other households in some of the interventions underline how 

articulating alternative practices or ‘new normals’ can be much more difficult than, for example, 

advertising new technical innovations [47]. 

Rather than direct diffusion, our cases confirm the need for reinvention of practices when they are 

transferred to new sites, thus emphasising the spatio-temporal grounding of the alternative practices 

[36, 38, 86]. In order to spur such reinvention, the interventions needed to gain allies and professional 

networks to carry and refine knowledge, techniques, procedures and rhetoric concerning the 

innovation, as well as to develop cultural resonance for the alternative practices. Moreover, 

practitioners and policy makers needed to be closely involved in PBIs in order for them to shape the 

conditions for scaling up and lead to institutional change (see also [49]). There were differences 

among the case interventions in how they engaged stakeholders and worked to gain proponents to 

multiply and reinvent the alternative practices, for example, by involving various local and national 

government agencies. Successful cases sparked the imagination of (local) government officials and 

agencies through the performance of PBIs, and by actively involving agencies and their concerns, 

rendered new and different combinations of everyday practices more credible, legitimate and feasible 

for policy support. These findings highlight the need to address the interlinkages between practices 

of consumption and those of supply, policy and governance, when scaling up alternative practices 

(see also [5, 30]). More practically, they also suggest that PBI organisers might benefit from thinking 

in terms of allies, rather than just stakeholders, by actively identifying who or what needs to change 

for alternative practices to mainstream [27] and engaging potential multipliers and service providers 

as partners from the start. 

It is very difficult for projects with external research funding and a limited timespan to hit the exact 

right time when there is a confluence of problems, opportunities and solutions. Some of the PBIs 

covered herein were rather short-term and subject to collective temporal dynamics (see also [86]. 

Therefore, continuity was identified as critical, either in the form of creating some kind of stable 

community that carries the development forward, by consolidating the alternative practices in 

roadmaps and guidebooks for particular users, or in terms of new research projects. In new projects, 

the involvement of practitioners from the start seems to be critical, as well as the creation of concrete 

steps and skills for the stakeholders to provide direction for future behaviour. However, not all PBIs 

left a legacy of concrete steps (e.g., a roadmap) for the stakeholders on how to proceed, although 

these kinds of tools were identified as essential for alternative practices to take root. We could also 

identify several new projects that had gained inspiration from the interventions under study. Many of 



these were similar in size to the original intervention, but there were also examples where the 

intervention was replicated in new countries, on a much larger scale and even on sites where previous 

experience of such PBI is lacking.  

The framework by Naber et al. [13] was originally developed for innovations with a stronger technical 

component (smart grid initiatives). However, it offered valuable insights for investigating practice-

based interventions, which were not focused on particular technologies but combinations of 

household practices. Our framework for analyzing the work on the ground performed by intervention 

organizers together with participants and stakeholders offers additional insights on processes of 

scaling up, and the kinds of resources and skills this requires. Our conceptual framework allowed us, 

for example, to identify how some interventions focused on “growing”, which might not be the 

primary pathway for alternative practices to gain ground in a largely unsupportive institutional 

environment. However, we also noticed that some of the measures taken by intervention organizers 

to support “growing” were actually important for gaining allies and making the alternative practices 

transferable. Our conceptual framework also highlighted the importance of gaining allies in order to 

allow the interventions a longer period of time to attempt to scale up, and wait for better temporal 

conditions for scaling up. In this way, we offer more specificity to the concepts of networking and 

learning, which are popular in the SNM literature underlying the framework by Naber et al. [13]. 

There are some obvious limitations to our study. We have only been able to investigate the process 

of scaling up, whereas the identification of outcomes would require a long-term historical analysis, 

and would still involve uncertainties in attributing changes to our case initiatives [57]. Further 

elaboration of the framework proposed by Naber et al. [13], as well as our own categories of 

institutional work for scaling up interventions, could extend to conceptualizing outcomes, and relating 

processes more firmly to outcomes, once more long-term historical data becomes available. We also 

have not been able to investigate the scaling up of entire practices, but rather various elements of 

alternative practices and intervention components. Moreover, since our empirical data are limited and 

based on only six in-depth case studies of European PBIs, further research is needed to validate our 

framework of processes of scaling up with larger datasets and beyond the European context. We also 

acknowledge that we have taken the intervention organizers’ perspective, rather than that of 

participants or the practices themselves. This has been necessary in order to offer wide learning points 

and help demonstrate the work necessary – and feasible – towards mainstreaming alternative 

practices.  

 



7. Conclusions 

 

In this article, we have combined insights from SPT, SNM and IE to construct a conceptual 

framework for studying processes and the work involved in scaling up alternative practices that aim 

to achieve reductions in everyday energy use, taking part in the discussion on how interventions might 

contribute to deep changes in consumption and thus to sustainable energy transitions. To empirically 

validate and complement the conceptual framework, we conducted a multiple-case study on six 

European practice-based-interventions (PBIs). We find that work involved in scaling up includes 

work to make the practice transferrable, work to gain allies and resonance for the practice, and work 

to shape the conditions for scaling up. 

The results and the conceptual framework presented in this article offer insights for practitioners for 

planning and implementing interventions, and for addressing the contingency and uncertainty of 

scaling up from small-scale initiatives as our empirical analysis indicated that there is identifiable 

work that PBIs can do to increase their chances of scaling up. Our observations highlight the 

importance of engaging a diverse range of people and social groups in PBIs, and, in particular, in the 

way project findings are communicated. Our cases also illustrate the significance of developing 

alliances and networks beyond the participating households for continuity.   

Our findings underline the need for a more fine-grained analysis of stakeholder participation: are 

stakeholders just ‘bystanders’ or do they find a genuine role for themselves as allies in scaling up 

alternative practices? Continual engagement of researchers or a full handover of a project to 

participants and practitioners, who can bide their time and make repeated attempts toward 

institutional change, can be one form of durable legacy. Indeed, the importance of involving 

practitioners and policy makers from the start, with a plan for subsequent hand-over, is the most 

important recommendation arising from our research as a precondition for successful scaling up and 

mainstreaming of alternative practices.  

In conclusion, while the conceptual framework presented in this paper will serve as a valuable 

resource for future research on sustainable energy transition, our empirical analysis of case studies 

should support in bringing us all, researchers and practitioners, closer to scaling up of alternative, 

energy saving practices in the future. 
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