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Abstract 
Policy pathways that prioritise absolute energy demand reductions are the only pathways currently available that 
meet 1.5oC targets without relying on negative emissions technologies. In the energy sector, readily available 
technologies and programs consistent with demand reduction pathways (e.g. retrofits, public and active 
transportation, consumer goods standards and repair) are proven, readily available, and often have high levels of 
social support because they produce significant social and environmental co-benefits. Yet these solutions often 
seem politically infeasible at scale in many countries, or they remain a much lower priority than supply-side 
policies. The political (in)feasibility of systematic energy demand reduction remains one of the main 
impediments for progress toward 1.5oC targets. 
 
Despite its key role, political feasibility remains poorly theorised, especially for energy demand reduction. This 
paper unpacks the question of the political feasibility of energy demand reduction by reviewing existing 
perspectives on political feasibility and highlighting strengths and gaps. We develop an understanding of 
political feasibility specifically for energy demand reduction, develop an approach of analysing the concept, and 
then unpack three interacting drivers that we feel offer strong explanatory value for understanding the political 
feasibility of demand reduction: economic incentive structures and temporal and material infrastructures.  

Introduction 
Policy pathways that prioritise absolute energy demand reductions are the only pathways currently available that 
meet 1.5oC targets without relying on underdeveloped negative emissions technologies (Grubler et al., 2018; 
Creutzig et al., 2022a; Barrett et al., 2022). These pathways rely upon existing, technologically ready solutions 
(Hickel et al., 2021; Keyßer & Lenzen, 2021; van Vuuren et al., 2018). In the energy sector, many technologies 
and programs consistent with demand reduction pathways (e.g. retrofits, public and active transportation, 
consumer goods standards and repair) are proven, readily available, and often – although not always – have high 
levels of social support because they produce significant social and environmental co-benefits (Lage et al., 
2023). Yet these solutions often seem politically infeasible at scale in many countries, or they remain a much 
lower priority than supply-side policies. The political (in)feasibility of systematic energy demand reduction is 
thus one of the main impediments for progress toward 1.5oC targets (Jewell & Cherp, 2020). 
 
Despite its key role, political feasibility remains poorly theorised, and there is limited consensus regarding what 
it entails (Gilabert & Lawford-Smith, 2012). This is especially true when examining political feasibility 
specifically for energy demand reduction. Foundational work from political science in the 1970 and 1980s 
elaborates the basic concept as “satisfying all relevant constraints” (Majone, 1975, p. 810; Webber, 1986). More 
recent work examines political feasibility as an amalgam of economic, social, technical and other kinds of 
feasibility and focuses on the capacity to realise policy outcomes (Bolwig et al., 2020; Cherp et al., 2018; Jewell 
& Cherp, 2020). However, these general categories provide unsatisfactory guidance for resolving the lack of 
political uptake of demand reduction solutions. 
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This paper unpacks the question of the political feasibility of energy demand reduction by drawing on conceptual 
arguments. We review existing perspectives on political feasibility, and highlight strengths and gaps. Using this 
grounding, we develop an approach to political feasibility specifically for energy demand reduction. We then 
provide a framework for analysis of feasibility, and unpack constituent interacting drivers, with a specific focus 
on economic incentive structures and temporal and material infrastructures (i.e. time availability and material 
constraints) – identified as key areas of study from our ongoing work. We close with initial policy 
recommendations, and recommendations for further opening up this crucial area of academic inquiry. 

Mapping the conceptual space: perspectives on political feasibility 
Feasibility is the ‘capability of being done, accomplished or carried out’, in other words, of being ‘possible or 
practicable’ (Oxford English Dictionary). It is inherently complex, not least because it pertains to a state of 
affairs which, by definition, does not currently exist. Placed in conjunction with the term ‘political’, which is 
itself contentious and marked by multiple meanings, including that associated with the administration of a state, 
the interests of particular parties, and the conduct of authority, governance and power in general, it is little 
wonder that the concept of political feasibility is used in a variety of ways, in a variety of contexts.  
  
This ambiguity is one reason that scholars in the political sciences have attempted to better define and elaborate 
the term. For example, Gilabert and Lawford-Smith (2012) recognise that disagreements between scholars about 
what is feasible and what is not can be traced to this ambiguity, and this in turn stands in the way of more 
coherent theorisation. Earlier scholars were also motivated by the practical role that systematic political 
feasibility analysis could potentially play in the policy making process alongside more routine technical and 
economic analysis of policy proposals (Majone, 1975; Webber, 1986). More recently, the term has also featured 
in discussion of the real-world feasibility of climate change mitigation pathways which integrated assessment 
models determine to be technically and economically feasible (Jewell & Cherp, 2020). 
 
Yet as Majone (1975) notes, the imprecision surrounding the term matters beyond questions of theorisation and 
scholarly analysis: it has direct policy implications insofar as it is used without careful definition and reasoning to 
inform decision-making. Political feasibility is in this sense a performative concept, prone to ‘misuse’ for 
ideological and instrumental reasons, either to defend the status quo or a particular course of action, or otherwise 
simplify policy problems by reading political constraints into a situation that may be much more flexible and 
fluid (Majone, 1975). This is apparent in literature examining climate solutions where technical solutions are 
presented, but adoption and implementation are hindered by “political feasibility” (Creutzig et al., 2022). As 
Gilabert and Lawson-Smith (2012) observe, there is a balance to be struck between understanding the impact of 
constraints and reifying, or capitulating, to them. After all, they argue, “a central role of political deliberation is 
to imagine ways in which current economic, institutional and cultural configurations can be changed so that 
allegedly infeasible but highly desirable improvements are introduced” (Gilabert & Lawford-Smith, 2012, p. 
814).  
 
It is in this spirit that we proceed in this paper: our aim is to better understand how meaningful energy demand 
reduction can be realised (as a desirable improvement). In this, political feasibility emerges as a concept of 
pivotal interest and importance, not only for the prospect of an improved analysis of the political space and 
constraints, but also out of an awareness of the significant role that the concept plays in practice. For the most 
part, however, we focus on the former, analytical objective. In the following sections we outline prominent 
definitions of political feasibility from the political science literature, and identify important differences.  

Feasibility of what? Policy adoption, policy goals and states of affairs 
In earlier contributions, political feasibility is seen as a property of a policy proposal (Majone, 1975), and the 
analysis of political feasibility is positioned in analogy to the technical and economic analysis that is routinely 
undertaken by policymakers. Whereas this focuses on the practicality of a policy in terms of costs, economic 
impacts, and the likelihood of successfully achieving the policy goal in technical terms, both Majone (1975) and 
Webber (1986) identify the additional need for systemic analysis of the contextual political constraints relevant 
to the policy in question. Webber (1986) argues that such evaluations are usually left to the subjective judgement 
of politicians themselves, which might lead to a rejection of a proposal, even after considerable work has gone 
into designing it and evaluating other aspects of its feasibility. The value of doing this earlier in the process, and 
following a more systematic and objective method, Webber (1986) suggests, is that it allows for alternative 
policy formulations to be explored and evaluated against political constraints, improving their design and 
likelihood of successful implementation.  
 
According to Majone (1975, p. 261) “a policy is said to be feasible insofar as it satisfies all the constraints of the 
problem which it tries to solve”. Politically feasibility therefore refers to the “political obstacles that have to be 
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taken into consideration in the making and implementation of any policy” (1975, p. 265, emphasis added). To 
say a policy is “politically infeasible means that lack of political resources, the “intractability of institutions”…, 
distributional considerations, procedural obstacles, or other limiting factors of similar character, prevent the 
realization of the proposed course of action” (Majone, 1975, p. 261). Whilst there is inevitably debate about 
what constitutes a political constraint, and whilst it may not be possible to specify them with as much precision 
as technical or economic constraints, Majone (1975) argues that this makes it all the more important to recognise 
such uncertainties and look for evidence so that such factors might be more clearly and explicitly examined. He 
identifies political constraints in three broad categories: political resources, such as the level of support across 
the policymaking process; distributional constraints, relating to the permissible distribution of benefits and costs 
of a policy, and organisational and administrative constraints associated with institutional frameworks.  
 
Webber (1986) similarly identifies the need for systematic analysis of political feasibility in real-world policy 
making, but his discussion of the concept places more emphasis on the policy making process itself. To Webber, 
political feasibility concerns the “likely resolution of a policy as it works its way through the policy process” 
(1986, p. 545). This much more clearly brings into the remit of analysis not only the political obstacles affecting 
the implementation and realisation of a policy proposal, but also the making of the policy. Thus, to Webber 
political feasibility involves actors and events at each stage of the policy cycle, ranging from agenda-setting 
(where problems are defined), formulation (where goals and policy tools are identified), legitimation (where 
support is mobilised) and implementation, right the way through to evaluation and revision or termination 
(where likelihood of ‘success’ depends on the definition and adoption of evaluative criteria, so affecting initial 
policy adoption and similar future policies). He identifies feasibility factors at each stage, including “ripeness, 
timing, a policy window, staff support, incremental nature of the proposal, bureaucratic support, policy failure or 
dissatisfaction, decision-maker oversight, and policy consensus” (1986, p. 550). This framing recognises that an 
analysis of political feasibility will vary depending on the stage of the proposal: policy participants primarily 
interested in “an adoption victory” might be less interested in implementation or evaluation feasibility factors, 
though these still play a role a comprehensive political (in)feasibility analysis. 
 
So, it is possible to distinguish different forms and definitions of political feasibility that vary depending on the 
state of the problem or proposal and the positionality of the policy participant(s). One broadly concerns policy 
decisions and the other the realisation of those policy outcomes. Framed as two questions: 1) what is the 
feasibility of policy adoption given political constraints? 2) what is the feasibility of that policy in realising its 
objectives in the face of political constraints and conditions? This distinction is important firstly, because policy 
making is not a linear process (Howlett et al., 2009) and so there is likely to be interaction between these forms 
of feasibility, and secondly, because some definitions of political feasibility are aligned more with one of these 
definitions than the other. For our interests in analysing political feasibility of and for energy demand reduction, 
both questions are relevant. We will return to these distinctions.   
 
In another major contribution, Gilabert and Lawford-Smith (2012) take up the debate on political feasibility, not 
so much to develop a framework for practical application, although they note the practical significance, but 
rather to improve its theorisation within political theory. They propose a formulation of the concept rooted in 
specified relations between actors, actions and outcomes in a particular context. A political state of affairs can be 
considered as feasible if there is a reasonable likelihood that a specified actor(s) can bring about an outcome in a 
given circumstance by undertaking a specified course of action. This formulation decentres feasibility of the 
policy proposal itself; instead, the referent of feasibility becomes a state of affairs. This provides opportunities to 
reframe questions about political feasibility. We can add to the above a third feasibility question: 3) what is the 
feasibility (or likelihood) that political actors can bring about a particular situation through (or for) a specified 
policy, given their scope for action and the context in which they are working? 
 
Along these lines, Jewell and Cherp (2020) draw on Gilabert and Lawford-Smith (2012) to analyse the 
feasibility that political action will achieve the aim of limiting global warming to 1.5°C. Their working of 
political feasibility therefore is not about the prospects for realising a particular policy, nor its adoption, but 
rather about the political capacities to undertake (whole sets) of actions that will bring about (global) desired 
outcomes. Jewell and Cherp (2020) analyse this in terms of the interactions between economic and political costs 
and the capacities of actors to bear them. There is a wider literature on similar questions of state capacity and 
climate policy; though not articulated in terms of political feasibility (Meckling et al., 2022; Meckling & Nahm, 
2022). 

Multiple streams and political feasibility 
Recognising the interrelated nature of the conditions shaping the policy process and those shaping the realisation 
of policy outcomes, we propose an analytical frame that incorporates the interplay of these dynamics but retains 
a focus on decisions within the policy cycle. Kingdon’s (1984) multiple streams framework interprets policy 
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making as a result of the interactions between three “streams”: the problem stream, where issues are interpreted 
as problems requiring attention by policy actors; the policy stream, where possible solutions are developed to 
address problems, and; the political stream, where politicians manifest the political will to apply solutions to 
problems. When the three streams align, Kingdon defines a “window of opportunity” for realising political 
decisions. This framework has been used to understand political decision making relevant to energy and climate 
policy in, for example, the German Energiewende (Derwort et al., 2022), and carbon pricing (Brunner, 2008). 
 
The problem stream highlights that policy actor attention is finite, and that there are many potential problems to 
which governments can attend. Simply advancing an issue to the point where it is considered a “problem” can be 
a significant accomplishment for issue advocates. Problems also may drop off the agenda, as urgency fades (e.g. 
as time passes following a major climate disaster event), or government attention shifts elsewhere.  
 
In the policy stream, there is often intense contestation over the technical feasibility, normative suitability, and 
financial implications of different policy solutions (Cairney & Zahariadis, 2016). There are also often latent 
interest groups with ‘solutions awaiting a problem’ who propose specific ideological approaches to problems 
(e.g. the questionably practical use of hydrogen for home heating). Kingdon (1984) refers to a “policy primordial 
soup” where different options are considered, modified, combined, and shaped into coherent solution sets. 
However, this terminology masks a complex set of contested politics that is shaped by elite power structures, 
advocacy coalitions, lobbying, and values debates. 
 
The political stream represents shifting and often idiosyncratic political decision-making processes. Decisions in 
the political stream very much depend on relational factors, influence networks, and ideological positioning. 
Kingdon (1984) highlights the importance of the “national mood” in shaping political decisions but this mood – 
itself loosely conceptualised – is not deterministic as policy makers, for either entrepreneurial or other reasons, 
often make decisions that are not necessarily supported by public opinion. Much of the additional utility of the 
political stream is to provide an analytical focus on politicians as independent actors, and to help understand the 
shifting set of factors shaping decisions for a specific individual, department, or government. This helps 
highlight the distinct roles played by politicians, civil servants within government institutions, and other actors.  
 
Researchers are clear that the main barriers to the political feasibility of climate action in general (e.g. Jewell & 
Cherp, 2020), and demand reduction in particular (e.g. Creutzig et al., 2022b), are grounded in the political, here 
conceptualised as the political stream, citing evidence of both the formulation of high energy demand as a 
problem, and of the existence of a variety of policy options to address this problem. This is consistent with our 
argument that the concept of political feasibility is often used as a black box or catch all for the complex 
dynamics that – we argue - play out across the multiple streams. In other words, political feasibility is not only a 
characteristic of the political stream, or of proposed policy solutions, but also about how problems are defined, 
understood and modified. These dynamics across the streams are interrelated. Equally they are as relevant at the 
implementation stage as they are for understanding windows of opportunity for policy adoption. 

Analysing feasibility: Structures and dynamics 
While the multiple streams framework provides a useful analytical structure for breaking down analysis, as is 
evident from above, it requires additional theoretical concepts to help understand the complex dynamics that 
constitute each stream. To better understand feasibility dynamics within the multiple streams approach, 
perspectives such as advocacy coalitions (Sabatier & Weible, 2016), bureaucratic structures (Oliver et al., 2014), 
policy transfer, and relational dynamics (Middlemiss et al 2004), can help provide insights into what is 
happening in and between streams. Indeed, the literature on political feasibility, and beyond, presents a wide 
range of concepts for analysing feasibility, the relevance of which depends to some extent upon the kind of 
feasibility question being considered. For that reason, particular frameworks and additional concepts are not 
introduced in depth here. Instead, we draw out a general principle that is a useful addition to our broad analytical 
framework: that of the relationship between structures that constrain action, and the dynamics through which 
these long-term, enduring ‘constraints’ potentially evolve and change.  
 
Much of the discussion of political feasibility is rooted in the language of constraints: that is, limitations on the 
scope and freedoms of following a particular course of action through anticipating difficulties presented by the 
status quo. That could include party politics, lobby groups, media, public opinion, pressure and elections, 
economic trends, global crises and the way that current policies and institutions, markets, business models, 
labour relations, legal frameworks and so on are structured. As Gilabert and Lawford-Smith (2012) note, the 
momentum of certain trends and the inevitability of some events cannot be ignored when it comes to the 
feasibility of policy making. At the same time, they draw a distinction between hard constraints, such as biology, 
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which rule out a potential course of action, and soft constraints, such as economic, institutional and cultural 
features which makes outcomes comparatively more or less feasible. Such constraints are “soft” in the sense that 
they are potentially malleable and changeable over time. However, other bodies of research highlight the 
“longue durée” (or long-term persistence) of many cultural and institutional factors (e.g. Geels, 2002; Schot & 
Kanger, 2018) making the label of a “soft” constraint relative, rather than indicating that these can easily be 
changed.  
 
Since assessments of political feasibility largely, if not entirely, relate to “soft” though potentially enduring 
constraints that do not rule out a course of action as permanently impossible, but rather render it unlikely to be 
successful under contemporary conditions, it is important to stress the temporal shades and dynamic nature of 
feasibility. Gilabert and Lawford-Smith (2012) draw on Cohen’s (2001) notion of accessibility, as in what can be 
done from here, and the stability of the resulting outcome, as two important dimensions of feasibility. On the 
former, they also draw on Jensen (2009) to highlight that the ability to act is not limited to what can be done now 
(what is accessible now) but, rather, an actor is said to have an indirect diachronic ability if they can get 
themselves into a position to act later, by doing something else first. This might be included within what Gilabert 
and Lawford-Smith (2012) refer to as dynamic duties, focused not only on what can be done in a given context, 
but also on changing that context so that new things can be done in future. Amongst other things, this implies a 
need for greater attention within current policy making cycles to what is being made more and less possible in 
the future, particularly with respect to enduring structures that constrain, and at the same time, enable or drive 
particular forms of policy making.  

Analysing political feasibility for energy demand reduction 
In this section, we turn our attention to the structures that affect policy making for energy demand reduction, 
drawing on the conceptual mapping of political feasibility set out above. First, we consider the challenges and 
nuances specific to energy demand reduction, and the existing debate on its political feasibility. 

Efficiency, sufficiency and research gaps 
How political feasibility for energy demand reduction is conceptualised depends on how demand reduction itself 
is conceptualised as an object of feasibility. In much current political discourse, the focus is on demand 
reduction through energy efficiency. Policy tools for improving energy efficiency, namely standards, fiscal and 
financial incentives and disincentives, and information instruments, are well developed and have been 
successfully implemented (Economidou et al., 2020). Notwithstanding debate about the offshoring of 
manufacturing, energy efficiency policies have had an impact: overall energy consumption in the EU has 
declined since 2006, despite economic and population growth (Bertoldi & Mosconi, 2020). Yet researchers 
continue to identify a remaining “energy efficiency gap” between potential and actual efficiency and have 
identified economic and behavioural barriers.  
 
For instance, Fawcett and Killip (2019) examine the efforts of NGOs and trade associations to advocate for 
energy efficiency in terms of its “multiple benefits”. They found limited support, since policymakers do not start 
from the presumption that efficiency itself is a benefit; instead, it appears as a policy option only in so far as its 
financial cost-benefit analysis defines it as attractive. In another study, Rosenow and Eyre (2016) ask why a 
flagship UK policy, the Green Deal, which was meant to transform the efficiency of the domestic housing stock 
failed. They highlight the role of political ideology, failure to engage with experts, and a massive simplification 
of the problem it set out to solve, neglecting decades of research into the barriers faced by efficiency policies. In 
other words, failings across the political, policy and problem streams combined to undermine the design and 
implementation of the policy. 
 
Such research engages with questions of governance. As Marsden and Reardon (2017) have argued for transport 
research, which is likely to apply across energy research more widely, the majority of policy research focuses on 
tools for policy makers and the provision of quantitative evidence as a basis for policy design, with relatively 
little engagement with either policymakers themselves or real-world policy examples. They argue that greater 
attention to the governance context and to questions of power, resources and legitimacy are important if research 
is to actually connect to these realities, and also if it is to understand the potential for future policy pathways. 
Whilst much work within energy policy research may address some political constraints, especially institutional 
barriers in the adoption of energy efficiency measures, and failures of policies to achieve anticipated outcomes, a 
broader engagement with other aspects of political feasibility is missing.   
 
There is therefore a need for insights to continue to improve the design of efficiency policies. However, another 
step is also needed, which is taken by a notably smaller, yet growing, corpus of research: to engage with the 
policymaking process in order to better understand how demand reduction policies that move beyond efficiency 
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and target deeper systemic and behavioural changes might be adopted and designed in practice. An efficiency 
framing tends to view the problem as technical and leaves aside wider structural questions that relate to the way 
patterns of production and consumption are socially and culturally constructed and organised (Shove, 2018). 
Moreover, there is increasing recognition that while efficiency solutions are important, they do not reduce 
demand sufficiently to meet levels of carbon reduction consistent with a 1.5°C climate target  (Keyßer & 
Lenzen, 2021, Barrett et al, 2022, Creutzig et al, 2022b). For instance, Barrett et al (2022) analyse scenarios for 
UK energy demand reduction up to 2050 and suggest that current policies would deliver only 5% reduction in 
energy use, which makes net zero targets unattainable. They show that more significant reductions in energy 
demand are possible, but require improvements in efficiency and through social changes that affect the demand 
for energy services, making it much more likely that demand reduction targets would be met. Yet, there is a 
literature gap on the range of policy interventions required to deliver significantly lower energy futures (Eyre et 
al., 2022). 
 
Changes in the demand for energy services beyond efficiency can be broadly categorised as sufficiency. Such 
solutions are more likely to require deeper behavioural, social and political change, which has, to date, made 
them unpopular with politicians and civil servants. Interestingly, sufficiency policies are more accepted within 
deliberative public forums (Lage et al., 2023). They are also subject to increasing academic debate and, 
following the 2022 energy crisis, their political acceptability appears to be changing in some countries (e.g. 
France’s adoption of an ‘energy sobriety’ strategy). 
 
Nevertheless, sufficiency represents a substantial change from the enduring socioeconomic and political status 
quo. A useful perspective on political feasibility for energy demand reduction, including sufficiency, thus 
requires attention to enduring structures that affect the policy cycle stages focused on problem framing and 
solution development in addition to policy adoption and implementation. That is, sufficiency solutions need to 
be framed effectively in order to secure enough political support to make it to the implementation stage. They 
thus require more policy ‘work’ than efficiency solutions, which fit better within existing policy patterns and 
mainstream objectives of policy makers. This analytical requirement lends itself more to Webber’s (1986) 
perspective that feasibility is a product of the entire policy cycle, but also integrates advances in understanding 
from later conceptualisations of political feasibility for climate action (Jewell and Cherp, 2020; Freeman 2021) 
that direct attention to the specific dynamics that affect whether political outcomes are realised.  
 
Consistent with this, our approach to political feasibility for the remainder of this paper shifts analysis away 
from assessments of whether specific demand reduction approaches are feasible or not, and onto the ways that 
deeper demand reduction solutions can be made more politically feasible by engaging with a set of structural 
considerations that shape political feasibility across policy streams. This has the effect of broadening out the 
analytical focus from constraints on the political feasibility of demand reduction solutions to encompass the 
enduring and engrained structures that define how problems and solutions are identified, framed and discussed. 

Political feasibility for energy demand reduction: Structural considerations 
There are a number of broad structures that affect the feasibility of policy options leading to significantly lower 
energy demand futures, and particularly those that integrate sufficiency approaches. We focus on economic 
incentive structures, and temporal and material infrastructures. This selection is informed by initial discussions 
with stakeholders as part of our ongoing and upcoming research projects. Due to space constraints, we leave 
aside for the moment cultural and normative structures that may support political feasibility for energy 
sufficiency approaches with significant co-benefits (e.g. support for retrofits for the energy poor), and crisis-
related drivers (e.g. conflict related gas shortages, climate-augmented disasters). Our focus is also motivated by 
the desire, following the conceptual mapping above, to begin to explore some of the most enduring conditions 
within which policy making takes place, thus presenting particularly challenging foci for political feasibility 
pathways. Our selection encompasses structures that are more and less obvious in their effects on policymaking 
and reflect both constraints, as the most common way that limitations of the political feasibility of energy 
demand reduction policy are discussed, as well as factors that can productively motivate action and inform how 
problems are identified and framed. We examine the impact of these factors on Kingdon’s three streams to more 
clearly map where efforts need to be made, and in what form, in order to increase the feasibility of realising 
energy demand reductions.  

Economic incentive structures  
The economic potential of particular energy efficiency solutions to return strong social outcomes while keeping 
economies stable drives decision-making across all three streams. Whether existing political and economic 
institutions can accommodate a deeper focus on sufficiency solutions which might impair economic growth 
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potential is itself a matter of increasing academic and societal debate (Hickel et al., 2021). Many sufficiency 
approaches appear, by definition, to involve a net reduction in the consumption of energy services, ostensibly 
contradicting the growth-based targets facing many government departments, and also, importantly, the profit-
focused lobbying of many powerful corporate interests. As a result, policy solutions that permanently decrease 
consumption of energy (and other resources) without also making a case for supporting or enabling economic 
growth elsewhere in the market, are unlikely to meet internal feasibility assessments, even before they are 
offered up to the political stream (Fawcett and Killip, 2019). Even in the case of energy efficiency, where 
successful policy interventions have helped to maintain growth in energy consumption across Europe over the 
last two decades, singular policy framings in terms of economic incentives also fall short: analysts have long 
recognised that the costs and benefits of efficiency investments do not always align, and even where they do, 
there are so-called market failures where anticipated changes do not always materialise (Economidou et al, 
2020).   
 
Beyond the policy stream, an economic growth-focused orientation is also embedded in the political values and 
ideology of many political parties across the economically developed world, shaping decisions in the political 
stream. As a result, energy policy is often framed to incentivise economic activity, and this can manifest a bias 
toward supply, rather than demand-side solutions, and toward necessary, but insufficient energy efficiency 
solutions. For example, reducing the energy demand of transportation is critical for meeting climate targets. This 
will require a net decrease in private car ownership, and in distances travelled, and a shift to other transportation 
modes (e.g. Grubler et al 2018). However, many programs targeting climate action in transportation frame the 
problem as supply side and focus on supporting EV diffusion, with less focus on modal or structural shifts that 
would permanently reduce energy demand.  
 
Modern economies, to greater or lesser extents depending on the context and “variety of capitalism” pursue 
economic growth through fiscal, and other policies and regulations, and work to enable an environment that 
supports profit maximisation for businesses. As a result, the policy ecosystem has institutionalised practices, 
networks and relationships that enable economic growth (Fuchs, 2007). This is apparent in the advocacy 
coalitions that inform all three streams, the regulatory systems that structure how firms operate, and the logics 
and discourses used to rationalise and justify policy positions and decisions (Lukes, 2005). Examples supporting 
these points are not hard to find and include, for example, the fossil fuel coalitions that strategically lobby the 
EU to limit climate action (Vormedal et al., 2020), the regulatory language used to maintain closed elite policy 
networks that prioritise corporate supply-side interests (Lockwood et al., 2017), and the economic growth-
focused ideology that has been problematised by literature highlighting degrowth and post-growth perspectives 
(Hickel et al., 2021; Keyßer & Lenzen, 2021).  
 
Interestingly, examining the political stream through a “national mood” lens is revealing as studies reveal high 
levels of support for many sustainability solutions (Bouman et al., 2021). While there are many solutions that 
have been politicised and are highly contested by the public (e.g. low traffic neighbourhoods, reduced meat 
diets), economic drivers frequently prevail in the political stream even when the “public mood” appears to 
support solutions that prioritise other values. This inconsistency indicates the potential value of shifting the focus 
from how prevailing economic ideology constrains the adoption of demand reduction solutions, and toward 
perspectives that presents demand reduction as a solution to a wide range of potential policy problems. Research 
on the co-benefits of demand reduction that highlight the potential of these solutions to address problems across 
health, social welfare, housing, food and other policy spheres is useful in this regard (e.g. Finn & Brockway, 
2023). 

Temporal infrastructures 
Our focus on time as a structural condition reflects our emerging insight that many sufficiency solutions for 
energy services are a) relatively time intensive compared to higher energy approaches, and b) require time and 
cognitive space to support the formation of new behaviours, routines and new kinds of policy. This short section 
introduces this structural condition as it is largely unexplored in the energy demand policy literature.  
 
The way that time is perceived and structured is important for defining options across all three problem streams. 
In general, “time poorness” is a feature of life in modern economies. This leads to an effect where time saving 
activities and technologies have the net impact of increasing energy consumption (Jalas & Juntunen, 2015). For 
example, flying consumes more energy than travelling more slowly by train. Likewise, tumble dryers are much 
more energy intensive than line drying clothing. Leisure time has decreased across the economically developed 
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world to support economic productivity, and in turn has supported uptake of highly energy intensive activities 
that have become embedded in habits, practices, and material infrastructures (discussed below), to the extent that 
they are now naturalised in our everyday lives (Brenčič & Young, 2009). This shapes problem framing, solution 
development, and political support for different approaches.  
 
Limited time, and the practices and materialities that it creates, can increase the likelihood that issues related to 
carbon intensity are viewed through an efficiency, rather than a sufficiency, lens. This reinforces drivers 
associated with economic incentives that seek to shift to less carbon intensive consumption, but without altering 
structures of consumption. Using such a lens, the carbon emissions associated with flying can be framed as a 
problem of fuel source, and not as one of travel mode. Likewise, the high energy consumption of tumble dryers 
can be framed as an issue of appliance energy efficiency or time of use pricing, rather than one of behaviour 
change to line drying. These types of framings support energy demand reduction strategies that minimise 
required behaviour changes, but also limit the potential magnitude of savings of energy demand reduction 
strategies. This in turn shapes the development of policy solutions.  
 
Research and discourse on work time reduction and four-day work weeks addresses some aspects of time as a 
driver of the political feasibility of energy demand reduction. There is a strong association between increases in 
working time and increases in energy consumption  (Brenčič & Young, 2009). While much of this research 
emphasises the impact of working time reductions on travel and workplace emissions, increased leisure time has 
secondary effects with implications for energy demand reduction. Research on those who reduce their work 
hours indicate that people use their additional discretionary time in a variety of ways including sleep, personal 
care, domestic work, socialising, hobbies, and entertainment (Nässén & Larsson, 2015). There are also quality of 
life and general well-being benefits which are likely to mean that individuals have more time for making slower 
decisions and undertaking behavioural change, although this relationship is hypothetical and requires empirical 
testing. 
 
Whilst the fact that the temporality of everyday life can be said to sustain high-energy consumption ‘norms’ has 
been noted (e.g. Shove, 2003; Jalas and Juntenen, 2015), our argument here is that the durability of such taken-
for-granted patterns is an oft-overlooked aspect of the political (in)feasibility of policies predicated upon and 
working towards alternative forms of organisation. However, in another sphere of demand-side policy 
temporality receives much more attention: demand response. Here, the objective is to smooth peaks and troughs 
in the supply of increasingly renewable energy through adapting the timing of demand. This has brought greater 
awareness of the temporal patterning of household consumption as related to time-constrained societal rhythms 
(Walker, 2014; Torriti et al., 2015) and the likely distributional impacts of dynamic energy pricing (Calver and 
Simcock, 2021). However, a similar propensity to frame problems in technological ways, as noted above, for 
instance through load automation, is increasingly driving policies and commercial innovation in the domestic 
sector (Adams et al., 2021). This conceals and sustains prevailing temporal infrastructures rather than engaging 
in forms of social re-organisation (for instance, school and workplace schedules) that might help unlock more 
sustainable demand smoothing as well as reductions in overall demand. 
 
Limitations on time availability, called time poverty in the economic literature, also impacts solution 
development in more fundamental ways. Civil servants play a significant, and usually determining, role in 
developing solutions in the policy stream. However, high demands on civil servants mean they often don’t have 
time to thoroughly research and embrace ways of thinking and doing that diverge from existing practice. 
Research examining civil servant responses to evidence indicates that part of the reason these recommendations 
are not implemented more extensively is because civil servants don’t have the time to process, understand, and 
develop effective implementation mechanisms (Oliver et al., 2014). This makes clear that the ‘primordial soup’ 
in the policy stream often reflects familiar recipes that can be quickly produced, rather than preparations that 
may better suit specific contexts but that take time and learning to prepare. 
 
Issues of time poverty are also relevant in the political stream where the role of time constraints on political 
decision making is well recognised and leads to a reliance on known networks and information sources 
(Zahariadis 2003). Across both the policy and political stream, the concept of “transaction costs” encompasses 
the idea that diverging from familiar procedures, networks and structures requires time and effort (Wood and 
Bohte 2004). This can lead to a dependence on elite networks who, as outlined above, are structurally elite 
because of their position in supporting growth-focused economies. This can lead to a bias in solutions towards 
those that maintain support for high consumption patterns. There is strong evidence that higher levels of public 



 9 

participation are important for both the quality and legitimacy of decision making (Fazey et al., 2018). However, 
time pressures at the political level often act to limit opportunities for meaningful participation, or even for 
relatively superficial levels of consultation. Given increasing indications that there is widespread loss of faith in 
democracy underway, the issue of time availability in the political stream also has implications that transcend 
energy demand reduction. 

Material infrastructures  
Overlapping with the above economic and temporal issues are the material realities that shape the feasibility of 
adopting certain policy solutions. As recognised in the literature on stranded assets and climate policy (e.g. 
Dulong et al., 2023) there are large amounts of capital currently sunk into physical infrastructures that either 
need to be modified for a lower energy demand world or will inevitably be stranded. However, this is often 
neglected in studies on energy transitions, including in studies seeking to understand the political processes that 
are shaping shifts in energy systems (Van Assche et al., 2022). There are clear links to economic drivers as 
material transitions are expensive, and the political feasibility of some demand reduction solutions can be 
directly linked to the economic feasibility of replacing material infrastructures. 
  
Our material realities are physical, locked in, and often slow to change. They are also spatial and define our day-
to-day interactions with energy infrastructures on both the supply and demand sides. Examples include 
commercial infrastructure associated with consumer cultures, value chains associated with single use plastics, 
support infrastructure for private mobility as well as household appliances. Research on place-based approaches 
to energy system change are one way of integrating consideration of materiality (Hansen & Coenen, 2015), but 
wider consideration of the role of the physical world in determining political feasibility are needed. There is a 
significant challenge, particularly for the political and problem streams in ensuring that sufficient emphasis is 
placed on demand-side investment, given the prevailing bias toward supply-side policies and investment.  
 
Research on sustainability transitions makes clear that the depth of the material transition required to shift to a 
new system has strong implications for the speed and nature of the transition process (Kern & Rogge, 2016; 
Schot & Kanger, 2018). In the policy stream, solutions that require big shifts in the built environment can be 
challenging because they carry high economic costs, and usually require significant behavioural adaptation. As 
discussed above, behavioural adaptation, while essential for energy demand reduction, is challenging because, at 
least in part, people are too time poor to undertake the work required to change habits and acquire new practices. 
 
Beyond behaviour, materiality is also closely tied to subjective feelings of place attachment that have 
implications for the political stream, and particularly for the ‘public mood’. ‘Sense of place’ refers to the ways 
that people construct their identities and relationships around the physical places that they inhabit in a way that 
can offer a sense of stability and consistency (Lewicka et al., 2019). However, place attachment is not 
necessarily fixed, but is shaped by relationships and interactions, including the ways that different voices are 
integrated into the policy and political streams. What can be a constraint on political decision-making can thus 
also be viewed as a driver. That is, changes to material infrastructures need not necessarily be negative, but 
rather this depends on diverse social and relational factors (Raymond et al., 2021). 

Conclusions 
A clearer understanding of political feasibility is necessary to help support greater uptake of energy demand 
reduction solutions, which are needed to achieve the scale of emissions reductions consistent with the Paris 
Agreement within the time available. Political feasibility is often used as a catch-all concept to reduce the 
complex challenges of climate and energy policymaking to supposedly intractable constraints of ‘politics’, 
acceptability, or questions of ‘political will’. We instead argue that there is a pressing need to unpack the concept 
and to better understand the dynamics and enduring conditions that shape political feasibility. Our review of 
existing conceptualisations identified several ways of framing questions about political feasibility, all of which, 
we suggest, are valid, so long as one is cognisant of these differences. Indeed, we argue for an integrative 
approach that encompasses the entire policy cycle from issue identification, through problem framing, solution 
development, political decision-making, implementation, and evaluation. This approach helps to move the focus 
beyond how to remove constraints on political feasibility, and toward proactive strategies for using policy 
processes to create political feasibility. This is especially important for solutions like sufficiency that defy 
contemporary economic justification, but that are nevertheless increasingly recognised as being necessary to 
meet climate goals.  
 
Using Kingdon’s multiple streams to structure analysis, we identify three drivers that are shaping the feasibility 
of energy demand reduction strategies, and, through deeper examination, have the potential to provide new 
framings and perspectives with the potential to increase political feasibility. Economic incentive structures are 
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addressed in research on degrowth and post growth. These perspectives help make clear that solutions that do not 
contribute to, or limit, economic growth, face feasibility challenges. Work on co-benefits has the potential to 
provide new ways of discussing the impact of demand reduction solutions on societal outcomes. Understanding 
issues of time and time poverty makes clear that trying to shoehorn demand reduction into existing societal 
structures is unlikely to work. Instead, creating time for the public, civil servants, and politicians is necessary to 
provide the cognitive and productive space to develop policy options that move beyond business as usual. 
Finally, understanding the material dimensions of demand reduction provides insights into how quickly change 
can happen, and how our attachments to place can inhibit or facilitate these. Taken together, these drivers 
provide a set of novel perspectives with potential to advance the political feasibility of demand reduction. We 
acknowledge that there are additional drivers that support political feasibility related to cultural and normative 
approaches, and to external drivers and disasters. While these would benefit from investigation, we have focused 
our analysis on deep structural conditions that are likely to remain “sticky” and difficult to shift. They are 
therefore an important focus for the ‘dynamic duties’ of those within the policy ecosystem who may be working 
towards more effective climate policy. 
 
Indeed, our analysis indicates a need to think creatively about forms of governance. The need for demand 
reduction through social change has motivated calls for greater involvement of citizens in policy decision-
making, including through citizen assemblies (Willis, 2020). As Gilbert and Lawford-Smith (2012, p. 821) 
emphasise, it is important not to take constraints as final, but rather suggest that policymakers “adopt a 
transitional standpoint from which they envisage trajectories of reform dissolving constraints in order to 
introduce progressively the institutions that would implement the principle”. Thus, whilst we may recognise the 
importance of norms of policy making and that changes in approach may be necessarily incremental, this may be 
possible at greater pace if set within a transitional plan for energy demand reduction. Here, the emphasis is on 
how one policy might lead to another. That is, realising the conditions for further and deeper policies becomes an 
objective in and of itself as part of a feasibility pathway. In this light, there is great value for models like that of 
Freeman (2021) to help explore iterative trajectories of feasibility. 
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