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What has the home 
got to do with 

the nexus?

SEI 2011 Understanding the Nexus



The nexus is as visible in the home as 
anywhere else in the systems comprising it
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The systems comprising the nexus are rooted 
in, and constitute, everyday home practices
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Drawing together existing state of knowledge 
on domestic practices and resource demand

• Understanding of domestic resource consumption as 
constituted by the dynamics of social practice 

• Focus on social practice rather than individual behaviours

• Review, critique and development of burgeoning existing 
research in this vein, in relation to domestic energy, food and 
water consumption



To tackle key overarching questions:

• What are the analytical continuities and differences between 
practice research in each of the food, energy, and water domains?

• What empirical insights arise when the Nexus concept is mobilised to 
bring the learning from these different fields together?

• How might policy understandings of food, energy and water 
consumption be problematised and re-framed through the 
application of Nexus thinking and theories of practice at the 
domestic scale?
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The Domestic Nexus: interrogating the interlinked practices 

of water, energy and food consumption 

• UNDERSTANDING DOMESTIC PRACTICES AND THEIR DYNAMICS 
ACROSS THE NEXUS October, Sheffield

• RESHAPING THE DOMESTIC NEXUS: ANALYTICAL INSIGHTS AND 
METHODOLOGIES November, Manchester

• SCOPING OPPORTUNITIES FOR INCREASED SUSTAINABILITY: POLICY 
AND PRACTICE                       December, London
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Domestic Nexus
• Previous research suggests that many practical and 

ethical issues concerning food/water/energy security 
are addressed/negotiated/resolved at the household 
level

• The domestic as a key site for examining ethical 
dilemmas and trade-offs – also revealing the 
connections between geographical scales

• Examples from Angela Meah & Matt Watson’s paper 
on provenance (Food, Culture and Society, 2013), 
funded via our ERC-CONANX project on consumer 
anxieties about food.



• Exploring how consumer anxieties about 
food are negotiated into practice

• Involving potential conflicts and trade 
offs between environmental 
sustainability, food safety, animal 
welfare, waste etc.

• Project focused on food security but also 
raised questions about water, energy and 
environment

• Intergenerational study comprising: life 
history interviews across 2-3 
generations; shopping ‘go-alongs’ and 
kitchen visits; observation and video 
recording of domestic practices.



COST/CHOICE

“it comes down to cost… your 
conscience is weighed up of 

like, I can’t afford that” (Dave, 
35)

“And it’s not really fair either… 
maybe the only people that 

can have a conscience are 
those that earn a certain 

amount in their salary every 
year, so it’s like when you’re 
shopping for kids you’re not 
gonna [be able to afford to 

buy] corn-fed chicken are 
you… and it doesn’t mean 

you’re thinking any less about 
it, it’s just that you’re, that 

choice is not actually there”
(Carmen, 38).

“I’d like to think that I could buy 

Morality is a privilege of 
the rich to a certain 
extent… It’s all very well 
saying, ‘oh, I only drink 
Fairtrade coffee’… but if it’s 
three times the price (…) 
and budget is a major 
concern… the idea of 
paying twice or three times 
the price on something 
because it’s morally the 
right thing to do… you have 
to try and find a 
compromise that you’re 
happy with” (Steve, 30)

to think that I could buy animal-
friendly food, but that’s more 



“I’m really inconsistent. Yeah, I 
think Tesco’s is really bad, but I 
still shop with them because it’s 
easy…

Sometimes it’s just what’s quick 
and what’s easy. Convenience 
comes above ethics at the 
moment… 

You know how you were saying 
about Tesco’s and the whole sort 
of values and ethos, I buy all sorts 
of things and because it’s a big 
shop and sells everything, this 
means I don’t have to go into 
town, get [her child] out, find 
somewhere to park… and just the 
thought of taking the children 
out, taking the pushchair, getting 
the timing right and all that stuff” 
(Hannah, 35).

“Yeah, I’ll admit, I won’t keep a 
secret, I will drive to the farm and 
buy a pizza, award winning meat, 
that’s lovely born and bred that is 
served in a Michelin-starred 
restaurant, at the same time I’ll 
buy economy stuff from Asda, 
and I’ll do McDonalds and KFC 
‘cause it’s all about balance for 
me” (Rob, 31).

“This is very naughty because I 
should be going for Fair Trade 
with me being a Christian, but I 
like that coffee, and I’ve tried the 
Fair Trade but I haven’t really 
liked it” (Mary Green, 67).

CONSISTENCY/CONVENIENCE



DISTANT STRANGERS/ENVIRONMENT

“Yeah, I used to stress about 
that... which bananas do I buy.  
I can save these farmers in you 
know, Puerto Rico or wherever, 
or…But they might have, yeah, 
they might have sort of 
pesticides, or I can do this 
organic stuff, so am I saving 
the environment or am I saving 
some little farmer whose 
looking after his family?” 
(Dave, 35)

LOCUS OF RESPONSIBILITY

“I just feel as if there should be more 
done at a higher level rather than 
saying that the consumer needs to 
shop in such a way, that they’re 
making the choice…  I don’t want you 
to tell me that you are working with 
groups of people in Ghana who have 
promised you that they don’t use 
child labour. And when you look 
deeper into that, actually their 
processes aren’t that well in place 
anyway.. they don’t take 
responsibility because at the end of 
the day there’s still a profit and then 
they are slapping their [products] 
with this Fair Trade logo, and I just 
think… they could be doing more and 
I just think that they’re passing the 
buck” (Carmen, 38).



Domestic nexus

• Qualitative research at the household level has potential to 
reveal tensions and trade-offs between different ethical and 
practical issues

• Not adequately captured by language of ‘consumer choice’

• Domestic practices are often highly routinised and habitual

• The domestic is intimately connected to other geographical 
scales.



Final example…

Teri, an educated woman in her 40s, lives in London with her two children.  Asked 
who prepared her last meal at home, she replies:

“I can’t remember that far back… God, we must have had something.  What day 
was it yesterday, Thursday.  Well it would have been me that prepared it for sure. I 
can’t remember what we had… Oh, Jasmine [her daughter] went to Mike’s [ex-
husband].  Ah ha. I know what happened.  We had a leaving lunch at work so I had 
a very big lunch and Jake [her son]had an afternoon off school so he’d made 
toasted sandwiches just before I came in, so I made him cheese and biscuits and I 
had leftovers from the night before [sausages, broccoli and potatoes].  And Jake 
was in a bad mood and didn’t eat his, which is why I had them last night” 

Alan Warde, The practice of eating (2006)

A disorganised and rather scatty woman with a poor memory and no penchant for 
household planning – or a series of highly skilled improvisations in response to 
contingent and unexpected circumstances, juggling labour, time and family 
responsibilities?
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What’s Useful & Novel In Nexus?
• Nexus has been useful where ‘relationality’ between WEF 

is a radical insight (Leck et al, 2015*)
• E.g., policy siloes, creating processes of Interdisciplinary

• What is missing from application of Nexus 
framing of WEF issues, and call for action? (Leck
et al.)

• Households, domestic and approaches to critical 
social science. 

• WEF interdependencies already take conceptual 
and methodological centre stage in this literature

• * Leck et al. (2015). Tracing the water-energy-food nexus: Description, 
theory and practice. Geography Compass, 9/8/, 445-460



Provocation 1: Why is the Political (of various 
scales) missing?

• The Nexus, as has been mobilized conceptually & 
empirically, de-politicises political economy, political 
contexts (Leck et al., 2015)

• What is hidden in Nexus as a Concept?
• Political economies (e.g., of home, institutions)

• Ethics and moralities of everyday practices/ sustainability 
• e.g., Gender and embodiment, class, human/non-human 

interactions etc

• Dynamics and reproduction, transition, change



Provocation 2: The Nexus as an Empirical 
Observation
• Leck et al. highlighted inter/trans-disciplinary potential empirically of 

Nexus 
• (e.g., usefulness of analytical eclecticism of Sil & Katzenstein, 2010)

• BUT this is a focus on methods to delineate multiple causal mechanisms, 
cause/effect thinking

• Focusing on cause/effect:
• obscures conceptual and methodological understandings of dynamics, process, and 

conjunctions of change

• Obscures some of social, political, material dynamics of change



Provocation 3: Opportunity to Engage? 

• Critical social science perspectives bring WEF 
interdependencies together conceptually, empirically

• Opportunity to reflect back in Inter-D and policy 
spaces how domestic/practices are interconnected to 
WEF systems, resources, infrastructures?

• Opportunity for critical social science to (more) 
explicitly connect and highlight the resources 
embedded in various practices and the “sheer scale of 
WEF resource use globally” (Leck et al., 2015, p. 455)



In summary…

#1 What’s useful & novel in ‘The Nexus’?

#2 Why is the political missing?

#3 Is ‘The Nexus’ more than an empirical 
observation?

#4 Nexus as new opportunity to engage? 
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Next steps:
RESHAPING THE DOMESTIC NEXUS: ANALYTICAL INSIGHTS 
AND METHODOLOGIES

November, Manchester

SCOPING OPPORTUNITIES FOR INCREASED 
SUSTAINABILITY: POLICY AND PRACTICE                       

December, London
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