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Abstract 

Much of New Zealand’s private rental housing is energy inefficient, and this is an 

unnecessary source of greenhouse gas emissions and often unhealthy for the occupants. 

There have been limited inroads to improve the thermal performance of private rented 

housing and their lack of action is frequently (but only partially) explained as resulting from 

split incentives. Increasing attention is being paid to the complex factors involved in landlord 

decision making around home energy performance.  An under-studied area is how landlords 

and their tenants interact over energy-related matters.   This study investigates the dynamics 

between landlords and tenants, using the framing of their ‘energy cultures’.  I undertook a 

qualitative study of how landlords and tenants of the same private rental property made 

decisions about energy performance. Key findings include: that landlord and tenant often 

shared aspirations for the quality and performance of private rental properties; and that a 

two-way influence between the landlord and the tenant shapes the thermal performance of 

the property. I developed the energy cultures framework to propose the concept of Shared 

Energy Cultures. This depicts the relationships and pathways of influence between landlords 

and tenants and how this in turn shapes the thermal performance of rental properties. 

 

Key Words: private rented housing, landlords, tenants, thermal performance, decision 

making, influence, energy 
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1. Introduction  

1.1 New Zealand private rental housing 

New Zealand (NZ) has approximately 450,000 private rental houses, which nearly one 

third of the national population calls home (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). NZ’s private rental 

housing stock is of notoriously poor quality, domestically and compared to international 

standards (Barton, 2013a). This is due to a myriad of factors, such as poor thermal properties, 

inadequate maintenance practices and inefficient heating sources and appliances (Isaacs, et 

al., 2010), which make private rental houses in NZ cumbersome and expensive to heat. In 

2009 the NZ Government announced a nationwide insulation subsidy, available to all 

households including private rental properties (EECA).  Between 2009 and 2015 it was 

estimated up to 15% of landlords took up the insulation subsidy. Landlords could claim up to 

60 % of the total cost of insulating a property and up to $500 for clean heating if they had 

tenants with community service cards or tenants with verified health issues (Grimes et al., 

2011; Buckett et al., 2012). According to the Ministry for Business Innovation and 

Employment (MBIE) up to 300,000 houses were treated in the initial Warm Up New Zealand 

Scheme (WUNZ), however it does not specify how many homes were private rental housing 

treatments (MBIE, 2016). An extension to the WUNZ scheme aims to treat a further 20,000 

rental houses by 2018 (MBIE, 2016). Despite legislative changes introducing minimum 

insulation standards in the Residential Tenancies Act (RTA) in 1978, 2007 and 2016 

(Residential Tenancies Act, 1986) and the introduction of a nationwide insulation subsidy, 

improvements to private rental housing quality in NZ have been paltry during this time. The 

state of private rental sector (PRS) in NZ continues to threaten occupants’ health and well-

being, waste energy, and needlessly intensify greenhouse gas emissions (Howden-Chapman, 

et al., 2012; O’Connell, 2003). 

Reducing energy use and the associated carbon emissions from energy-inefficient 

appliances, heating methods and carbon intensive fuel types is an important consideration in 

reducing residential greenhouse gas emissions (O’Connell, 2003; IEA 2004, Barton, 2013). 

Fossil fuel-based fuels such as coal offer cheap alternatives to more expensive and cleaner 

forms of energy, such as electricity. Mains reticulated or LPG bottle gas is also a common 

household fuel. Per kilowatt hour it is more expensive than electricity, yet many tenants use it 

for domestic space heating, water heating and cooking and it is increasingly common in NZ 

residential housing (Isaacs et al., 2010; Buckett et al., 2012). 



  2 
 

 Carbon emissions from fossil fuels used in the NZ residential housing stock present an 

unnecessary source of greenhouse gas emissions, which increases New Zealand’s contribution 

to global climate change, a phenomena which will have significant impacts on New Zealand 

residents (O’Connell, 2006). The inability to meet heating costs that are required to keep 

properties dry and healthy and other household energy costs due to poor housing design, 

inefficient appliances coupled with wider economic challenges such as increasing rent price, 

limited housing stock; all complicate the process of reducing residential GHG emissions in the 

New Zealand housing stock (O’Connell, 2006; Buckett et al., 2012; Eusterfeldhaus & Barton, 

2011). It is important to recognise the interconnected nature of energy performance and 

health as it provides a frame to understand how work in one area can have benefits in the 

other. 

Two immediate impacts on tenants add urgency to the challenge of reducing 

residential GHG emissions. Tenant health and energy performance are two entangled issues 

that are important to address together. Tenant health is put at risk due to the house being of a 

standard that cannot reach health requirements stipulated by the World Health Organisation 

(WHO) of 16 degrees Celsius in bedrooms and 18 degrees Celsius in living areas (World 

Health Organisation, 1991). The median winter temperature reported below in figure 1 shows 

that there are a range of temperatures experienced by households in different rooms, during 

different times of the day, however all of the reported median temperatures fail to meet the 

World Health Organisation standards  Isaacs et al., 2006).  

 

Figure 1. Mean temperatures living room, bedroom and ambient. Figure sourced 

from Isaacs et al., 2006. 

To add further complexity to this issue, approximately 25% of NZ’s population is 

estimated to live in energy poverty by the measure of 10% or more of housing income spent 

on energy (Howden-Chapman, et al., 2012; Boardman, 1991). Energy poverty has been 

observed to have considerable social, health and well-being issues that flow on to exacerbate 

overall poverty and impacts on areas such as education (Howden-Chapman, et al., 2012). 

Tenant health impacts by poor housing are likely to be magnified in the long-term by the 

decreasing rate of home-ownership in NZ and the associated demand for rental housing in the 
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private and social rented sector (Saville-Smith and Fraser, 2004). The increasing population 

living in the private rental sector is an exacerbating factor of rental housing quality issues 

(Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Number of households in rented occupied dwellings between 2001 – 

2013.  

 

New Zealand housing market trends indicate that increasing numbers of people are living in 

rental housing in New Zealand and home ownership rates are decreasing (Statistics New 

Zealand, 2013; Witten et al., 2017). 

1.2 Landlords and tenants 

The management and operation of the rental home across activities of heating, 

ventilation and cooling (HVAC) is conducted by two or three parties at any given time. The 

tenant is the primary operator of appliances and recipient of any costs or short-term benefits 

when structural or physical elements of the rental are altered; for example, insulation or 

under-floor vapour barrier. The secondary operator is the landlord, who determines the 

structural and physical aspects of the house, including appliances which attach to walls, such 

as heat pumps and extractor fans. The third is the property manager (if one is engaged) who 

operates as a go-between for the tenant and the landlord; they are contracted by the landlord 

to manage private rental properties including maintenance, tenant acquisition and letting 

services. In NZ, property managers also liaise with tenants throughout the tenancy on various 

matters, but are not regulated in any way. 
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In the context of energy performance it is often the tenants who have a fuller 

experience of how warm, dry and healthy a rental property is to live in. Consequently tenants 

often take on the task of initiating improvements to the energy performance of a private 

rental house, in the hope that the rental property could be improved and made warmer and 

more energy efficient. It is not surprising that tenant applications made up the bulk of private 

residential applications to energy performance improvement programmes, which has been 

the case for the UK energy performance improvement programme Green Deal (Hope and 

Booth, 2014). However, landlords were the primary reason why applications were not 

progressed; they were often cancelled at the request of landlords in the respective 

improvement programmes for a variety of reasons (Hope and Booth, 2014). For example, 

landlords in the UK PRS reported that they thought their rental properties had good energy 

performance as a reason for not entering the Green Deal in the UK, despite only 8% of rental 

houses having an energy performance on a seven-point rating scale from A-G (Hope and 

Booth, 2014). It is clear that there is an appetite for improvement to housing in the private 

rented sector and landlords have a central role in the progress that can be made. 

The RTA sets clearly defined parameters for the protection of tenants in private 

residential housing. It limits landlords from interrupting a ‘quiet enjoyment’ of the rental 

property and requires them to provide a dry and safe living environment (Residential 

Tenancies Act, 1986). However the RTA stipulates that tenants cannot make physical or 

structural changes to the property without the express permission of the landlord 

(Residential Tenancies Act, 1986). While many would argue this is the way it should be due to 

the landlord’s ownership status, safety, aesthetic and insurance reasons, the landlord and 

tenant needs and interests in a rental property do not always align. Prior to the amended RTA 

on minimum insulation levels, tenants had no legal grounds with which to support claims to a 

landlord to improve the thermal performance of a rental property. Many tenants faced rent 

increases and eviction if they asked landlords for basic thermal improvements such as 

insulation or forms of heating (Eusterfeldhaus and Barton, 2013). 

Current tenancy legislation in NZ specifies the landlord’s responsibility to maintain the 

physical quality of the rental property and to provide a form of heating and floor and ceiling 

insulation as well as other basic accommodation needs (RTA, 1986). The landlord’s 

responsibility for the physical infrastructure of the house also translates to authority over 

that element of the property. The tenant is not afforded the same right and must request the 

landlord’s permission to make physical changes to the property (Residential Tenancies Act, 
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1986). Recently with a change of government in NZ, new legislation pertaining to heating, 

ventilation and moisture control has been passed into law; however the specifics of this more 

comprehensive legislation is yet to be defined (MBIE, 2017). So far, insulation standards have 

been the only targeted legislation for the improvement of private rental housing energy 

performance in NZ. Regulatory measures targeting PRS improvements have also been scarce 

in similar housing sectors such as the United Kingdom, United States of America and Australia 

(Hope and Booth, 2014). Private rental housing quality in these sectors has been largely 

driven by a free market based approach with little regulatory intervention and have similar 

quality characteristics to the NZ PRS.  

Many campaigns and policies to correct market failures have focused on information, 

awareness and financial incentives to improve the energy performance of housing; however, 

New Zealand has yet to see any significant improvement in the energy performance of private 

rental housing (White, et al., 2017). There is a notable paucity of research on the role of 

landlords and property owners in improving energy performance of the PRS. Globally, there is 

limited evidence of success, and emerging private rental sectors in eastern European nations 

such as Lithuania experience the same housing quality issues, such as poor repair and 

maintenance of the private housing stock, with some notable differences in building type 

(Aidukaite, 2014). 

 Landlords and tenants have both made claims of possession over the private rental 

house (Allen and McDowell, 1989). These claims of possession continue today in those 

landlord-tenant relations where a tenant wishes to change or improve an aspect of the rental 

property and the landlord declines or contests the request (Allen and McDowell, 1989). 

Conflicted responsibilities and roles are also discussed by Bierre, et al., as a source of 

contention in the relationship of landlord and tenants. 

 Landlord decision making to invest, improve and maintain their private rental houses 

have been understudied over the last 50 years, particularly in the area of energy performance, 

as noted by a number of academics in England, Scotland, Australia and New Zealand (Kemp 

and Rhodes, 1997; Bierre, et al., 2009; Hope and Booth, 2014; Ambrose, 2015). The particular 

behaviours and motivations that drive and influence landlords have primarily been studied 

through a financial lens, assuming that landlords are rational economic actors in a housing 

market (Lubatkin, 2005). The concept that a landlord is influenced primarily by profit and 

therefore seeks to maximise their profit would seem a rather a simplistic understanding of 

complex drivers of landlords decision making (Ambrose, 2015; Hope and Booth, 2014).  
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 Landlord decision-making influences and motivations are complex. Emergent evidence 

from a small number of studies indicates that financial considerations are just one aspect; lack 

of knowledge and misinformation, local and regional housing market factors, cultural and 

contextual factors, transience within the rental market and low trust in government 

initiatives, all have an influence on landlord decision-making (Ambrose, 2015). On the 

motivation aspect, a majority of landlords in both the UK and NZ are, or consider themselves 

part-time, and approach land lording in a more casual manner than their full time 

counterparts, or property investors (Ambrose, 2015; Hope and Booth, 2014; Saville-Smith and 

Fraser, 2014). Early research from the United Kingdom on landlord typologies identified 

landlord types that are based on; possession or capital-based orientation to the market, 

identity as a property owner, and size and capital of property investment portfolios (Allen and 

McDowell 1989). Six Landlord typologies were developed from these criteria, these were; 

employer, traditional, informal, investor, commercial and financial and these serve as a 

helpful starting point for considering the diversity of landlords and their decision making 

(Allen & McDowell, 1989). 

New Zealand landlords are predominantly part-time landlords or ‘Ma and Pa’ landlords 

(Saville- Smith and Fraser, 2004). For these landlords, their rental income is not the primary 

source of income, nor do they see themselves as professionals (Saville-Smith and Fraser, 

2004). Part-time landlords account for 75% New Zealand PRS (Saville Smith and Fraser, 

2004). ‘Ma and Pa’ landlords in NZ have been stereotyped as informal and unprofessional; 

although on first glance this is an astute observation, NZ academics argue that this detracts 

from the importance of the landlord's role (Bierre, et al., 2009). Landlords are foremost 

investors of an asset that could also be positioned as a basic human right to shelter (Bierre, et 

al., 2009, United Nations 2018). Bierre, et al., argue that the informal stereotype given to Ma 

and Pa landlords detracts from the significance of their responsibilities in providing 

accommodation to tenants and does not consider the immense social responsibility involved 

in owning a private rental property (Bierre, et al., 2009). The impact of landlord decision 

making and the level of responsibility they accept for the quality and functionality of a rental 

property is a key motivation for this thesis as it is directly related to the thermal and energy 

performance of rental housing in New Zealand. 

The central aim of this study is to improve the understanding the influences and 

motivations of landlords in relation to how tenants shape and influence energy performance 

decisions. I take the position that the characterisation of landlords as purely financially 
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motivated is limited and ignores other forms of influence and motivation landlords may have, 

and also ignores the influence of dynamics between landlords and tenants and how this may 

impact on rental housing energy performance. My qualitative analysis aims to reveal the 

behavioural, social and normative influences on landlords and tenants and how this in turn 

shapes the way they consider and develop the physical energy performance of a rental 

property. The qualitative analysis will also consider the external influences and context of the 

participants, adding a rich complementary understanding to the body of research that 

currently exists.  
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1.3 Context of this research 

 Energy Cultures 

In NZ there is a scarcity of information looking at the dynamics of these relationships 

and how the different aspects of energy themed decision-making between landlords, tenants 

and property managers, impact on the level of energy performance of a house. The idea for 

this project, to develop further understanding of the factors that are involved in landlords and 

tenants decisions and practices, and how this can impact on rental housing energy 

performance, was conceived in the Energy Cultures 2 programme (EC2). EC2 is an 

interdisciplinary research programme developed to understand the “knowledge and tools to 

achieve a sustainable energy transition in New Zealand's households, businesses and 

transport systems” (Energy Cultures 2 - Project Overview). Under the increasing imperative 

for a low carbon future, Energy Cultures 2 seeks to understand the dynamics of energy 

transition in New Zealand through investigating: energy behaviours, opportunities for 

business, mobility and energy systems as well as how change in these areas can be stimulated. 

EC2 is funded by a four year research grant from the Ministry of Innovation, Employment and 

Business (MBIE). Research projects are undertaken by individuals or teams within the Energy 

Cultures group. The EC2 has three main areas of study: efficiency transitions in households, 

business, and future transport. Energy Efficiency transitions in households is the research 

stream with which this master's thesis project is aligned.  

The Energy Cultures 2 programme offered a one year research grant for a master’s 

student to undertake a research project looking into the influences on energy performance 

decision making in New Zealand private rental housing. This was the extent of direction given 

by the EC2 programme and as the masters researcher I was tasked with developing the 

subsequent details of the research and carrying out all field work. As will be discussed later 

on, participants were recruited independently of the EC2 project to avoid introducing bias 

from participants already involved and sensitised in other research with the Energy Cultures 

projects.   

In Chapter two, I will cover the relevant international and national literature on rental 

housing thermal performance, landlord decision making, prevailing theories and research 

gaps that create the context for this research. Chapter three outlines the methodology, 

research methods, and ethical and other research considerations to produce this master’s 
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thesis. Chapter four contains the results of this research in pursuit of answering research 

question 1. Chapter five expands on the results from chapter four to further understand the 

dynamic between landlords and tenants and how this may shape rental housing thermal 

performance. Finally, Chapter six discusses the findings from chapter four and five in the 

context of literature and relevant concepts identified in the literature review. The discussion 

chapter outlines the contribution of my research to the wider understanding of this topic and 

what opportunities it creates.  
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2. Literature Review 

Introduction 

This literature review is designed to develop a context and understanding of the 

private rental sector’s energy performance and explore the relevant contributing fields of 

study. The chapter is organised into three main sections: the first establishes the problem of 

poor energy performance in New Zealand, covering the physical and socio-political factors 

contributing to the issue and an overview of rental ownership trends (sections 2.1, 2.2 and 

2.3).  Section 2 addresses the current situation of energy research relating to the Private 

Rental Sector (PRS). This part covers the early dominant economic research on the topic of 

energy performance. It also covers the main criticisms of the dominant research narratives 

and methods, and the subsequent development of energy performance knowledge from a 

social science perspective (section 2.4). Part 3 draws together the key themes and research 

gaps giving rise to the four research questions of this study (sections 2.5, 2.6 and 2.7). 

Section 1 

2.1 Is there a physical quality problem with private rental properties? 

 Energy performance in buildings is commonly considered the energy use per meter 

squared, per unit or per foot (International Energy Agency, 2010). To assess energy 

performance a number of factors are considered which include; physical attributes of the 

building, amount of energy used, solar and thermal gain, ventilation properties and air 

changes and fuel sources (including available renewable energy). Appliances and installed 

equipment can also be considered to make up the energy performance of building 

(International Energy Agency, 2010). Energy performance can be calculated based on 

expected energy use based on building specifications, or it can be derived at the operational 

level from the energy consumed during the use of the space (International Energy Agency, 

2010).  

Determining the energy performance of private rental housing and any resulting 

impacts due to poor performance, is a complex problem. Known impacts span public health, 

energy conservation and efficiency (Howden-Chapman, et al., 2012; Isaacs, et al., 2006). The 

physical attributes of rental housing stock that lead to poor energy performance are relatively 
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well understood and have been discussed in the previous chapter (Isaacs, et al., 2006; 

CHRANZ, 2009). Features of housing with poor energy performance include: incomplete or no 

insulation, inefficient, poorly placed or no heating sources, ineffective or no ventilation, 

draughty doors and windows. These physical attributes create a situation where houses 

remain cold and are difficult to heat due to gaps and a lack of heat retention or damp air 

makes its way into the property via external walls and the floor and cannot be effectively 

removed, or damp air from activities such as cooking and showering is not effectively 

removed. Cold damp air remaining in properties is difficult to heat, making it challenging to 

keep dry; this is the physical manifestation of poor energy performance. 

 

Figure 3. Statistics New Zealand info graphic on ‘Self-reported housing problems’ by 

tenure. Majority of tenants report being ‘Always or often cold’. Source: Statistics New 

Zealand (2013)  

 

There are significant legacy issues with an old and poorly maintained national housing 

stock, which add to the difficulty of treating those (Isaacs, et al., 2010). New Zealand’s old 

housing stock is primarily in the private rented sector, the majority of housing in the PRS was 

built pre-1978, before national insulation standards were legislated (Residential Tenancies 

Act 1986, 2016). Over the following 40 years, maintenance of the existing rental housing stock 

did not keep pace with issues arising from an ageing asset and new methods to improve the 

thermal performance of the rental property. In 2009 a national housing subsidy provided by 

EECA, subsidised the cost of insulation and clean heating to households of both private 

homeowners and rented properties (Grimes et al., 2012). The subsidy ran for three years 

initially and has been extended and adapted a number of times, it is estimated 300,000 
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properties received the subsidy in total, of which up to 15 % were tenanted properties (EECA, 

2011B in Buckett et al., 2012).  In 2017 legislation was passed requiring all NZ private rental 

housing to have ceiling and under floor insulation installed, where possible, by 2019 

(Residential Tenancies Act 1986, 2016B). However, the insulation-only aspect of the policy 

has been criticised by a number of New Zealand academics, as there were no improved 

standards for heating, ventilation or energy efficiency proposed in the amendment to the RTA 

(Howden-Chapman, et al., 2012).  

The main avenue for tenant reporting of poorly performing rental housing is through 

the tenancy tribunal. However, many instances of poorly performing rental properties go 

unreported due to tenant fear of retaliation from the landlord, a phenomena which occurs 

both in New Zealand and internationally for example in the UK (Bierre, et al., 2010; Smith, 

2015; Gousy, 2014). With the election of a new coalition government for New Zealand in late 

2017, subsequent legislation was passed to further improve the energy performance of 

private rental properties, areas that would need to be addressed under the new legislation 

included heating, ventilation, moisture and landlords would be given until 2020 to ensure 

their properties were compliant (MBIE, 2017). The financial costs of bringing properties into 

alignment with the recent legislation have been of concern to landlords and property 

investors in the private rented sector (Stuff, 2017 ‘Healthy Homes rules will push up rents-

Investors’ Federation’). As the insulation elements of thermal performance have become 

regulated by the government, and the associated awareness of the impacts and benefits of 

such a thermal performance improvement, it is possible that new legislation regarding the 

heating and ventilation of properties through the Healthy Homes Guarantee bill, could also 

affect landlords and tenants alike. 

2.2 Rental ownership trends-in brief 

A report by the NZ Productivity Commission in 2012 confirms the presence of small-

scale ownership of rental properties in NZ; between 1997 and 2007 the number of rental 

property investors increased from 75,000 to over 200,000. In the same report by the 

Productivity Commission, they quote an ANZ property investment survey which suggests 

most landlords own 1-3 properties (New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2012).  
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Figure 4. Adapted figure from Productivity Commission. Rental property age as a 

proportion of total properties in New Zealand.  

The time of the first insulation standards in New Zealand are shown by the blue arrow. 

Source: Productivity Commission, 2012. Figure 4 illustrates a higher proportion of older 

properties are rental properties, the majority of this stock was built before 1978, before the 

first thermal performance standards where legislated, as discussed previously. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.  Tenure patterns in New Zealand from 1985 to 2010. Total Dwelling Stock 

1,454,175 houses, 451,965 houses counted as in rental tenure. Figure source: The New 

Zealand Productivity Commission (2012). 

Figure 5 gains significance in the light of figure 4, more people are living in rented dwellings 

from private individuals and a large proportion of this stock is much older compared with that 
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of owner–occupied housing. As discussed in the introduction, this housing is also of lower 

quality and more likely to be reported as cold or damp by tenants compared with owner 

occupied counterparts. There is lower investment in this stock compared with owner 

occupied stock as shown in figure 9 below;  

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Share of rental and owner-occupied dwellings by capital value. Source: 

Productivity Commission (2012).  

The increase in rental property investors coincides with an increase in the amount of debt 

held for each property “...the debt on rental properties increased from an estimated 21% of total 

mortgage debt in 1991, to around 33% in 2006.” (The New Zealand Productivity Commission, 

2012). Further, rental properties are generally worth less than owner-occupier properties, 

with roughly 50% of all private rental properties in the lowest 30% of the market by house 

value (Productivity Commission, 2012). The Productivity Commission suggests this is due to 

the older age of the rental housing stock, arguably providing a motivation to make changes 

and increase the value of the property. 

2.3 Understanding energy and energy use 

Physical, Technological, Engineering and Modelling (PTEM) studies were the early and 

predominant ways energy, energy conservation and energy consumption patterns of people 

and buildings were analysed (Lutzenhiser, 1993; Lutzenhiser, 2014). This theme of research 

continued to develop for a number of years, carving out a substantial technical and 

quantitative body of research, understanding ‘Energy’ primarily through its physical 

properties (Wilhite, et al., 2003). While this was helpful in understanding the physical changes 
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required to improve building energy efficiency, it was unable to address how and why people 

used energy the way they did.  

Studies that focus on energy efficiency and behaviour have often found a gap between 

the potential savings in energy and what could be saved, a concept known as the ‘Energy 

Paradox’. Jaffe & Stavins describe the energy paradox within the context of market and non-

market barriers or failures (Jaffe and Stavins, 1994). Simply speaking, the observed rate of 

uptake is lower than the calculated or expected optimal rate of uptake of an energy efficient 

item or practice, also referred to as the ‘Energy Efficiency Gap’ (Jaffe and Stavins, 1994). The 

energy efficiency gap is an economic theory that attempts to understand why projected and 

observed efficiencies do not occur. These studies employ the use of behavioural sciences and 

choice modelling, to understand why humans do not make the ‘rational choice’ as theorised. 

This troubleshooting approach to understanding decision making in the context of energy has 

been severely criticised by social scientists and those working on understanding human 

behaviour in a more social context (Lutzenhiser, 2014; Wilhite, et al., 2003; Owens and 

Driffell, 2008). It is argued that due to the institutionalised nature of the assumptions around 

why people use energy and why they do not use energy (see principle agent gap discussion 

earlier) in particular ways, it is difficult to pursue investigations that may help to understand 

other reasons why people change their energy use (Moezzi and Janda, 2014). Moezzi and 

Janda (2014) consider the common assumptions in policy frameworks designed to close the 

energy efficiency gap, these include;  

(1)  ‘If only they knew.’ The emphasis on individual choice and information. 

(2) ‘If only they could be made to care.’ The emphasis on influencing actions through 

specific transformation of morals in addition to monetary savings. 

(3) ‘If only they stayed home.’ The focus on people using energy at home rather than in 

non-residential settings. (Moezzi and Janda, 2014. pp 31). 

An alternative framework is presented by Moezzi and Janda (2014) which they 

describe as Social Potential, the potential of people to change their behaviours beyond a 

limited consideration of how much things cost and energy conservation actions in the home. 

Owens and Driffell present similar critique regarding the assumptions behind policy and 

programmes aimed at reducing the energy efficiency gap, through information deficit models. 

Using an information deficit model to incentivise behaviour change is argued to be limited, 

due to pragmatic reasons, when there are; “...social, cultural and institutional contexts in which 

attitudes and behaviours are formed...” (Owens and Driffell, 2008. Pp.4413). 
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  Due to the energy challenges presented by climate change and the currently high cost 

of electricity in New Zealand, in addition to the poor quality of rental housing discussed 

earlier, there is a push towards understanding how to create energy efficient consumers and 

house them in energy efficient accommodation, processes and appliances. Recognising that 

there are opportunities to resolve these issues through addressing the problem through an 

alternative lens is an important context for this thesis. 

Section 2 

2.4 Understanding landlords and tenants motivations and drivers 

2.4.1 The Principal-Agent Gap 

When considering the motivations of landlord tenant interactions and how this flows 

on to affect the energy performance of a rental property, the majority of literature defaults to 

an economic based argument of split incentives, otherwise known as the landlord-tenants 

dilemma or principal-agent gap,  (Ambrose, 2015; Jaffe and Stavins, 1994).  

The PA gap exists in a situations whereby a landlord (the agent) perceives little or no 

benefits to be made on an improvement investment (which may also have higher efficiency or 

be warmer, for example) in a rental property where a tenant lives (principal), resulting in no 

investment being made (Barton, 2013; IEA, 2007). The dilemma, or gap, operates on the three 

core assumptions; actors/agents are economically rational, they are self-optimising (also 

known as profit maximising) and they exist within a market where all agents in a transaction 

are equally informed (IEA, 2009). This theory hypothesises that due to a lack of or mismatch 

of information (i.e. a ‘market failure’) the landlord (agent) cannot see or understand the 

benefit of taking the action and the tenant (principal) suffers and pays the costs. These costs 

refer to health and well-being, time off work and school, higher power bills and the stress of 

an insecure and inadequately maintained home environment. Further to this, studies of 

housing energy performance that have distinguished between homeowner participants and 

landlord participants, often use PA as the leading explanation for results, offering no further 

comment as to how it applies to that situation or how the authors came to that result; (for 

example; Barton, 2013; Bird and Hernandez, 2012; Gillingham, et al., 2012; IEA, 2007; 

Charlier, 2015).  

However while PA is used to simply describe the challenging dynamic of the landlord 

and tenant, it is limited by its assumptions and its broad undiscerning application. There have 

been strong criticisms to using the PA theory; criticisms centre around two main points. The 
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first, PA cannot accurately represent real-life situations, due to its reductive approach and 

coarse assumptions (mentioned previously) used to make the model work. This criticism is 

based on three aspects; firstly that assuming opportunism (at the cost of others) is a pervasive 

act is not necessarily reflective of people’s motivations during transactions. Secondly 

assuming people are rational economic actors does not account for the nuanced way in which 

people rationalise their decisions, it also suggests that people are dispassionate in their 

choices to maximise their own gain and will select goods and services based on the best 

financial returns only.  The third aspect to this critique recognises that information 

asymmetry is universal and therefore agents in a market place would be very unlikely to 

share the same information about a product or service during a transaction (Lubatkin, 2005). 

As previous studies of landlords show, the core assumptions of PA are not empirically 

supported, and therefore the second critique comes into effect.  

2.4.2 Principal-Agent Gap use in the Private Rented Sector 

 The landlord-tenant relationship is a complex one, and an economic explanation can 

only provide a very narrow view of factors contributing to the poor quality rental housing we 

see. It does not account for the social-technical and cultural dynamics at play between 

landlord-tenant and property manager and how this then impacts on the energy performance 

of a rental property. 

Two studies that highlight this are Havas et al., (2015) and Ambrose (2015). The 

Australian economic choice modelling study by Havas et al., (2015) show that households 

don't always make economically rational decisions about energy. Unfortunately, this study, 

like many others, does not further examine how these findings may be applicable to 

understanding landlords’ actions. Havas et al., concluded that their model could not 

adequately account for the social and cultural benefits participants were using to justify the 

investments they made using a subsidy provided for clean heating and efficient appliances in 

the Australian state where the study was carried out. In a study of landlord decision making, 

Ambrose (2015) identified six important factors influencing landlords to not act: lack of 

knowledge and misinformation; cultural and contextual factors; transience within the rental 

market; low trust in government initiatives; local and regional housing market factors, and 

lack of financial incentives. Ambrose concluded that a combination of factors were at play, 

influencing the landlords’ decisions and creating an environment in which they were 

constrained to improve the quality of rental properties. 
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In the case of NZ private rental housing the situation gains complexity, with tenants 

responsible for payment of the energy used to run landlord supplied appliances and goods 

that either provides services tenants need or somehow improve the property. And therein 

lays the dilemma. In this situation the landlord (agent) is responsible for purchase of the 

product and energy related investments and the tenant (principal) is responsible for the 

energy bills. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Adapted figure “Energy related transaction between landlord and tenant”. 

(IEA, 2007.pp 34) 

  

When the end-user cannot choose the technology as depicted in figure 7, it is hypothesised 

that this gives rise to an efficiency problem, whereby the agent dictates the end user 

technology and the principal pays money for the cost of energy (IEA, 2007). 

 

Figure 8. Categorising the Principal-Agent gap by end-user. “Transactions from an end 

user perspective”. Source: IEA (2007, pp 34). 
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 NZ rental housing generally reflects case 2 as shown in figure 8, where tenants pay 

energy bills but do not choose the technology. Not only does not choosing the technology give 

rise to an efficiency issue, there is also the opportunity for the technology buyer to influence 

the energy practices of the end-user by their selection of technological investments. The IEA 

transactional diagrams represent the predominant way that interactions occur between 

landlord and tenant or agent and principal. However there are other concepts that seek to 

understand the nature of interactions and transactions, in relation to energy use.  

Research analysing landlords’ attitudes and behaviours towards improving energy 

performance of their rental properties are relatively rare outside of economic studies (Hope 

and Booth, 2014, Wilhite, et al., 2003). Of the few studies on this topic, researchers have found 

that landlords’ decisions are influenced by a number of different factors, including: level of 

knowledge (time and technical skills to understand information), existence of financial 

incentives to make energy performance decisions, local residential housing market factors, 

cultural and contextual factors, transience within the rental market and low trust in 

government initiatives (Ambrose, 2015; Hope and Booth, 2014). The cultural and contextual 

factors are applicable here especially as Ambrose (2015), describes the “The poorly 

performing pre-1919 properties of the type pervasive in the UK have become accepted as the 

norm.” (Ambrose, 2015, pp. 10), and in New Zealand it is common knowledge that cold 

housing is ‘normal’  in the sense that it is common part of daily New Zealand life (The Spinoff, 

2017. ‘The Other Housing Crisis’).  

It has been argued by some researchers that landlords do not always make the most 

‘economically’ rational decisions; this has been studied in both Australia and United Kingdom 

housing energy performance initiatives (Havas, et al., 2015; Hope and Booth, 2014). Recent 

studies have found a variety of reasons for landlords’ lack of participation in housing 

improvement schemes, and these studies comprise an important contribution of research in 

this space. As argued previously the majority of research in this limited field is from an 

economic and financial point of view and is widely used to explain and make sense of landlord 

behaviour (Stern, 1986; Lutzenhiser, 2014). Market barriers and failures have been used to 

explain the lack of investment in maintenance and upgrades in rental properties by landlords 

(Jaffe and Stavins, 1994). Market barriers to investment included: poor return on investment 

for energy efficiency improvements, financial constraints, poor access and knowledge of 

government-funded initiatives, uncertainty about tenant recruitment, and tenants’ perceived 

value for money from energy performance improvements (Jaffe and Stavins, 1994; Hope and 
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Booth, 2014; Ambrose, 2015). The market barriers and associated market failures as drivers 

of landlord inaction are considered the main economic principles behind the Principal-Agent 

(PA) gap (Ambrose, 2015). 

Section 3 

2.5 Landlord decision making and motivations 

The earliest stereotypes of landlords are from the folklore of Peter Rachman, telling of 

an immoral man of exploitative tendencies out for his own profit and wealth creation, a 

stereotype that has persisted for many years (Kemp, 1987; Kemp and Rhodes, 1997). It is 

interesting to note the linkages of this stereotype to subsequent analysis of landlord decision 

making with regards to energy efficiency and energy performance improvements of 

properties. As discussed earlier the Principal-agent gap attempts to explain landlords lack of 

investment in energy efficiency maintenance and upgrades due to there being insufficient 

return on investment for the landlord. From my observation I see this is as being linked to the 

assumption discussed by Kemp & Rhodes (1987) that a landlord modus operandi is profit 

creation at the cost of others.  

 UK research conducted in England and Scotland in the 1980s and 90s found that 

landlords entered into the property market for a variety of reasons, including (but not limited 

to): security of investment, inherited property, and profit (Allen and McDowell, 1989; Kemp 

and Rhodes, 1997). Landlords’ orientation to the market is not solely focused on wealth 

creation, but can include other considerations. Landlord typologies are argued by Allen & 

McDowell (1989) to be orientated along a spectrum from commodity to possession. Landlords 

can view properties as a commodity with which they can trade and create wealth for 

themselves, or they can view property as an extension of their possessions, e.g. family home 

rented out or retirement nest-egg. Landlords did not exist on this spectrum in binary form, 

they were not ‘either / or’ and there could, in cases, be tensions between the perception of a 

rental property as a commodity and as a possession (Allen and McDowell, 1989).  

In some cases landlords did not even identify as landlords, or even with property 

investor (Kemp and Rhodes, 1997). Informal landlords were found to comprise a surprisingly 

large number of ‘landlords’ in the first Scottish study of landlords (Kemp and Rhodes, 1997). 

Lack of knowledge about the responsibilities of land-lording and maintenance where 

identified as the key challenges in improving the general quality of the private rental sector of 

Scotland (Kemp and Rhodes, 1997). In the UK and NZ, a majority of landlords in the private 
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residential rental sector consider their ownership to be a part-time or informal occupation 

(Kemp and Rhodes, 1997; Ambrose, 2015; Saville-Smith and Fraser, 2004). In NZ many of the 

informal landlords refer to themselves as Ma and Pa landlords, and are often those in or close 

to retirement who have downsized the family home and bought a rental unit for 

supplementary income (Saville-Smith and Fraser, 2004; Bierre, et al., 2009). Compared with 

other groups of landlords, Ma & Pa informal landlords have limited financial capacity to 

maintain and improve their rental properties, which is concerning given their majority 

presence in the rental market in New Zealand.   

2.6 Current understanding landlords and their decision making  

On the matter of individual New Zealand landlords, Saville-Smith & Fraser and the 

Centre for Housing Research Aotearoa NZ have conducted nationwide landlord surveys, the 

former on investment priorities and challenges and the latter on energy performance 

knowledge, information sources and maintenance practices (Saville Smith and Fraser, 2004; 

CHRANZ, 2014). Saville-Smith & Fraser identified important considerations regarding 

landlords in New Zealand; “There appear to be a significant portion of the people who are 

landlords, or at least own property to rent, that treat rental properties as one among many 

investment options for their personal investment rather than an investment in the infrastructure 

of service industry. This pattern suggests that the survey participants do not typically regard 

being a landlord as a career, a professional arena of activity, or an industry within the service 

sector.” (Saville-Smith and Fraser, 2004. pp 8).  Bierre et al., (2009) urge the importance of 

addressing the informality of landlords in the context of poor quality housing as “[informality] 

obscures their role as investors in a commodity which is also considered a basic human need” 

(Bierre, et al., 2009, pp 34). Understanding the foundations of the role of landlords in the 

question around energy and thermal performance of rental housing is important, so as to 

understand how they are positioned in terms of their responsibility and their recognition of 

the expectations placed on them by the wider public and legislative body of New Zealand. 

2.7 Energy Performance – Physical and Social views 

There are numerous studies confirming the presence of a problem in housing thermal 

performance and quality of housing in the residential rental accommodation in New Zealand, 

as outlined in section 2.1. Economic and financial discourses such as Principal-Agent gap are 

the predominant explanations for the poor quality & performance of rental housing and 

underinvestment by landlords. However, this has been severely criticised by those in the 
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social sciences. The main criticism is focused solely on the market barriers and failures and 

the general contextualisation of the problem as a market based issue (Wilson and 

Dowlatabadi, 2007; Gillingham, et al., 2009; Lopes et al. 2012). However, with research from 

Ambrose (2015), Hope and Booth (2014), Havas et al., (2015) and the social science 

commentary from Lutzenhiser (2014), Wilhite et al., (2014) and Sovacool (2014, 2014B), it is 

clear that there other motivations and influences that could be considered in the wider 

discussion about rental housing and why the owners of these properties do or don’t act in 

certain ways. 

2.8 A framework for understanding; The Energy Cultures Framework 

The Energy Cultures Framework has been used to study household energy behaviours, 

people in fuel poverty and business energy behaviour (Stephenson et al., 2015). The authors 

of ECF have suggested that energy cultures exist at multiple levels within society. At each of 

these different levels of society Stephenson et., al, (2015) suggest that the individuals or 

groups using energy will “...have a distinctive system of knowledge and belief, with definable 

material culture, practices and norms which is where the transactions that form their energy 

culture are founded.” (Stephenson et., al, 2015). Material culture, norms and practices are the 

foundation of the framework and are defined as follows, using revised definitions from 

Stephenson et al., (2015); Norms are considered to be a shared belief or set of beliefs guiding 

how people should behave, these can be considered in two ways as either expectations 

individuals have of themselves or others’ “norms reflected in a subjects current practices and 

material culture” (Stephenson et al., 2015. pp 119) and, aspirations, which are those norms 

which have not yet been realised. Material culture was defined by the authors as the “physical 

evidence of culture including objects, buildings and infrastructure” (Stephenson et al., 2015. p 

120). Practices are those activities or actions carried out to fulfil an aspect of the norms or 

material culture, recognising that energy is used for its services. External influences are the 

final part of the Energy Cultures Framework and are positioned in the framework as a “…set of 

external circumstances that form the contextual soup within which a given energy culture 

emerges and is sustained.” (Stephenson et, al., 2015. Pp 119).  These four components interact 

to reinforce the energy culture of a subject and is the foundation upon which someone might 

utilise and develop energy services in pursuit of their own goals. Figure 9 shows a simple 

diagram of how the Energy Cultures framework reinforces the different aspects of the culture; 
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Figure 9. Energy Cultures framework, revised diagram from Stephenson et al., (2015). 

In application, household energy cultures have been studied using ECF as an underlying 

organisation tool, in one study of 2400 respondents of NZ households, four unique clusters 

were developed.  
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Table 1. Energy Clusters of NZ households. Table sourced from Lawson and Williams 

(pp.5, 2012).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 depicts the Energy Clusters based on similar norms, practices and material 

cultures of households in New Zealand. Of relevance to this thesis are those households that 

are in rented accommodation, such as the Energy Economic group and Energy Efficient group 

which collectively make up 44% of the total number of participants in the study. Table 1 

shows that Energy Economic and Energy Efficient clusters have a range of norms and 

practices contributing to their energy cultures including; confidence in decision making, 

environmental values and an emphasis or value on practicality (Lawson and Williams, 2012). 

The Energy Cultures framework also includes an external context element to the energy 

culture, accounting for both the wider environmental, economic and political situation in a 

society that an individual or group may exist within, as well as creating the connection of the 

cultures core elements (norms, practices and material culture) to that wider society. This 

means that the energy culture of an individual or group is not disconnected from the wider 
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social, political, economic and environmental influences, which has been a limiting feature of 

other models attempting to understand energy related behaviours (Stephenson et al., 2015).  

2.9 Social energy use 

Research by academics in the energy sector finally recognised that people affect the 

energy use of a household. The Princeton Twin Rivers Study was a key piece of research in 

this respect (Socolow, 1978). Two identically built and technologically identical dwellings 

had, after a period of observation, different energy use profiles. Authors concluded this was a 

result of the occupants living in those two study houses and their different energy use 

behaviours. Subsequent experimental studies found similar results and corroborated 

Socolow’s findings of occupants energy use in the household. Later models incorporated 

‘social variables’ alongside physical variables in the models used (Sonderegger, 1978; 

Diamond, 1984). Others found that altering a technical model of household energy use to 

include social variables could significantly improve the model responses when compared with 

real world situation (Cramer, et al., 1985). “We have proved experimentally that (so far) 

unpredictable behaviour patterns of the occupants introduce a large source of uncertainty in the 

computation of residential space heating energy requirements… there is little practical 

usefulness in pushing too far the detail of any deterministic model [e.g. physical/engineering 

model] for the prediction of heating load requirements…” (Sonderegger, 1977. pp 323). 

These findings were the catalyst for developing a social science perspective within the 

energy conservation literature (Wilhite, et al., 2003). The way occupants behave in their 

houses has an impact on energy use and the performance of that household. Between 

buildings such as households and neighbourhoods where economic factors were relatively 

stable and building configurations were well understood, there was still considerable 

variability in the real time energy use of these buildings when compared to model predictions 

(Hackett and Lutzenhiser, 1991). The impact of people on the energy use profile of the home 

was a conundrum that could not be understood by the predominant research paradigm 

The original social science niche within energy studies was predominantly behavioural 

psychology based investigations, with findings applied to technical and engineering models to 

improve model outcomes (Hackett and Lutzenhiser, 1991). The behavioural psychology 

perspective of energy research grew to encompass a wider array of disciplines such as 

sociology and anthropology to try an understand people’s energy use (Wilhite, et al., 2003; 

Owens and Driffell, 2008). The increasingly social and human focused energy research 

explored energy through a more human lens including: motivation, rationalisation, habits, 
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attitudes, beliefs, the psychology behind energy use, technology adoption and expanding the 

understanding of ‘energy’ and how people come to understand and engage with it (Wilhite, et 

al., 2003; Owens and Driffell, 2008). 

Behavioural energy research had increasingly become the umbrella term for a growing 

social science endeavour to understand energy use and the challenges of influencing people to 

make more energy efficient and energy conservative actions (Stern, 1986; Stern, 2014). This 

research developed the language and understanding of how people interact with energy in the 

household and highlighted the complexity involved with knowing how people use energy. 

However, ‘Behavioural’ themed energy researched has been criticised on the basis that, as a 

research agenda, it is itself quite limiting, due to studies being predominantly focussed on the 

individual and not the wider groups or relationships that may influence subjects’ behaviours 

(Wilhite, et al., 2003). Further and relevant to this thesis, behavioural energy use is 

predominantly focused on understanding residential energy use of owner-occupiers and has 

seldom looked at energy behaviours of those in private rented residential properties 

(Lutzenhiser, 2014).  

Studies of whole households, peer groups and different demographics as energy users 

opened enquiry into understanding the socio-cultural element of energy use (Lutzenhiser, 

2014). Early research from a sociological perspective found that normative discourse was one 

of the best predictors of people’s energy saving and conservation actions, e.g. when 

householders know that their neighbours recycle, their efforts increase (Hackett and 

Lutzenhiser, 1991; Cebon, 1992; Lutzenhiser and Hackett, 1993; Erickson, 1997). Other 

effects on people’s abilities to conserve energy include the influence of materials and built 

environment on the habits, practices and what is perceived as possible (Shove, 2004; Hand, 

Shove and Southerton, 2007). Furthermore, sociology researchers have found that norms and 

beliefs that inform ‘pro-environmental’ behaviours have variable effectiveness when it comes 

to energy conservation – and economic costs were identified by participants as a major 

motivator to action. In addition to this, environmental concern was another strong motivator 

alongside economic costs (Havas, et al., 2015). However pro-environmental behaviour as an 

indicator for environmentally beneficial actions for example energy conservation or efficiency 

actions, have not always been borne out (Student et al., 2016; Havas et al., 2015). In a study of 

the significance of message framing in participants taking up energy labelling, a neutral 

framing such as “Energy Conservation” (Student et al., 2016. pp 7), significantly outperformed 

the biospheric environmental framing of “Protect the environment by conserving energy” 
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(Student et al., 2016. pp 7). It is clear that research taking a narrow perspective does not have 

the capacity to consider the multitude of social, cultural, political, environmental and 

economic factors that influence and shape peoples energy choices, nor are these narrow 

investigations adequately able to consider how these external factors interrelate with peoples 

internal values, beliefs and habits developed over time.  

Social science research into energy use has helped us understand the complexities of 

human behaviour, habits and practices and the factors that drive those behaviours (Wilhite et 

al., 2003; Sovacool, 2014). However, the insights from social science research on energy use 

behaviour and practices have had limited uptake into policy and other regulatory areas, and 

many consider work in the area between social science findings on energy use and policy to 

be on-going (Wilhite, et al 2003; Stern, 2014; Lutzenhiser, 2014; Reid, McKee and Crawford, 

2015; Shove, 2004).  

2.9.1 Energy Cultures Framework 

Energy performance research has been explored primarily through physical, technical 

and economic disciplines and methodologies. How private rental housing occupants make 

decisions about energy use and performance has been studied little outside of the 

aforementioned dominant research streams (Ambrose, 2015; Alexander and Booth, et al., 

2014). As mentioned in the literature review there is social science based research that 

investigates the ways people use energy and consume energy services in residential settings 

and their motivations, habits, attitudes and behaviours in doing so. The Energy Cultures 

Framework sits within this field of research. However where this research is lacking is in 

investigating and understanding the interplay and dynamism that exists between those actors 

in the rental residential space between landlords and tenants, and the resulting impact on 

energy performance. 

Previous studies that have employed the Energy Cultures Framework have done so in a 

number of ways. Studies use the ECF an underlying organising framework to the study, as a 

lens to understand data and as a tool to communicate opportunities as result of analysis 

(Sweeney et al., 2013; Bell et al., 2013). ECF studies are often multi or inter-disciplinary, 

owing to the nature of the framework and its ability to consider multiple perspectives and 

disciplines of a particular field (Stephenson et al., 2010; Stephenson et al., 2015). ECF is not a 

theory in its own right, but has an increasing body of literature and evidence to support its 

claims of multi-disciplinary function and complementary use described previously. The ECF 
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has also been adapted, for example one particular study sought to understand energy use 

from a practice–based theory perspective, adding features to the framework such as barriers 

and support structures around each of the material culture, norms and practices of 

participants seeking to reduce energy use; the Practice-Based Energy Cultures Framework 

(PBECF) (Sweeney, et al., 2013). 

 This Master’s thesis aims to address a part of that research gap of understanding how 

rental housing landlords and tenants of the same rental property, make and influence 

decisions about energy performance of New Zealand private rental property. 

 

2.9.2 A multi-disciplinary context to consider research questions 

I have chosen to use the Energy Cultures framework, a multidisciplinary tool for 

understanding the norms, practices and material choices of a person, as well as taking into 

consideration the external context (Stephenson, et al., 2015). In this study I use the Energy 

Cultures framework to understand, firstly, the energy cultures of landlords and those of the 

tenants by identifying their different norms, practices and material culture in relation to 

rental housing performance, focusing specifically on heating. Secondly, this study aims to 

understand the relationship between the energy cultures of these two groups and whether 

landlords respond to or influence the energy culture of tenants in rental accommodation. 

Thirdly, through better understanding about how landlords and tenants make decisions about 

energy, I aim to identify what opportunities there are for improving the thermal performance 

of rental accommodation. The research questions this thesis aims to answer are: 

Research Question 1. What are the characteristics of landlords and tenants 

energy cultures? 

Research Question 2. What does the Energy Cultures Framework add to our 

understanding and knowledge of the rental housing performance dynamic of 

landlords and tenants? 

Research Question3. What opportunities does the Energy Cultures framework 

provide for understanding private rental property energy performance? 

Conclusion 

There has been limited research investigating the interplay between landlord decision 

making and tenant influences, particularly with regards to energy performance of private 

rental housing. Economics and physical sciences have traditionally dominated the 

interpretations of housing energy performance, but social science research has made it clear 



  29 
 

that many other factors are also influential.  There is a research gap in how landlords and 

tenants’ behaviours, motivations and practices interact with the physical elements of the 

house to give rise to its energy performance. The Energy Cultures framework offers a model 

through which to investigate the relationships between landlords, tenants and the houses that 

they share. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

 Landlord decision making around energy performance in a rental property and the 

role and influence of tenants in that decision making is investigated in this Master’s thesis. 

This methodology chapter covers four main areas. Section one outlines the context in which 

this research was designed, section two introduces the research rationale, section three 

describes the recruitment, data collection, limitations and challenges and section four details 

the data analysis underpinning the results.  

The first research question ‘what are the characteristics of landlords and tenants energy 

cultures?’ aims to understand what makes up an energy culture of a landlord and tenant, and 

involves identification of material cultures related to home heating, practices that landlords 

and tenants undertake and norms that they hold. The second question ‘what does the Energy 

Cultures Framework add to our understanding and knowledge of the rental housing 

performance dynamic of landlords and tenants?’ uses the information and insights from the 

first question and evidence from field work to develop a dynamic understanding of the 

influences landlords and tenants have on each other and on the rental properties energy 

performance. Finally the third research question ‘what opportunities does the Energy 

Cultures framework provide for understanding private rental property energy performance?’ 

again utilises the findings to questions one and two and builds on the idea of the energy 

culture to identify opportunities that exist to enhance our understanding of private rental 

sector energy performance and how it is influenced by both landlords and tenants.  

3.2 Qualitative 

Understanding the human and social element of energy use, in relation to a grouping of 

people that use and shape the use of energy is a topic which social science is adept at 

investigating (Lutzenhiser, 2014). A qualitative approach was best suited to this study due to 
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the research questions of this Masters study, looking at the participant’s experiences, opinions 

and behaviours towards energy performance in the rental property (Yanow, 2003). 

Undertaking a qualitative based study with an Interpretive Methodology, required me 

to take stock of my position as researcher and the interpretations of energy use (Yanow, 

2003). I had a personal interest in this topic alongside my academic interest. I understand that 

my interest in the improvement of the physical and social environment of private rental 

housing in New Zealand has informed and guided my pre-existing knowledge on this topic. 

From my experience as a student renter in Otago, New Zealand I was acutely aware of the 

nature of cold housing and the narratives of my fellow students that cold housing and 

landlord inaction was considered ‘normal’. Prior to this thesis, a group of students including 

myself, decided to address the situation of cold, inefficient housing in Otago and we aimed to 

see if we could work with our landlord to renovate and improve an old run down student 

villa. This 2-year live in project, gave me the anecdotal evidence to suggest that landlords and 

tenants interacted with each other to create and influence performance outcomes for a rental 

property, and the insights gained from that experience has guided my early thinking on this 

topic. For this thesis, I have taken measures to ensure a robust analysis of the data is 

undertaken and clear and concise set of methods is shown for transparency and due 

proces3.4 3.3 Underlying theories and frameworks  

Interpretive Analysis 

Interpretive analysis is understood here as a qualitative methodology, concerned with 

the observation of participants and their lived experiences. Interpretive analysis is situated in 

an experience-near setting where the researcher does not define a priori concepts or 

categories to investigate, but rather enables the development of themes and patterns through 

flexible and inductive analyses (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea, 2006). 

Interpretive analysis has its roots in what is described as the interpretive turn in 

essence a critique of positivist methodological developments in quantitative and qualitative 

research schools (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea, 2006; Rabinow and Sullivan, 1985). The 

interpretive turn is described as a rejection that quantitative data is superior to all other kinds 

of data including word and textual data (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea, 2006).  It shares 

alongside other similar 'turns' an "...overarching appreciation for the centrality of meaning in 

human life in all its aspects and a reflexivity on scientific practices related to meaning making 

and knowledge claims." (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea, 2006. Introduction. pp xii). I take this to 
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mean that it is possible to understand and make knowledge claims based on the experiences 

of humans, and the way in which they communicate those experiences for example verbally 

through words, descriptions and reflections is a valid form of data. 

Key critiques of interpretive analytic methods 

 Critiques claim that interpretive types of methods lack the investigative rigour and 

logic  that  should accompany a research method, due in part to a flexible and inductive 

process of observation and sense-making of accessed data. However, positivist-informed 

critiques are often critical of methodologies that are not dogmatically empirical with large 

sample sizes as seen in an increasing number of quantitative and qualitative studies (Yanow 

and Schwartz-Shea, 2006). There are different versions, many of which are only superficially 

different types of interpretive analysis, which are used and this makes it challenging to 

understand and apply correctly. 

How is it used in my area of investigation? 

 Interpretative analysis in a generic sense is commonly selected as a methodology after 

the research questions have been formulated, usually for more exploratory and open-ended, 

flexible style of research (Elliot and Timulak, 2005). Elliot and Timulak (2005) describe three 

key features about the exploratory research area that would give rise to a qualitative 

interpretive analysis: 

1) There is limited knowledge of a particular research topic 

2) Existing research is confusing, contradictory or not moving forward 

3) The topic is highly complex 

The rental housing energy performance research area is complex as shown in the introduction 

and literature review. It also has features described by Elliot and Timulak of being at times 

contradictory and an underdeveloped research base. Interpretive analysis was chosen as a 

structured yet flexible approach that could uncover new insights and draw new links between 

existing but seemingly disparate pieces of knowledge as well as new insights and 

understanding. 
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3.5 Energy Cultures as a lens 

In my thesis I used the concept of Energy Cultures and the Energy Cultures Framework 

as a lens to develop research questions and later organise the results. ‘Energy Cultures’ as 

concept is described as the technologies and materials, practices and beliefs an individual or 

organisation might hold about energy (Stephenson, et al., 2010; Stephenson, et al., 2015). The 

Energy Cultures Framework (ECF) organises and visualises these three components; material 

culture, practices and norms. A fourth element of ECF external influences accounts for the 

variety and multitude of external influences that could impact on the norms, practices and 

material culture under study. The framework and concept of Energy Cultures originally served 

as a heuristic for an interdisciplinary team to use during investigations of various forms of 

energy use in NZ. Through using the ECF, it became clear to the founding team that it provided 

a more holistic view of energy use (as well as providing a common language for a team). It 

could provide a balanced understanding of a particular energy use investigation and assist in 

understanding where barriers and challenges existed for the participant. The frameworks’ 

underpinning concepts were developed from disciplines such as; systems thinking, 

organization, anthropology and sociological disciplines, but is not prescriptive in language or 

interpretation to those founding disciplines. The ECF is thus comprised of four key 

components: norms, material culture and practices interacting with each other in concert 

with external influences’ “contextual soup” (Stephenson, et al., 2015). The current definition 

and how I am using these concepts are as follows: 

Norms: “Norms are the shared beliefs in how people should behave in a given context.”  

Materials: “... the physical evidence of culture including objects, buildings and 

infrastructure.” Woodward, I. (2007). 

Practices: “... refers to both routinised activities and to actions that may occur relatively 

infrequently in the life of a subject, yet which are a common occurrence across their 

social peers.”  

External influences: “External influences make up the set of circumstances that form the 

contextual soup within which a given energy culture emerges and is sustained.” 
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Figure 10. Energy cultures framework adapted schematic. Features inside the circle 

identify key areas contributing to a person's decisions about energy use. Outside the 

circle are external influences, out of the control of the decision maker. 

The theoretical relationship between each concept is shown above in figure 10. The 

individual components of norms, materials and practices and external influences make up the 

energy culture of an individual, group or organisation. The ECF has been used in this study as 

an aid to develop interview questions (as discussed in section three) and in the reporting of 

results (as will be further discussed further on in section four). 

In this research I am using the Energy Cultures framework as a tool within the 

Interpretive Analysis methodology as a lens through which to understand the behaviours, 

experiences, opinions and physical materials in the energy performance of a New Zealand 

residential rental property. I will be using the ECF predominantly in the analysis and results 

section as a complementary organising tool alongside the Thematic Analysis. Due to the 

multidisciplinary nature of the Energy Cultures framework, it is flexible and open to new and 

potentially contrary insights from data that may have not otherwise been discovered with less 

flexible tools. 

3.6 Recruitment, Data collection & Interviews  

 Participants sought 

Landlords were the initial contact points for recruitment. This was done purposely to 

ensure firstly, that the study would have the participation of a landlord, who have anecdotally 

been difficult to recruit and secondly, to avoid situations where the tenant may not be 

confident to ask the landlord to participate and cause undue stress to the tenant for fear of 
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some kind of retaliation by the landlord. During the recruitment process I asked landlords if 

they had property managers associated with the property, if they did then I requested contact 

details from the landlords and contacted them to participate in the research as well. 

Due to the nature of the study I was not looking for demographic representativeness, 

but I was interested in geographic diversity. This was due to the variability of climate in NZ, 

climate has a strong impact on heating and energy requirements of a household. Climate 

variability also has an impact on comfort and thermal levels required to meet tenants comfort 

standards and this was an important aspect to understand in this research (Figure 11). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Climatic zones of New Zealand. Source Ministry of Business, Innovation & 

Employment- (Building & Housing). 

 

 Rental properties in this study were situated in each of the three climate zones (Figure 

11), this was not planned, however the geographic diversity was welcome owing to the 

different types of climate present in New Zealand and the impact this can have on rental 

housing thermal performance. I was specifically recruiting landlord and tenant pairs (and 

property manager where present) as I felt this was the most appropriate approach to address 

the research topic and questions. I was aiming to recruit between five to seven pairs of 

landlords and tenants. However this was challenging and the issues involved are described 

below.  
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Recruitment 

A snowballing method was used, by sending recruitment advertisements to national 

landlord organisations and networks to assist with recruitment, either by suggesting potential 

participants or assisting by referring the study to their members. When a landlord emailed me 

their interest to join the study, I replied via email about the study with the information sheet 

and consent form attached. This email was followed up with a telephone conversation if there 

was interest. After this call if the landlord was ready to participate they signed and sent 

through the consent form. During the phone call, I also asked for the contact details of any 

tenants currently renting a property owned by the landlord, as well as the landlord's 

permission to email information to the tenants and property manager (if there was one). 

Those tenants and property managers were then followed up in the same way as the 

landlords, with an email and phone call. Landlords were also asked to recommend other 

potential landlords to invite to be part of the project. 

Challenges to recruitment 

It was extremely challenging recruiting both the landlord and tenant of a single private 

rental property. Both landlords and tenants declined to participate at various stages of the 

recruitment process. Those who gave reasons (mostly landlords) for declining included: being 

too busy, no interest, or because the other party e.g. landlord or tenant was also going to be 

interviewed. I found it easier to recruit landlords than tenants, however many of the tenants I 

contacted did not respond and I can only speculate as to why they did not wish to participate. 

I believe many of the tenants I tried to recruit to the study did not join due to concerns about 

the landlord and possibly wary of potential issues that may arise from participating in a study 

about rental housing thermal performance. Given the time constraints of the Master’s thesis 

research it was not possible to wait longer for more participants to respond to be interviewed. 

Future research would be advised to take the opportunity to understand the hesitance of 

these types of participants in an exploratory study before full research begins. Due to budget 

and time constraints this was not feasible for this Masters research. In total I was able to 

recruit three landlord and tenant pairs including one property manager, and three landlords 

for whom no tenants were willing or able to be involved. 
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Open ended interviews 

Participants were individually interviewed in a semi-structured interview style. I 

interviewed all participants in person or via Skype and each interview was audio recorded 

and transcribed.  

It was important to conduct interviews in a semi-structured way to allow participants 

to answer questions in their own words. It was also important to not have a fixed question 

structure in the event an answer required a series of follow up questions, not able to be 

anticipated before the interview started.  

Interviewing Via Skype 

Due to the budgetary constraints of this study, not all participants could be 

interviewed in person in their respective locations. However with the development of video 

conferencing as a viable alternative, I was able to utilise the video conferencing services of 

Skype. While Skype was great for reaching participants in distant geographic locations and the 

benefit of being comfortable and safe in one’s own space (this was true for both participants 

and myself as a researcher) there were a number of potential issues that needed to be 

mitigated for the video conferencing to result in good quality, qualitative interviews. For 

example having a good stable internet connection avoided issues of calls being lost or lagging, 

thereby avoiding issues with losing the interview and not being able to hear or see the 

participant. “Inability to read body language and non-verbal cues” was mitigated through 

being sensitive to the tone of the participant, using facial and verbal cues to reassure the 

participant if they seemed hesitant in their response and outlining at the start of the call they 

could pause or stop the interview at any time (Sietz, 2016). Establishing rapport with the 

virtual interviewee was the final challenge to overcome during the interview and this was 

managed by clear, patient questioning, keeping eye contact and giving the participants an 

opportunity to ask me questions to clarify their meaning (Seitz, 2016). Many of these issues 

never presented as a serious hindrance to the interview due to the well-established nature of 

the technology both technically and socially, with participants well versed in how it worked 

and trust in the technology. 

To record the interviews via Skype I used an Olympus audio recording device, which I 

placed next to the computer speaker. I tested the quality of the audio before I began 

interviewing via Skype to avoid sound quality issues. Three interviews were conducted in 
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person and seven interviews were conducted over Skype. In person interviews were recorded 

on a hand held audio recorder and Skype interviews were recorded with secure audio 

recording software. 

 Research questioning and interviews 

Interview questions were developed iteratively prior to field work beginning. I used 

the ECF as a structure to explore different aspects of energy performance influenced by 

landlord and tenants and their views about processes of rental housing energy performance. 

As landlords and tenants operate and manage the rental property dependently, the ECF was 

also a useful tool to design questions that could elicit understanding about where landlords 

and tenants influenced each other (in relation to norms, practices or material culture) and the 

subsequent response (if any) to that influence. Research questions were open ended to 

facilitate the participant answering questions in their own words. Due to the complex nature 

of energy use in the home and the research question focus on energy performance, heating the 

rental property was used as a focus point of the interview questions when discussing energy 

performance. Interviews were semi-structured adding flexibility to the process so that lines of 

questioning about aspects of energy themed decision making could be pursued that were not 

originally developed before the interview. Throughout the interviews, qualifying and 

additional non-scripted questions were asked to ascertain, in the participants words, their 

thoughts and points of view (See Appendix A).   

 Transcriptions and anonymisation (ethics)  

Ethics A approval was obtained for this research due to the delicate nature of landlord 

& tenant relationships (See Appendix A). It was important that each participant understood 

that the interviews were conducted confidentially, and that transcripts would be anonymised 

through the deletion of names, and any specific references to rental property locations or 

neighbourhoods. Audio recordings of interviews were transcribed and saved on a secure 

server hosted at the Centre for Sustainability, University of Otago. Pseudonyms were given to 

participants in the reporting of results in this thesis to further protect anonymity and for 

readability. 
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3.7 Data Organisation 

Interviews 

Ten interviews were undertaken with six landlords, three tenants and one property manager. 

The data from the interviews of the three pairs of landlords, property manager and tenants of 

the same three rental properties are considered paired studies. Interview data from unpaired 

landlords was analysed and reported separately in results data. The distribution of data and 

how it is used in different analyses is described in more detail below. 

Paired studies 

Three paired studies involved two sets of landlord and tenant pairs (A & F) and one 

landlord, tenant and property manager pair (B). Here the term ‘paired’ is used in a broad 

sense for ease of communication of reporting findings. Paired studies were developed to study 

the interplay between landlords and tenants. Limited secondary data exists for each case, in 

the form of a basic rental property information as well as researcher notes taking during each 

interview.  

As part of the analyses, diagrams were developed to help illustrate the different 

aspects of energy cultures for landlords, tenants and the property manager. The diagrams also 

aimed to depict interactions between the landlord and the tenant to help break down and 

analyse the dynamic between landlords and tenants in relation to thermal performance in the 

rental property. 

Unpaired Landlords 

Three landlords with no corresponding tenant interviews were also included in the 

data to be used for analysis, and are referred to as Landlord C, Landlord D and Landlord E. 

These interviews added diversity to the data set in terms of; geography, rental housing types 

and their respective responses to the interview questions. Their inclusion and exclusion from 

particular analysis is outlined below in methods table 2. 
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3.8 Data analysis methods 

Thematic analysis 

The main analysis method for this study was a thematic analysis based on the concepts 

of the ECF, but also open to emergent themes. Transcripts were coded based the structure of 

the ECF and themes were developed from those codes that related to norms, practices and 

material cultures as well as novel or emergent concepts. To develop themes, I went back to 

the coded transcripts and used what the participants had reported in their interviews and my 

understanding of the field of enquiry thus far, to make sense of the theme and to develop it 

qualitatively. 

Table 2. Index of data sources and which analyses they were used in. ‘Group’ indicates 

which batch of coding data source was coded in. Tick (✓) shows data source was used 

in a particular analysis cross (X) shows that data source was not used in that analysis. 

‘Location’ is where the rental property was located, and location of Landlord C, D and E. 

 

Data Source Group Location 
General Thematic 

Analysis 

Influence 

Analysis 

Landlord A & Tenant A 
Paired study 

1 
Dunedin ✓ ✓ 

Landlord B, Tenant B 

& Property Manager B 

Paired study 

2 
Tauranga ✓ ✓ 

Landlord F and Tenant 

F 

Paired study 

3 

Wellingto

n 
✓ ✓ 

Landlord C 2 Auckland ✓ X 

Landlord D 2 Dunedin ✓ X 

Landlord E 2 Auckland ✓ X 



  40 
 

Table 2 above shows the breakdown of data sources and which paired study they were 

in and the subsequent analyses those codes and content were used in. The general thematic 

analysis as stated above was done twice, once for each paired study, and once for the 

unpaired landlords. The influence analysis between landlords and tenants excluded unpaired 

landlords. In the influence analysis only focused on content with an influence theme, but using 

the Energy Cultures framework as an organising element. 

General Thematic Analysis 

Codes were developed over the course of multiple readings through of the data. Codes 

were based on norms, practices, material cultures and reported external influences as well as 

emergent themes. To ensure a robust analysis of a small sample of participants, interview 

data was coded in NVivo qualitative research software. After the initial coding of interview 

data was completed a second and third round of coding, grouped together codes by similarity 

and then aggregated to a parent code. I organised coding in this way, so as to characterise the 

energy cultures of landlords, tenants and property managers. 

Themes were then developed from code groupings, first using quantity of references 

(number of times code was used in the data) to identify the top 30 code groups (which I took 

to indicate a potential theme). These top 30 codes were then developed into ten themes on 

the first run through and on the second run through these ten were collapsed into a final five 

themes.  

This process of coding and theme development was completed twice using two 

different arrangements of interview data. The first arrangement was to develop codes and 

themes for landlord and tenant pairs (landlords with a corresponding tenant in their rental 

property that was also interviewed) this was seven interviews in total; three landlords, three 

tenants and one property manager. The second arrangement was to include the unpaired 

landlords which included three landlord interviews with no corresponding tenant interviews. 

Within the general thematic analysis I paid attention to the similarities and differences in the 

stories of landlords and tenants for each theme identified. Consistent and divergent stories 

were analysed as a part of the general thematic analysis and this was reported in the results 

alongside themes.  
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Influence analysis 

The influence analysis sought to identify different influences that landlords and 

tenants have on each other. The Energy Cultures diagram was used as a framework to identify 

the influences between landlords and tenants within material culture, practices and norms. 

Content that was coded to ‘influence’ themed codes were grouped together and used as the 

basis for the development of the diagram. Influence was shown on the diagram in three 

different ways, a certain influence, an uncertain influence and an unsuccessful (blocked) 

influence. The strength of influence was determined through the explicit content in the 

influence themed content. Influences between landlords and tenants were then aggregated in 

one diagram to illustrate where the influences occur between a landlord and/or tenants 

energy culture and tenants. 

 

Limitations 

There were a number of limitations to this study. The primary limitation was the 

recruitment of participants. As alluded to, the nature of the relationship between landlords 

and tenants may have hindered the involvement of either group in the study. It was remedied 

to an extent through the researcher acting as a go between ensuring all participants were 

contacted independently of the other and were consenting to participate of their own volition.  

The duration of the project as a one year masters also provided challenges as there 

was little time in which to recruit and carry out interviews and to carry out any pre-emptive 

scoping research to mitigate issues relating to slow recruitment issues. Geographical diversity 

amongst the case study houses was important as this can have a significant impact on the 

climate and therefore energy performance of a rental property. However budgetary and 

scheduling compromises meant I could not visit all locations to interview participants, which 

eliminated a source of secondary data for triangulation (e.g. in home assessment).  

Due to the challenges of participant recruitment, corroborating interviews from other 

tenants living in the rental property, in addition to the one tenant interviewed for each 

property, was not a feasible due to recruitment challenges, thus the pairs have only partial 

triangulation. 
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Paired studies developed and presented in this thesis are not demographically or 

statistically representative. This however is not a substantial limitation as this study was not 

seeking to be representative but rather seeking to explore the range of ways that landlords 

and tenants influence each other regarding energy performance decisions. Future studies can 

work towards representativeness, if it fits with their research purposes. 

A snowballing approach was used to increase the diversity of perspectives in the study. 

However a key limitation with snowballing is that in the process of landlords referring 

participants to the study, they could have possibly been within the social networks of the 

referee and thus may share similar or complementary values and world views. After 

reviewing and analysing data, this limitation was not wholly borne out and there is a diversity 

of perspectives amongst participants. 

Conclusion 

 This methodology chapter detailed the key concepts and methods being used in this 

research. A snowballing approach was used to recruit a total of ten participants. Three paired 

studies were formed; two with a landlord and tenant pair and one paired study with a 

landlord, tenant and property manager. Three unpaired landlords were recruited and data 

from these interviews was analysed and is reported separately. Ethical considerations and 

privacy were thoroughly considered due to the often-times tenuous nature of landlord – 

tenant relationships.  

 Energy Cultures framework was used as an organising structure and provided the 

basis for coding the interview data. A general thematic analysis was used to identify and 

characterise energy cultures of landlords and tenants. Building on the output of the general 

thematic analysis an influence analysis took a narrow view of specific themes and coded data 

to further elucidate where influences occur between landlords and tenants. 
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4.0 Results 1 

4.1 Energy Cultures of Landlords and Tenants 

Introduction 

Chapter 4 Results 1 introduces the three main paired studies of this research. The 

cases presented here will describe the thermal performance aspects of the individual 

properties, and their associated landlord and tenant situations for paired studies in Dunedin, 

Tauranga and Wellington. Each case will include examples of their interactions, influences and 

decision making; around the topic of thermal performance. Each case study uses a diagram to 

illustrate the Energy Culture (material, practices and norms) of individual landlords and 

tenants. Towards the end of part one, an analysis of how energy cultures of a landlord or 

tenant could influence the other will be detailed. 

Paired Study 1- Dunedin 

 The rental property of paired study one is located in Dunedin. It is a single story 1960’s 

property with three bedrooms, living room, kitchen, bathroom, laundry and study. Gary is the 

landlord of this property and manages it without a property manager. William is the tenant 

along who lives with a partner and two young children. The property has a built in fireplace 

and an uncovered outdoor clothesline. 

Tenant 

William lives in the rental property with his partner and two children. They chose this 

house one when searching for a warmer home than their previous one, which they felt it 

provided to some extent. A combination of location, local climate and physical features of the 

house meant that while this rental property was warmer than their previous rental, they had 

still found it cold to live in. 
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Figure 12. Energy Cultures Diagram of the Paired Study One tenant ‘William’. 

 

 The energy cultures diagram in figure 8 depicts William’s energy culture, based on 

information from his interview. 

Space heating technologies consisted of electric oil column heaters in all the bedrooms 

belonging to the tenant and a heat pump (provided by the landlord) was used in the lounge. A 

wall panel heater was also provided by the landlord but William felt it was not cost effective 

enough for heating to warrant continued use and did not use it. William and the family had 

electric blankets on their beds and used blankets and jerseys to retain warmth. William also 

applied “fake double-glazing” (a plastic film) to the windows and draught proof strips to seal 

gaps around the windows to reduce heat loss.  

William described one main energy-related practice undertaken by the household. 

They maintained a “warm zone” in the house in the lounge and living area during the evening 

on weekdays and on the weekends during the cooler months of the year. William said that 

they kept the warm zone, plus bedrooms in the evening “…were heated to the World Health 

Organisation safe heating level…” William. William noted the household had to “compromise” 

between the level of warmth and the cost of doing this, for affordability reasons.  

William discussed how he came to have his expectations and norms around warmth, 

recalling earlier experiences of living with central heating in Canada, which he contrasted 

with how infrequently New Zealanders heat their houses. William explained that his energy 
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use was motivated by aspirations for efficiency and not wanting to waste energy, and his 

concern about climate change also influenced his motivation to be energy efficient in his 

practices. William was concerned about climate change and use of fossil fuels in electricity 

production, and he stated that this led to himself and his family undertaking more energy 

efficient practices and conserving as much as possible. 

External influences on William’s described included the local climate and local 

geography affecting temperature and moisture levels; climate change; local and national 

housing policy such as the housing warrant of fitness trial; the price of electricity which he felt 

was expensive; and personal income which William suggested was an influence on heating 

affordability decisions, but somewhat out of his control.  

Landlord 

Gary was the landlord of William’s Dunedin property. He bought the house as a way to 

diversify funds that his family had saved for investment, considering it a better option than 

the stock market. He lived in the same area as the rental property. Gary discussed the merits 

of being close by, which included being able to respond to queries that required a physical 

presence and ‘keeping an eye on the property’. Gary also discussed measures he had taken in 

the last couple of years to improve the energy performance of the house. Interestingly, Gary 

was aware of the positive impact on value that energy related improvements could have, and 

that a double glazing improvement was one such option. However he also stated a number of 

reasons for not making improvements, such as double glazing: “it was a nuisance retrofit”, “I 

couldn’t increase rent enough to make a return”. Gary said that he would have double glazing 

installed if he lived there and that he already had it in his current home: “If we lived in the 

house we would double glaze it… that's why you're the landlord and not the tenant. You have 

those choices”. However this personal aspiration of putting in double glazing to a house he 

occupied did not extend to the case study rental property. 
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Figure 13. Energy Cultures Diagram of the Paired Study One landlord ‘Gary’.  

 

The energy cultures diagram above shows Gary’s energy culture based on information from 

his interview. 

Gary reported that some space heating structural features were already present at the 

purchase of the rental property such as a fireplace. Materials and technologies that Gary 

installed or contracted to be installed after he purchased the rental property included a heat-

pump, an under floor vapour barrier, a wall panel heater (later uninstalled) and ceiling and 

under floor insulation. According to William, Gary also purchased draft-proofing strips for 

windows in the rental property, but Gary did not himself report this.  

Gary’s practices as a landlord comprised of choosing good tenants, determining return 

on investment for potential improvements, conducting property inspections, informing new 

tenants of how cold Dunedin can get, and problem solving rental issues. The practice of 

problem solving became clear when Gary described the issue of the rental property being or 

feeling damp after insulation had been installed and it “...not making any sense...”. He then 

discussed the issue with the same company that installed the insulation and Gary reported 

that they suggested to install an under floor vapour barrier; he did this and it subsequently 

resolved the dampness issue. 

Gary’s norms around heating the rental property were influenced by an experience of 

North American (same as William) central heating before coming to New Zealand. Gary also 
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believed heating was the tenant’s choice but he would educate or forewarn potentially 

ignorant tenants of how cold Dunedin winters and rental properties could be. Gary also 

discussed personal experiences and values as components of his norms, which were 

influencing the decision of whether to improve the energy performance of the rental and the 

thermal comfort of tenants. Gary’s personal experience with the energy performance 

improvements of his own home, had an impact his opinions of how effective the 

improvements could be “... our house has double glazing and insulation in most of the rooms 

and the ceiling and under floor and it still gets cold.”. As mentioned previously Gary did not 

undertake double glazing improvements. 

The external influences on this landlord were reported as: the local rental market 

which Gary said would likely not support a higher rental price (to justify works being done on 

the property such as double glazing), local and national housing policy such as the warrant of 

fitness trial, and the house's location in an area known for being damp and cold. Gary also 

reported that in the future he may sell his property to his friends, and this influenced Gary’s 

decisions around how much to improve, if his friends were going to renovate substantially 

anyway. The uncertainty of the future ownership status of the property, while being within 

Gary’s control, was an external influence as there was uncertainty around what his friends 

might do.  

The influences on decision making were not just financial but also included: the ease in 

which improvements could be made, whether an improvement would make the place ‘look’ 

nicer, and the impact of improvement on house value given housing quality and location 

factors. Gary’s comments about living in cold housing in Dunedin appear to have influenced 

his decisions to improve how warm the rental was.  
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Interactions 

 Paired study one is situated in Dunedin. Of all three landlords, Gary has made more 

thermal performance improvements to the rental property which included; installing a heat-

pump, under floor vapour barrier, ceiling and under floor insulation and a wall panel heater. 

Gary was both an ‘investor’ (on a small scale), and an ’informal’ landlord whose rental 

property income is not his primary income. Gary owns one rental property at the time of the 

interview and had owned other rental properties previously. The rental property is 

recognised as providing a return for investment, and this drives Gary’s decision-making.  

William still held positive views about Gary as a landlord despite failed negotiations for 

window glazing improvements. Interestingly, in spite of the fact the house was reported by 

William as being difficult to heat affordably “... although there are some things we could do to 

the house, what we really want to do is be somewhere else; it's not the fault of the house, it's just 

the location” - William understood that there were external factors influencing the rental 

property’s heating quality, such as the location of the house in a damp area. 

Paired Study 2- Wellington  

Paired study 2 in Wellington was a rental property located north of the city as a flat 

below another property, set back into a hill. The landlord was Scott and the tenant was Emma 

who lived with a partner and their young child. This paired studies landlord Scott, followed 

Allen & McDowell’s ‘commercial’ landlord typology. However, through analysis it became 

clear that Scott, the landlord, had dual motivations for his property investment, which at times 

were in tension. The tension between the practices of profit creation and concern for the 

tenant’s well-being appeared to have impacted and delayed decisions about energy 

performance of the rental property of this paired study. Both Scott and Emma were in 

financially stable positions; however Emma and her partner were not in a position to 

purchase a property of their own.  
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Tenant 

Emma is a self-identified long-term renter with financial means, but not enough to 

enter the property market. With a new baby, Emma and her partner were interested in rental 

properties that could keep the heat in and not make the new family sick: “If there is dampness 

it makes too many people sick and if you’ve got small children then it’s going to give them health 

problems, and you’re going to constantly be going to the doctor…” Emma reported suffering 

cold-like symptoms at a higher frequency in the Wellington rental property due to the 

dampness in her bedroom, but said that she had not mentioned this issue to her landlord Scott 

during any property inspections. However, heating was a near constant activity throughout 

the day in the main living areas to keep the temperature suitable for the new baby. Heat 

retention was made easier by the flat being fully insulated and north facing. Due to the 

frequent need for heating, Emma and her partner compromised on the cost of electricity by 

not heating their bedroom and less frequented areas such as the bathroom and laundry. 

Emma made the connection between her poor health, cost of heating and issues with the 

housing layout. The unfrequented areas and adult bedroom became damper and colder as a 

result of lack of heating, as well as an issue with water drainage at the back of the house 

where the water came down the hill and damp air rose through the floor into the adult 

bedroom. 
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Figure 14. Energy Cultures Diagram of Paired Study Two Tenant ‘ Emma’. 

 

The energy cultures diagram depicted in figure 14 illustrates Emma's energy culture, based on 

information from her interview. 

Emma’s material culture for space heating was limited to blankets and warm clothes 

and an electric oil filled heater that was the only source of heating in the house and was used 

to heat the lounge and main living area during the day time and the baby’s bedroom before 

bedtime.  

Emma’s energy-related practices undertook a significant change due to the arrival of a 

new baby and the need to keep him warm 24/7. Pre-Baby, Emma would not heat the house at 

all and would just “rug up” or “stay in bed if it’s too cold”. Once the baby arrived, Emma’s 

practice was focused around keeping the baby’s bedroom, the lounge and main living area 

warm. Emma reported that before the baby arrived she never thought much about her own 

health, but once there was a baby in the house she thought about it much more. Emma also 

reported that the bathroom and the laundry were not heated and neither was the adults’ 

bedroom. Emma also had a practice to promptly tell the landlord, Scott, about issues that 

needed to be fixed such as broken window blinds; however, cold and damp issues didn’t seem 

to be communicated. 

Emma’s norms around warmth were primarily health and safety-oriented. She 

discussed her preference for a new heating source for safety reasons, as her young child was 

at risk of being burnt if he touched the oil fin heater and was at an age where this was 

beginning to become an issue. Every time the heater fell over it turned off automatically (for 
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safety reasons) making it challenging to keep the room a constant temperature. The heater 

falling over occurred multiple times as the baby knocked it over, a barrier around the heater 

took up too much room in the living room so Emma had to constantly mind it so it would stay 

turned on (and keep the baby safe from potential burns.  Emma was financially stable for 

tenancy but her and her partner were not able to get a loan to purchase a property, so were 

self-identified long-term renters. Emma also stated multiple times her belief that a rental 

property should have insulation, at the very minimum, to help retain heat in the house, and 

again this was influenced by the need to keep “even the smallest human” warm and healthy. 

The rental property was insulated. Considering the tenants’ position further, Emma expressed 

a desire to be able to control the electricity use in the house, “… if you can find one with a 

thermostat that’s better, but they do take a toll on the power bill… I would rather have a 

fireplace because with them I find they heat… the house a lot better than what a heater does. 

Because you’re just paying for fire wood, wood burns a lot slower.” Emma considered control 

over the heating to be a preferable way of using energy to warm the property, as evidenced by 

her suggestion of using firewood because it was slower burning and easier to control in terms 

of costs. 

The external influences reported by Emma were the location of the house due to water 

run-off from the top of the section running down next to and under the adult bedroom causing 

damp air to rise up and make the room cold and damp. The local climate and weather patterns 

which in summer kept the house very warm and cold in the winter. The high cost of electricity 

was also mentioned by Emma as something they constantly kept in mind and avoided energy 

use they considered unnecessary, because of it.  

Landlord 

Scott owned the Wellington based property and two other properties as well as 

owning a property management business. During the purchase of the case property an agency 

miscommunication resulted in tenants being selected to live in the house before the landlord 

had time to make minor planned improvements such as fixing sapheats, blinds and other 

minor repairs. Both Emma and Scott reported this occurrence and subsequent issues that 

persisted in the rental after tenants moved in, due in part to a delay in the improvements 

being made. Scott’s prior employment in the building industry gave him many of the skills 

needed to complete works on the rental property himself. Scott said that when an issue was 

reported by the tenant, he would go to the house and would fix the issue himself if he could; 
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however due to the asbestos cladding, it was a lot more difficult to contract out externally 

based works on the rental property: “...the tenants have never complained to me about it being 

cold. If they had I might have considered doing something sooner.” This signals that whilst the 

landlord has considered improving the rental property, he has a strong interest in rental 

housing providing profit to him and so this is a driver behind his decisions about 

improvements to the house. 

 

Figure 15. Energy Cultures Diagram of Paired Study Two Landlord ‘Scott’. 

 

The energy cultures diagram above depicts Scott’s energy cultures, based on 

information from his interview. 

The rental property had ceiling and floor insulation, which was installed before he 

purchased the rental property and draft-proofing by covering gaps in windows and doors. As 

mentioned above, the tenant provided their own source of heating. 

Scott’s practices as a landlord included a ‘Do-It-Yourself’ approach to fixing problems, 

responding quickly to issues raised by the tenant, determining the return on investment on 

prospective purchases and improvements, as well as looking for discounts and good deals. 

Scott also reported explicitly that he felt a responsibility for his tenants, to “take care of them”, 

which influenced his practices as a landlord. 

Scott’s norms around energy performance had a strong financial theme, which the 

following quote succinctly captures: “...the longer I’ve owned the house, the less it owes me. So 
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maybe in a few years, when it’s more profitable for me, because I own more of it, I would be 

inclined to spend more on it.” Scott also believed that he had a sense of responsibility towards 

the tenants, often referring to them as “my tenants” and suggesting he needed to make sure 

they were “looked after”: “I consider them to be mine, I look after them. I have that sense of, you 

know, you have to take due care of these people as far as, I don’t hold their hand or let them cry 

on my shoulder but in terms of the house, it needs to be reasonable.” Landlord Scott also had a 

young family himself, which he mentioned in relation to expectations of heating and the 

standard of property a family with young children might rent. Scott also said that alongside 

his practice of fixing issues promptly, he was also not “aggrieved” by these issues or towards 

the tenants. External influences Scott discussed included: local rental market factors, which 

meant Scott didn’t feel he could increase his investment in the property due to the low rental 

price’s locally (could not increase rent price to reflect housing improvements), local and 

national housing policy and regulations, insurance policies and processes which Scott said 

increased the overhead costs of owning a rental property as insurance costs had increased in 

recent times. 

Interactions 

Scott and Emma both reported on-going issues with dampness from water runoff, 

coming down the hillside behind the flat. Recognising the poor site layout and subsequent 

dampness in the house may have influenced Scott to seriously consider installing a heat pump 

in the rental property, which had not yet been done at time of the interview – this 

consideration also coming after being offered heat pump units at discounted rates through a 

local landlords’ association. He cited a number of reasons the installation would be of benefit 

including: drying the property out, potential increase in property value, and the possibility of 

more efficient heating for the tenant. Prior to this, purchasing a heat pump had not been an 

option as he felt the rent could not be increased for a reasonable return on investment, due to 

low rent prices in the area. Added to this was Scott’s previous experience with a tenant's non-

use of a heat pump in another property he managed: “...even though it’s got a heat pump [now] 

they won’t turn it on. So there is an element of, ‘you can lead a horse to water… but I couldn’t 

make [them] use it. There's that element to everything, people are people...” and this was given 

as another reason not to bother. Scott’s reasoning for now considering the heat pump was the 

discounted price, making return on investment more feasible.  Emma had not yet mentioned 

to Scott that this would be a welcome heating source in the home, “If you’ve got small children 
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like I have you want their fingers to be safe and … not end up with burns because they can go up 

to and touch it [heater]... some parents put play pens around the heaters but the odd shape of the 

house makes it slightly harder to do that.” due to the risk of burns posed to the young child by 

current heating sources. 

Paired study 3- Tauranga  

This paired study demonstrates a complex situation where both landlord and tenant 

were financially and socially constrained, leading to certain compromises and justifications 

for decisions being made. The location of the property adds an interesting factor to the 

consideration of energy performance, as Tauranga is traditionally considered a warmer 

location in New Zealand. 

The third paired study property is a three-bedroom unit tenanted by Sophia and her 

family. This unit was attached to an identical unit that houses the landlord. A property 

manager, Zoe, is contracted by Judith to manage the rent and the tenant selection. The 

property is a smaller three bedroom home, with weather board external cladding and 

orientated towards the north with the kitchen area getting morning sun. The house had been 

insulated in the last year. The hot water cylinder was turned off every morning (after morning 

showers) by Sophia and turned on again at night to warm up overnight. The house had no 

forms of heating. The north-facing house is reported as having good morning sun. However, 

Sophia reported being very cold in the property.  
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Tenant 

No heating was used in the house and she did not own any as she was very concerned 

about the cost of power bills and rent increasing if a heating source was installed. This 

concern was a major barrier in seeking assistance to make the house warmer, Sophia was so 

concerned about paying for more electricity use that the fact the house was cold, was 

withheld from the property manager Zoe during routine inspections, and also during multiple 

conversations with Judith. 

 

 

Figure 16. Energy Cultures Diagram of Paired Study Three Tenant ‘Sophia’. 

 

The energy cultures diagram above depicts Sophia’s energy culture, based on information 

from her interview.  

Sophia and her family’s material culture for space heating consisted of drinking hot 

drinks, covering up in warm jerseys, hats and blankets, and utilising passive solar heat.  

Sophia’s energy-related practices were centred on conservation of energy and were 

motivated by what I interpreted as fear and concern about increasing the monetary cost of 

electricity use. Sophia took measures to reduce energy consumption, such as turning off the 

hot water cylinder every morning before the family left for school and work, then turning it on 

again at night for warm showers the next day. Sophia also looked for other ways to reduce the 
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cost of electricity, for example she reported signing up to an offering from a power company 

for combined internet and power bills; also, she and the family sat outside in the sunshine and 

took advantage of passive solar during colder months. Sophia also had a practice of not telling 

the landlord, Judith, or Zoe about how cold her and her family.  

Sophia’s norms were orientated towards keeping healthy so the household could go to 

school and work, as well as energy conservation to keep the power bill down. She saw saving 

energy as a wise thing to do. Sophia, having migrated to Whangarei first from the Philippines, 

was accustomed to warm climatic conditions. She did not find Tauranga to be warm and 

repeatedly said during her interview she felt it was “very cold in Tauranga”, despite it being 

traditionally considered a warm region in New Zealand. However, despite feeling cold, she 

was adamant not to tell the landlord or property manager as mentioned earlier, as she was 

concerned about an increase in the cost of rent and electricity bill. 

The external influences discussed by Sophia were around factors such as the distance 

to the local school which influenced her choice of potential rental housing, the price of 

electricity and the Tauranga climate. 

Landlord 

Judith was self-identified as a ‘Ma and Pa’ landlord (informal landlord). Her orientation 

to the market was more toward the rental as an extension of Judith and her husband’s 

possessions and a ‘safe’ place to keep money. Judith also expressed a strong opinion that 

landlords should provide warm and affordable rental properties: “I do believe that no landlord 

now can plead ignorance about our responsibility in providing a reasonably energy efficient 

place for your tenants. Doesn’t matter how old it is.” This quote speaks to a sense of social 

responsibility that Judith felt, and it implies she saw herself in part, providing a service. She 

also believed that property managers should be a “voice” for tenants, to communicate issues 

such as coldness experienced in the rental property. 
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Figure 17. Energy Cultures Diagram of Paired Study Three Landlord ‘Judith’.  

The energy cultures diagram in figure 17 depicts Judith’s energy culture, based on 

information from her interview. 

Judith’s material culture around space heating in the rental property comprised of 

ceiling and floor insulation being installed in the last 12 months, draft-proofing doors and 

windows, and installing net and thermal curtains. Judith also self-installed an under floor 

vapour barrier to reduce moisture rising up from the ground into the rental property. 

Judith’s practices were focused around affordable, cost effective improvements. As a 

self-identified ‘ma & pa’ landlord she had limited funds for improvements in the rental 

property. But this was compensated for by a practice of trying to understand a problem in the 

rental property and identifying potential low cost measures that could still fix the problem. 

Judith had a practice of asking Sophia how she and her family were, and particularly if they 

felt warm enough, despite the engagement of the property manager in the property.  

The property manager, Zoe, as an extension of Judith’s Energy practices as depicted in 

Figure 17 above, had a practice of “asking the landlord” as a minimum action for 

improvements, energy performance-related or otherwise, and suggesting actions and tips for 

tenants that could help them be warmer.  

Judith’s norms regarding the rental property were concerned with Sophia and her 

family being comfortable. Judith also believed the property manager Zoe (and broadly, all 

property managers) could and should be an advocate for tenants. Judith’s norms also included 



  58 
 

recognition that rental housing quality in New Zealand could be much better, both in the local 

neighbourhood and afar such as Dunedin. Judith also believed that if a landlord was not 

willing to live in a rental property, then this should not be expected of tenants either. 

Judith highlighted a number of external influences, including: NZ’s attitude to housing 

which normalised cold housing, national housing legislation and insulation programmes 

which influenced Judith to install insulation, climate change, and the impact of the landlord's 

daughter living in cold rental housing in a different city. Judith was influenced by these 

external factors by shaping her norms around what warm rental housing was and how it was 

widespread, and not a type of rental housing she wanted to offer. 

Interactions 

Judith reported that if Sophia and her family were cold and complained, she would 

consider improving the heating: “...we want our tenants to be more comfortable. We have put in 

more insulation and we’ll follow up this winter and ask them specifically ourselves… then we 

may consider putting a heat pump in.” However Judith was also financially constrained: 

“...initially when we bought it [the rental], it was standard to be advised to mortgage it to the 

max and then your rental income covers the mortgage repayments and the rates… well that 

never happened.” It is evident that Judith understood the rental property was providing 

resources by paying for rates and a mortgage. However, this was conflicted by a concern or 

feeling of responsibility for the comfort of the tenants. Judith conveyed an understanding of 

how their constrained finances impacted on their ability to meet their tenants’ needs. Neither 

Judith nor Zoe the property manager knew of Sophia’s concerns about heating costs and 

could, therefore, not act according to their principles and motivations. Sophia did not tell the 

landlord nor the property manager how cold they were in the house and Zoe’s tips about how 

to keep the house warm in winter was not something reported by Sophia. 

Conclusion 

The energy cultures of all landlords and tenants in this study outlined a variety of 

different strategies and considerations regarding heating performance in the residential 

rental properties. What is clear from all energy cultures is that being warm is important, and 

there are differing views on whose responsibility this is and who, landlord or tenant, is best 

placed to provide this. It is clear that tenants’ material culture in terms of thermal 

performance is dependent on the landlord and what heating devices are provided in the 

house, which in turn has an impact on the practices that tenants develop in order to stay 
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warm, for example Dunedin paired study where the tenants had a ‘warm zone’ they used the 

heat-pump to keep warm. However, Tenants in Dunedin and Tauranga paired studies showed 

strong norms towards keeping the house warm and keeping the power bill down respectively. 

Landlords shared a common view that it was difficult to make thermal performance 

improvements in their respective local rental markets. They suggested this was due to the risk 

of a higher rent price making their rental property look less appealing to potential tenants.  

In a number of cases, inaction or slow action concerning improving the energy 

performance of a rental property was due to one of the following: lack of communication from 

the tenants, inconvenience of the project for the landlord to complete, future uncertainty 

around ownership, inadequate financial information on balancing mortgages and rental 

income and a lack of financial resources to make improvements.  
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5.0 Results 2 

5.1 Thematic Analysis  

Introduction 

Four themes were developed from the analysis of tenant interviews: Standards, 

Influence, Role, and Improvement. Five themes were developed from the analysis of landlord 

interviews; Value, Choices, Standards, Practices and Improvements. These themes can also be 

aligned to the energy cultures framework, with improvements relating to material cultures, 

roles relating to practices and standards relating to norms and expectations.  Influences sit 

within norms and practices. Each theme will be discussed with supporting content from 

participant interviews; quotes are, as much as possible, in the participant's voice. Each section 

will include a brief introduction of the theme and sub- themes it is made up of, along with 

supporting evidence, and will conclude with a summary of the theme.  

Tenants 

5.2.1 Tenants Norms – Expectations & Aspirations 

 Expectations as a theme encompassed 3 areas: factors that affect expectations, the 

impact of low standards, and the norms or cultural expectations of standards.  

Factors that affect expectations 

All tenants were asked, ‘What standard of rental accommodation are you interested 

in?’ and they described their ideal standards of rental housing. However, some tenants went 

into more detail in subsequent questions about the factors that would affect or have an impact 

on the standard they wanted in a rental property. Primarily, tenants discussed two key 

standards, one of warmth and one of dryness in the rental property “...it has to be warm, it has 

to be dry, so it has to be insulated…” (Tenant F). The tenant participants also discussed the 

concept of a bottom-line or minimum standard for any property they would live in. In 

addition to standards of warmth and dryness, tenants also reported on standards of safety 

and security as a secondary benefit to improving energy performance. These responses 

demonstrate that standards of safety apply to energy performance, as well as the heat 

retention and dryness factors which affect tenants’ perception of a rental property’s standard.  

Impact of low standards 
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The tenant participants described the impact that low standards could have, where the 

standards of a rental property did not meet their requirements and expectations. This was 

primarily around staying healthy while renting: “...if there is dampness it makes too many 

people sick and if you’ve got small children then it’s going to give them health problems and 

you’re going to constantly be going to the doctor...” (Tenant F). Tenant F also reported getting 

sick at a much higher frequency in her current rental property, describing damp, musty 

bedrooms and the need to use a de-humidifier to decrease moisture in the air. These 

descriptions of the impact of dampness mirror national findings of cold indoor temperatures 

causing illness (Howden-Chapman, et al., 2012). 

Tenants discussed the impact on their rental living situation when standards did not 

meet their requirements. Tenants were clear about the consequences if a rental property did 

not meet their requirements: “... if your house is not really good or warm, I think as the tenant 

we’re not going to stay here long...” (Tenant B). In the case of Tenant A, they had decided to 

leave the rental property in search of something that could meet their standards. The 

consequences tenants describe were final – they would seek new rental accommodation if the 

property was not up to their standards. However, when tenants were asked, ‘Was the rental 

property what you expected?’ there was a mixed response. Two of the three tenant 

participants had moved to New Zealand and had found that it was much colder here than 

where they had come from, which I perceive to have influenced and lowered their 

expectations and subsequent experiences of rental housing in New Zealand.  

Through the tenants’ reports of their expectations of rental housing, the third aspect of 

norms was uncovered – New Zealand norms of rental housing. Tenants were discussing their 

standards with respect to a cultural standard they perceived in New Zealand rental housing, 

captured thus: “...I realise from a standard New Zealand house, it’s actually not that bad.” 

(Tenant A). Tenants and some landlords revealed that cold housing was normal in New 

Zealand, which also speaks to its documented prevalence in New Zealand; however, tenants 

were clear in their aspirations: rental housing should be warm and dry to avoid health issues. 

Influence 

Tenants discussed during the interviews how they were influenced in their choices, 

practices and decisions about energy use and energy performance. Tenants recalled occasions 

where they had influence over something or someone else. Influence was developed as a 

theme and comprised five key areas: influenced by people, influencing the landlords, inability 
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or barriers to influence, perceived norms & trends regarding influence, and influence of 

legislation.  

Influence by people  

Tenants discussed in the interviews being influenced by different groups of people 

when it came to energy performance and heating in the rental property. These influence 

groups were family, the property manager, and peers. Tenant B stated clearly the influence 

that landlords had on tenants: “... they really influence us because if you are a good landlord you 

have to see to it that your tenant is in a good condition and good environment…” Tenant B’s 

‘environment’ was further influenced by the property manager and landlord suggesting that 

insulation be installed: “... the landlord suggested that somebody was going to come and do the 

insulation and I said, ‘ oh that’s good, that’s a good idea, insulation’, because I had never heard of 

that before…” (Tenant B). Tenants also reported being influenced by their peers through them 

owning their own homes and improving them to have higher energy performance, and 

revealing tips for reducing power bills.  

Influencing the landlord 

In the interviews, there was evidence of tenants having influence on a landlord's 

actions and decisions. For example, tenant A reported putting weather stripping on the 

windows of their rental property and “...the landlord actually went out and bought some for us, 

so there is actually a small amount of influence…” (Tenant A). Tenant influence also occurred 

through tenants complaining to the landlord about an issue, as emphasised by tenant F: “So if 

there is any issues with like the heating or holding the heat or if there is draughts of if there is 

dampness we tell the landlord and he fixes it as soon as he can.” Tenants commented about 

occasions where the landlord could be open to being influenced, for example during 

inspections: “...and just checking and looking for your tenants is influencing the landlord to 

make improvements to the house that they have.” (Tenant B). Tenant A also shared her 

perspective about how tenants can influence the landlord: “Overall I think the landlords, 

because they are mostly interested in making money off the thing, rather than improving the 

comfort for people, the way that they are influenced by the resident/ tenant, is by the tenants 

saying ‘I don’t want to rent here’.” (Tenant A). Tenant B in the previous quote drew a link 

between the landlord’s purpose for owning a rental property and how that related to what the 

landlord may be influenced by. 

External Influences 
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Inability, or barriers, to influence also extended to external factors that tenants had no 

control over, for example: “...we cannot control and influence the comfort of the house, 

especially in winter.” (Tenant A). Tenants also discussed not being able to influence the impact 

of weather and dampness in a particular location: “... And it is also damp down there because 

we don’t get a lot of wind, so, no sun and no warmth. So the property compared to other places is 

pretty damp.“ (Tenant A). On a broader scale, one of the tenants discussed the influence of 

climate change: “...the fact that climate change is actually happening is perhaps an external 

influence…”; however, the tenant had some confusion as to whether this was really ‘external’ 

as they had some degree of control over the exacerbating factors: “...a lot of my energy decision 

making comes around... things like climate change... The only thing I can do, is to do things that 

use less energy in the house, and that is inevitably going to make the place colder because [sic] 

turning down the heat somewhere in order to make that happen.“ (Tenant A). Climate change 

appeared to act as an external influence on tenant A’s practices. Tenant A self-reported feeling 

that they could have a small effect towards GHG mitigation through his practices of energy 

conservation and a process of compromise; these helped in identifying options to reduce 

energy use.  
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5.2.2 Practices & Roles 

Taking care of the property 

Taking care of the rental property was a practice-based sub-theme discussed by tenant 

participants. Tenants saw one of their roles and practices as a tenant of a rental property as 

keeping the house in good condition and taking care of the rental property while they lived in 

it: “...taking care of it, making sure there is no damage…” (Tenant F). Tenant B saw their role as 

being an important one due to the process of rental property inspections by property 

managers due to the consequences if they did not keep the property in good condition. 

Tenants’ views about the role and responsibility they saw themselves as having in a rental 

property, were focused around maintaining the quality of the property, taking care of it and 

not bringing the property into disrepair.  

Tenants’ role in heating 

Tenants discussed the role of heating. I asked tenants and landlords, ‘What is the 

tenants’ role in heating the rental property?’ Tenants’ responses were clearly focused around 

health and comfort with regards to the role of heating. Tenants described staying healthy as a 

role and practice they had in heating the rental property in a number of ways and these are 

shown below; 

   

“... to just continue what you are doing to prevent sickness. Keep yourself, your kids, your 

family warm all the time.” Tenant B 

”...the thing that falls to the tenant is the decision of how much money they are willing to 

put into heating costs in order to keep warm...” Tenant A. 

“I think it’s a tenant's first and foremost. It’s up to them to keep the house warm and if 

they have children, definitely, children need the heat more than us.” Tenant F  

 

Tenant’s B and F show a health perspective with a specific mention of children and 

keeping them healthy as being their role. Tenant A discussed the role of tenants in heating, 

with a focus on developing and maintaining the comfort and warmth aspect. Tenant A saw the 

decision of how much to spend on heating to stay warm as a practice they had as a tenant. In 

their discussion of their various roles in renting and particularly around their role in heating 

the rental property, tenants clarified the divergence in perspectives between landlord and 
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tenants, when discussing the role in heating: “I guess the thing that falls on the tenant is the 

decision of how much money they are willing to put into heating costs in order to keep warm and 

that is something the landlord shouldn’t be responsible for because that’s not something they are 

paying bills for, the tenants are making those choices so they should be responsible for the cost 

associated with that.“(Tenant A). Tenants did not all share the same perspectives in their 

respective interviews about the role of heating and the division of this role between tenants 

and landlords, some saw it as the role of tenants to heat and some saw it as the role of the 

landlords to heat the property however, all considered it the landlords role to make sure the 

property could retain heat. Tenants considered that providing the ability to heat a house was 

the landlord’s role, and this included: installing heating sources, improving the house so it 

could retain heat better through insulation and double glazing, and removing and reducing 

sources of moisture and dampness that were beyond the tenant’s immediate control. Tenants 

also shared similarities in what they saw as being within the tenant’s domain, such as 

management of what rooms and spaces were heated throughout the house, and when energy 

was used for heating, e.g. in the morning and in the evenings before bed-time. Tenants 

differed in their perspectives on the role they had in heating the property, Tenant B for 

example did not heat the property at all, whereas Tenant A tried to heat the property to a 

specific temperature.  

5.2.3 Material Culture/ Improvement 

Reporting & communicating improvements 

When tenants were discussing the physical characteristics (related to landlord 

material culture) of the rental properties they lived in, they often described the physical 

improvements that the landlord had made to the property, either prior to or during the 

tenants occupation of the rental property. Tenant A reported, “We have a heat pump which 

came with the house...The landlords have done things like insulation… put in an insulating 

blanket – probably 10-15cm thick – in the ceiling and there is also under floor insulation.” 

(Tenant A) Tenants described further aspirations they had for the material aspects of the 

rental property, such as getting wall insulation installed, and improving the thermal retention 

properties of windows through double glazing. In the tenants’ reporting of improvements, 

Tenant A said “...if we had the cooperation of the landlord…” Tenant A showed a willingness to 

work alongside the landlord to see improvements made to and within the rental property, 

however the landlord did not work with the tenants to further improve the property.  
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Consequence of improvement 

Tenants A and F had reported a willingness or interest in improving the energy 

performance of the rental properties they lived in, as well as actual improvements that the 

landlords had made. However, all tenants, particularly Tenant B had concerns about the 

consequences of potential improvements. Their concerns were primarily around the costs 

associated with improvements that would be borne by them, for example an increase in the 

rental price, or an increase in the electricity being used in a new appliance, which would then 

result in a higher power bill. Tenant B explains as follows: “...if I suggest something like that 

maybe it costs a lot of money so we have to pay the rent increase you know? So if we have to 

ask...maybe the agent is going to increase the cost of the rent every week? “. The tenant was both 

aware of the potential influence they had with the landlord, and the immediate consequences 

of such an improvement taking place. Tenants also discussed the importance of staying 

healthy and not needing to go to the doctors, however this benefit, or saving, was not reported 

as benefit in the conversation about the consequences of an improvement. 

Tenant initiated material culture changes  

In one instance tenants had initiated improvements. Tenant A discussed a situation 

where they saw an area for improving thermal performance in the rental property and took 

steps to make an improvement within the scope of their tenancy agreement: “...we had a 

couple of things we were interested in improving on the house... So we got some plastic stuff for 

the windows and some draught stuff for around the doors… and some places the windows didn’t 

shut because they were warped a bit, so we put the foamy insulation around so we could block 

the draughts a little more.” Tenant A also reported discussing energy performance 

improvements with the landlord, including window film and draught-proofing improvements. 

The landlord of this property reported, “...the current tenants would like the house to be double 

glazed, but [sic] not going to do it. “(Landlord A) Landlord A had said that the tenants had 

requested a double glazing improvement to the windows; however tenant A did not explicitly 

mention this request in their interview. From Tenant A’s actions, it can be seen they were 

trying to improve the thermal retention properties of the windows. 

Landlords 

Four themes were developed from the most referenced codes in sources of landlord 

interviews; these were standards, improvement, values, and choices(s). Each theme is 
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discussed with supporting content from participant interviews and quotes are, as much as 

possible, in the participant's voice.  Each section will include a brief introduction of the theme 

and sub- themes it is made up of, and then a subsequent description of the sub-theme with 

supporting evidence. Unpaired landlords are also included in the thematic analysis that 

follows in this section.  

5.2.4 Landlords Norms, Expectations and Aspirations 

Value of heating performance improvements 

The value in what can be seen was reported by the six landlord participants. The focus 

was around a perception that tenants valued what they could see and that insulation, while 

important, could not be seen and it was therefore challenging to attribute value to it. For 

example: “If I spent maybe $10 or $20,000 putting insulation in there, it’s not going to look one 

iota different to a tenant walking in the door.” (Landlord F). On the other hand, some landlord 

participants considered insulation as contributing to the attractiveness of the rental property: 

“...I want this house to be attractive to renters so I will X, Y, Z, I will put in some insulation or 

whatever… obviously in most markets it's not that easy to rent, so you have to make it 

reasonably attractive.” (Landlord A) Landlord F considered that certain energy performance 

characteristics can be expected of houses in certain areas and rental markets: “...I mean heat 

pumps are attractive to people…if you were looking at houses in a certain area, just being 

insulated probably puts it up in terms of desirability…” Landlord F argued that some energy 

performance characteristics could also translate to desirability of the rental property, but this 

was also reportedly dependent on the location of the property. The Property Manager in Case 

B also reported the value in what could be seen and its links with rental price: “...adds value to 

their rent and attraction for tenants, it keeps them happy too…” It is clear from the above 

examples that landlords and property managers see a link between a rental with a certain 

level of energy performance that can be seen, and this value being attributed to rental price 

and attracting potential tenants. However, it was evident from the interviews that both 

landlords and tenants value having a rental property that can retain heat, which primarily 

occurred through a property being insulated. The findings show different beliefs in the utility 

of some improvements that are not easily seen, such as insulation and double glazing, and 

those improvements that can be seen, such as heating devices, and the effect that has on 

rental price. 
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Landlord D adds another dimension to this sub-theme: “...the value of the house is 

determined by what the rent level is and arguably if you’ve got a warm place you charge more 

for it. Ahh, so maybe I do get a benefit there, I’m not sure.” Landlord D highlights the link 

between warmth of a rental property, the associated rental price and ultimately the value of 

the house.  

Value of Energy Efficiency 

In their interviews, landlords communicated a value for efficiency of a thermal 

improvement. Efficiency was described in different ways, for example:”...because of the media 

and you know all these various energy resources on climate change and just that we are starting 

to value, put a better value on what we get for our electricity dollar, and the effect of it. 

Efficiency, I suppose energy efficiency is just being raised....” (Landlord B). In the previous quote 

Landlord B discussed the impact of increased awareness and importance placed on energy 

efficiency and the value or service provided by the money spent on electricity in the home. 

Landlord B described the potential resulting effect of increased energy efficiency if the 

‘electricity dollar’ was valued more. An example from Landlord A shows the above in 

practice:” Well we gave the tenants oil filled heaters because we have some and gave them some 

flat panel wall heaters, but they were obviously less efficient and cost more to run.” (Landlord 

A).  

Landlords A and B demonstrated an understanding and awareness of energy efficiency with 

respect to material energy culture and how this may have a monetary consequence for 

tenants. 

Landlord E was aware that the cost of energy inefficiency was passed to tenants;: 

“...because the inefficiency is more borne by the tenants. Because they have to pay for power, 

certainly downstairs. They have to pay for the inefficient heating source. I don’t have to pay for 

it, so in some ways it’s not my problem. I can just ignore it and be selfish.” Landlord E provided a 

personal perspective on the energy efficiency challenge in rental housing energy performance. 

He reports that because the immediate costs of energy inefficiency are paid for by the tenants, 

Landlord E did not feel a sense of responsibility or burden to improve said efficiency. 
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Unpaired landlords: Landlord & Tenant relationships 

Long-term tenancy 

Of notable difference from the case study landlord and tenants, two of the three 

unpaired landlords had particular values towards maintaining a good relationship with their 

tenant’s long term and had the same tenants in their properties for over 10 years. These 

landlords saw the landlord & tenant relationship as a service based one; for example, the 

landlord was providing a service of accommodation to the tenants and they reported that they 

felt it was their responsibility from a ‘business point of view’ to be fair and reasonable, 

otherwise the relationship would breakdown. 

Co-benefits of improvements 

In addition, landlords C & E both reported making a decision to improve the carpets of 

their respective rental properties to reduce dust for tenants with reported asthma and 

eczema issues, but that this was only a viable option when they also considered replacing old 

heating sources. These two actions combined meant the indoor environment was dry and 

dust free – reducing associated health issues. 

5.2.5 Expectations/ Choice 

Types of choices as a landlord and as a tenant  

Landlords reported that they felt they had different choices to that of tenants: “That's 

why you're the landlord and not the tenant. You have those choices.” (Landlord A). Landlord A 

exemplifies the sub-theme of different choices landlords perceive they have (because they are 

landlords), compared to those of tenants. Landlords felt they had the ability to choose their 

personal accommodation, and the landlords related this ability to choose, to the quality of 

accommodation available to them implying they could find better quality and warm housing. 

Landlord participants also stated that they had been subject to similar kinds of choices that 

they saw tenants being presented with, implying that it was a situation to be expected, a rite 

of passage but suggested it was only of a temporary nature: “...when I was not owning a house I 

lived in all sorts of houses too, and that's just what it means to be renting, instead of owning. 

Although you still have a lot of choices, you have obviously to choose to rent at a certain level 

and you get a certain style and quality.” (Landlord A) Landlord A exemplifies the sub-theme of 

choices, particularly the types of choices landlords perceive themselves as having and their 
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perspective on the agency that the tenants have to choose a rental property. Landlords’ 

perception of tenant’s choices also extended to the associated level of thermal performance 

that tenants could expect based on the choices and options available to them, as shown in the 

quote above by Landlord A. Landlord B also described a situation in which their family home 

was also difficult to heat, despite the presence of a heat-pump, indicating that the challenge 

experienced of being warm in rental housing, also exists in owner-occupier tenure types so 

that landlords can empathise with tenants to a certain extent. 

5.2.6 Standards 

Standards were discussed by landlords in three main ways: personal standards, 

standard as a metric, and the impact of standards. 

Personal Standards 

The sub-theme of personal standards related to content provided by landlords on the 

concept of differing quality of rental properties. The first way personal standards were 

discussed was through the concept of a ‘luxury’ or high quality of housing “...well he always 

said, ‘our place is luxury compared to some other houses’, but I said, ‘well would you live there?’ 

And he said, ‘No, absolutely not!’...He would not live like that.” (Landlord B). Landlord B was 

discussing with her husband the perceived quality of rental housing compared with what she 

as a landlord was able to live in, and suggested that it was not fair that tenants should live in a 

quality of housing; landlords themselves were not prepared to live in.  Landlord F also 

discussed this, however with an emphasis that it was ok for landlords and tenants to have 

different standards of housing: “I mean, people often say, ‘ Would you live there?’ which is a 

really stupid thing to say... when I was 19 and I moved out of home, I would have lived there in a 

heartbeat. But that’s the kind of people who live in flats and stuff, would I live there now with my 

children? Probably not, it’s totally unsuitable to my lifestyle. But it's, yeah, it’s not unlovable, or 

unreasonably liveable.” (Landlord F). The differential in quality between landlords’ own homes 

and the rental properties they rented out was a connection made by a number of landlords in 

this study. They also related this to the quality of rental properties and the local rental market, 

with landlords suggesting that if the rental market was good enough to rent out a property 

with the same quality as their personal home, they would provide such a property. 

The second way landlords talked about personal standards and the concept of ‘luxury’ 

was in terms of a high quality rental property, specifically, energy performance features that 

could be found in properties at the higher end of a rental market: ”Because if you have enough 
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money, you can rent brand new four bedroom, double glazed houses if you have enough money, 

in town. With under floor heating and all sorts of things. It's going to cost you $600-700 a week 

instead of $320/week.” (Landlord A). Here Landlord A discussed features he saw as showing or 

relating to a certain quality, which included energy performance improvement features such 

as double glazing. Similarly landlord F reported: “I see, and know there are, some houses, 

particularly very expensive houses in places like Thorndon and Newton, which are beautiful 

renovated villas...and you can have the heat pump on 30 degrees all day long and it would never 

get over 12 degrees... there is an element of choice too. Like some people just love houses like 

that... But that’s a choice they make, based on their own desires to feel like they are living where 

they want to live.” Landlord F’s perspectives of tenants’ choice and interest in renting housing 

that has a visual appeal, but is difficult to heat, relates to an earlier sub-theme about tenants’ 

choice and agency. Landlord F’s quote demonstrates the challenge in rental housing, in terms 

of a complex situation not simply resolved by using a heating source, but also, potentially, 

tenants’ preferences for certain styles of rental housing that may be more difficult to heat. 

Metric of standards 

Landlords and the property manager also talked about standards in terms of a metric, 

as a middle, average or normal ‘standard’ measure of rental housing quality and standard 

types of fittings. As a standard quality, participants referred to standard housing styles such as 

brick housing, housing that was not fancy, or had many energy performance features and 

appliances. In terms of a standard of heating there was a general consensus between 

landlords that the standard of heating was in the realm of tenants to decide, again relating to 

the concept of tenants’ agency.  

Landlord B’s comments about standard appliances gave an insight into what kinds of 

heating appliances were becoming standard or normal in the private rented sector: “... it is 

more the norm that you have heat pumps and that kind of thing in newer places, they are just 

standard fittings these days.” Although this was a consistent report from all landlords, the 

unpaired landlords provide extra insight into this below. 

The unpaired landlords also reported consistently on the standard and commonality of 

certain heating appliances such as heat pumps. However, landlord C expressed frustration 

that possibly the heat pump market was influenced by an external agent(s) due to the narrow 

price band of heat pumps. Interestingly, oil fin heaters were not explicitly mentioned as being 

a standard heating appliance, despite their presence and use in a way that would suggest they 
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were a standard device. Note that oil fin heaters were provided by both landlord and tenants, 

depending on the example. 

Aspirations 

Landlords discussed time with regard to when an improvement would become viable 

and the time frame in which an improvement was planned to be completed, for example: “...so 

maybe in a few years, when it’s more profitable for me. Because I own more of it I would be 

inclined to spend more on it.” Landlord F. Landlord F in the above quote discussed an 

aspiration they had for the thermal performance of the rental property, with conditions upon 

which that aspiration might be met.  

5.2.7 Practices 

Practice of heating  

Landlords discussed the practice of heating and the fact that how tenants heat a rental 

property was solely the tenants’ choice: “... the way they choose to heat their house, the level to 

which they choose to heat it...would be their choice.” Landlord B. Landlords also outlined how 

the condition of the rental house factored into this choice of how to heat: “...they get the house 

in the condition, with the chattels it comes with, and they decide how to run it.” Landlord A. The 

landlords discussed the tenants’ heating options. They recognised tenants’ agency and 

freedom to act in the rental property, within the options provided by the energy performance 

attributes in the rental property. 

How improvements happen- the role of influence 

When reporting on what improvements had been made to the rental property, 

landlords also discussed ‘how’ those improvements came about. There were various avenues 

through which landlords could be influenced by others, including; staying informed from 

media campaigns e.g. Warm up New Zealand insulation, Energy Spot by EECA and advice from 

the property manager, considering the age and condition of their rental properties in making 

improvement decisions, property inspections with tenants and discussions with spouses, 

family and peers, all served as sources for influence on improvement decisions. Two quotes 

from Landlord B highlight how landlords’ practices are a self-developed opportunity for 

influence: 
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“...certainly if our tenants over the last number of years had really complained about the 

place being really cold, then we would have considered, you know...installing a heat pump.” 

Landlord B 

“...I think just general media, they might have had something come their way... they 

[property manager, my emphasis] just attached it to their inspection report really, and said 

‘consider this’...” Landlord B on insulation & Property Manager B. 

 Landlord B in this particular instance was influenced to install insulation in the 

property, by the property manager and through being open to issues during discussions with 

the tenant (as seen in case study B). However, these quotes also demonstrate how influences 

other than the landlords own sense of what is right are important for changes to occur, 

including a reliance or dependence on being informed or made aware of a change that needed 

to be made.  

5.2.8 Material Culture/ Improvement 

Landlords also discussed recent improvements to the rental properties, reporting on 

specific improvements made, alongside their considerations that went into the decision of 

making improvements and the benefits they perceived the improvements to have. 

Financial matters 

Landlords discussed money and the cost of improvements. Primarily the topic of cost 

was associated with an affordable solution that would solve the issue: “...instead of throwing a 

whole lot of money on the flashiest heat pumps and goodness knows what else, you really need to 

get the basics right and the basics are: insulation. And then I just read...that having net curtains 

physically breaks the flow of air…” (Landlord B) Landlord B reported a curiosity in how 

affordable improvements could be made, utilising knowledge of how a house gets cold for 

example, understanding convection currents of cold and warm air by single-glazed windows. 

Other landlords reported on pieces of knowledge about how the house operated, that enabled 

them to make informed decisions about improvements, or they asked a trades-person on the 

job a question about what could work and they used this information to inform their financial 

considerations of thermal improvements. 

Landlords had a consistent story when it came to costs. They discussed the importance 

of the return on investment (ROI) of improvements made and this was especially the case 

with energy performance improvements. ROI became more of a barrier to improvement 

where the benefits were not immediately recognised by the landlords, although benefiting the 
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tenants. However, the landlords also recognised that considering an ROI was their initial 

response to considering the benefits of improvements, instead considering other benefits 

such as longer term asset maintenance or improvements for tenants. In fact, some landlords 

reported on their subsequent consideration of the long term benefits that they would derive 

from energy performance improvements, which helped them justify the costs of 

improvements. 

Benefits of improvements 

Landlords reported improvements to the rental properties following investment in 

performance improvements including: reducing heat loss through windows, reducing heat 

loss through ceilings and doors, reducing draughts, reducing dampness through installing an 

under floor vapour barrier, and having weather tight windows and flashings. The benefits of 

improvements were enjoyed in the immediate term by tenants through the rental properties 

having increased heat retention, and reduced dampness and draughts. Landlords enjoyed the 

longer term benefits, such as reduced dampness in the property, and increased ability to 

attract tenants, with associated potentially lower tenant turn-over. The comments landlords 

made about the benefits of improvements were consistent; insulation and draught proofing 

are an important part of improving thermal performance in rental property. Reducing 

moisture had long term benefits for the quality of the house and this long term benefit was 

recognised by the majority of landlords. 

5.2.9 External Influences  

External influences as a theme includes all sources of influence directly mentioned by 

participants that they felt they had no control over, but shaped their own decision making 

practices. For landlords these included; legislation, local weather, climate, New Zealand 

housing culture, and the existing condition of the house at point of purchase. Participants also 

discussed the influence of the local and national housing market, though some participants 

were cognizant of the interplay between the rent prices of their rental properties and the local 

rental market, so influence here could have been two-way. Landlords C, D & E’s external 

influences are included but separate from the general analysis at the end of this section. 

 The influence of the local rental market was consistently brought up by landlords. 

Landlords felt that the return on investment was limited by the amount that could be charged 

on rent, and was not good enough for more significant energy performance improvements to 

be made (for example, double glazing). They shared a belief that rental prices could not be 
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increased as the local market would not provide them with the additional return on 

investment they expected. Landlords were of the impression that tenants would not or could 

not be attracted to rent a property of higher quality and thus pay higher rent prices in an area 

with lower quality housing, or where there were cheaper housing options. Landlords’ 

interviews also reinforced the idea that cold housing was normal in low quality housing- that 

low quality housing was providing a cheap option for tenants – and this was used by landlords 

as a rationale (almost an external influence) for not improving rental property energy 

performance.  

However, while there was some awareness of the potential (even if minor) to take 

steps to mitigate climate change (Tenant A & Landlord B), landlords were not similarly 

cognizant of their potential to influence the local rental markets through personal action. 

 Local climate was reported by all landlords as an influence that they had no control 

over. Landlords also related local climate to what tenants should expect of their experience in 

rental housing, for example, Dunedin based landlord A: “Most people ask, they say ‘what’s the 

heat like?’ or ‘ do you have insulation?’ and so on. If they didn’t ask, if I felt like they were likely to 

be ignorant, I would try to set them straight…” This relates to an earlier sub-theme about the 

value of what can be seen, and in the case of Landlord A they are making visible something 

which they, and tenants, have no control over. 

A majority of landlords and the property manager pointed to the influence of national 

housing policy with Property Manager B reporting: “...having that insulation would be the 

bottom line of making sure the home is up to standard... Our minimum is to bring up properties 

that are insulated, so that becomes our minimum standard…” Unpaired landlord D suggested 

that national standards of insulation may affect the local market in a way that was not 

desirable: “...if we say that the landlord has to do everything and we set a minimum standard, 

then you take away a cheap option. I don’t know if that's desirable?...” Landlord D’s concern 

about the impact to the rental market by introducing a minimum energy performance 

standard for rental housing was divergent. The landlords and property managers who 

reported that they thought insulation should be a minimum standard had already made this 

improvement and considered that it was basic and vital if tenants were to be able to retain 

heat in their rental properties. Tenants also felt that insulation should be a minimum thermal 

performance measure they would expect in any rental property. 

Conclusion 
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 The thematic analysis of landlords and tenants outlines a number of shared and 

divergent perspectives that align with the Energy Cultures Framework. Tenants discussed the 

expectations regarding the standards they considered to be important in determining thermal 

performance of a rental property and were clear that rental properties should have ceiling 

and under floor insulation. Landlords discussed norms around value of thermal performance 

improvements and energy efficiency, as well as the co-benefits of improvements. Tenants and 

landlords practices or roles where somewhat aligned, in themes of taking care of the property, 

taking responsibility for heating (if the tenant or landlord thought it was their responsibility) 

and considering the financial implications of thermal performance actions. Material culture 

related themes for tenants centred on communication of aspects of the rental needing to be 

improved (or not) and consequences of thermal performance improvements. Landlords 

discussed the financial matters involved with making physical improvements to thermal 

performance issues and the benefits from making material changes. External influence themes 

included national and local government insulation legislation, the rental market, the weather, 

climate change and the price of power. Climate change and the rental market were discussed 

by tenants and landlords as something which on the whole they did not feel they had control 

over, but at the localised household, level potentially could have a degree of influence. 

6.0 Visualising Influence between landlords and tenants. 

Introduction 

Research Question 2 aims to investigate how a landlord’s energy culture influences or 

responds to that of a tenant’s energy culture. To better visualise and understand how an 

energy culture might interact with another energy culture, content coded as influence was 

used to build a library of influences from all paired landlords and tenants. The influence coded 

content was then grouped according to the effectiveness of influence as well as, material 

cultures, practices and norms to align it consistently with the organising structure of the 

Energy Cultures Framework.  

6.1 Developing a visual model of Influences between landlords and tenants 

A distinction was made between the types of influences initiated or received by tenants 

and landlords and this was then illustrated on figure 18 below. The diagram shows the range 

of influences identified from one party to another party. 
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As discussed in the literature review, landlords in the private rented sector have a set 

of rights, responsibilities and authority to make decisions on the rental property and this 

extends to rental housing energy performance. However, energy performance is an area still 

under construction in terms of policy and outcomes- as previously mentioned in the 

introduction, this means that improvements and changes to the rental property that may 

improve energy performance are not compulsory responsibilities of landlords. And it is 

therefore of pressing need to understand how landlord’s decisions are influenced and 

influence others, towards making various energy performance based improvements.  

 

 

Figure 18. Landlords and tenants Energy Cultures diagram depicting influences. Data is 

aggregated from paired study descriptions. Influences from Landlords originate from 

the outside and the influences from tenants originate from the centre of the doughnut. 

 

Figure 18 depicts the ways in which landlords and tenants influence aspects of each 

other’s energy culture. The diagram is segmented into thirds to highlight the different 

influences between material culture, practices and norms of landlords and tenants. Landlord’s 

energy culture is depicted in the outer ring of the diagram and tenant’s energy culture is 

shown in the centre ring of the diagram. The diagram is illustrated in this way as the landlord 
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is in a more influential in shaping rental housing and tenants’ choices regarding thermal 

performance. External influences are not included in this diagram as they have been discussed 

in the earlier results sections and the impact/ significance they have will be analysed in the 

discussion chapter further on. 

 The top section the diagram ‘Material cultures’ reflects the reported influences from 

landlords and tenants regarding each other’s energy cultures. Tenants influence landlord’s 

material culture, for example by; requesting draught proofing strips for windows, and 

unsuccessfully requesting double glazing. Landlords influence on the energy culture of 

tenants by; installing insulation, banning LPG heaters, fitting net and thermal curtains, 

installing under floor vapour barrier and the suggestion of a heat pump (dashed line). 

The right hand section of the diagram illustrates influences on practices of landlords 

and tenants. Tenant’s influences on landlord practices include discussing issues such as damp 

bedrooms and difficulty heating and retaining heat in the rental property. Landlord’s 

practices that influence tenant’s practices include; suggesting tips for ventilating the house to 

reduce dampness, investigating issues in the rental property such as source of dampness, 

broken fixtures and what could be done to increase heat retention. 

The left-hand section of the diagram depicts influences on norms from either the 

landlord or tenants. Landlords influence on tenant norms include giving advice based on 

personal experiences of living in cold housing, discussing with tenants about how cold it could 

be/ thaws to be expected of a winter and that NZ is a cold place to live/ housing. Tenant’s 

normative influences on landlords included an expectation of insulation, aspirations for a 

warmer house and expectations of a drier house. 

6.2 Interactions  

Landlords and tenants energy cultures do not exist in isolation. Figure 13 illustrated 

how both landlords and tenants direct influence(s) towards each other in material culture, 

practices and norms. These influences affect the material culture, practices and norms of the 

other party. Below I describe the situations in which landlords were influenced in other ways 

by tenant’s energy cultures and how tenants were influenced by landlord energy cultures. 

6.2.1 Landlord Material culture → Tenant Practices 

Tenants discussed in their interviews the influence that a landlord’s material culture 

had on their ability to heat and retain heat in the rental property. A succinct example was Case 

study B when the property manager suggested that Judith get insulation installed in the 
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ceiling and floor of the property. Sophia was not initially aware of insulation and what it could 

do, however on learning of its thermal retention properties she told Judith and Zoe it would 

be a good idea, and subsequently the rental property was insulated. Sophia remarked 

afterwards that she could feel the difference with the insulation in the rental, but was still 

waiting for the coming winter to see what would happen. 

Another example of the landlord influence on tenant practices was in the Wellington 

case study. Scott received an offer of a discounted heat pump price through a local property 

investors association He then considered that a heat pump may be an option for the rental 

property (previously the cost was too high to have an attractive return on investment) which 

could have benefits for both landlord and tenant. Emma in her interview discussed her 

frustration with the current form of heating due to safety reasons, Scott's mention of the heat 

pump, had Emma considering how this might make the house safer for their growing and 

adventurous child. The influence here of material culture is uncertain due to the interview 

being held before any potential installation of a heat pump, but it did have an effect on the 

aspirations of the tenant and ultimately would affect her heating practices. 

6.2.2 Landlord Practices → Tenant Practices 

All of the paired study landlords discussed a practice they had with regards to their 

tenants. The practice was to give advice to tenants about activities the tenants could do, that 

would reduce dampness in the rental property. For example; ventilation – it was suggested to 

tenants to open up and air the house to avoid mould and moisture issues, one landlord also 

advised their tenant to keep bathroom fans on longer to reduce moisture.  

6.2.3 Landlord Norms → Tenant material culture 

In two of the paired studies (Tauranga and Wellington) it was evident that the 

landlord’s norms about rental housing and heating had an effect on the material culture of 

tenants. In the Tauranga case, Sophia and her family had no electric heating sources and used 

blankets to wrap up and keep warm. Judith in this case had already put in insulation and 

legally was not required to do anything else in terms of energy performance. However, Judith 

also felt that if Sophia ever complained that she was cold she would ‘do something about it’. 

Unfortunately Sophia’s unwillingness to say she was cold mean that the landlords willingness 

to act is not being triggered as she is concerned about the increase in rent price and electricity 

bill as a result of any potential heating source being put into the rental property, as explained 

in Paired study B. With the understanding that Judith’s orientation is towards ‘possession’ and 
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not ‘commodity’, it is a helpful insight if one is considering how energy performance 

improvements could be framed in a more relevant light for landlords in this or another similar 

position. 

In the Wellington case Scott felt it was the responsibility of the tenants to heat the 

house to the level they chose and so no improvements were made to this effect as the house 

was already insulated. Emma and her partner having had to previously supply their own 

heating in other rentals, did the same in the Wellington paired study as well. However due to 

cost of running the portable oil fin heater, it could only be used during the day to keep the 

young child warm and to warm up the child's room. 

Conclusion 

 There were a range of influences initiated and experienced by landlords and tenants in 

this research. This section aimed to visualise these influences between landlords and tenants 

and begin to understand the dynamic based on the details from the paired studies and 

thematic analysis. Tenants discussed the influences from landlords and how this impacted the 

physical thermal performance (material culture) of the rental property through the provision 

or absence of heating and the rentals ability to retain heat (installing insulation). Landlords 

considered it the tenants role to heat the property, however discussed their expectations that 

if tenants communicated issues with cold housing, that the landlord would respond, an 

example of landlords norms interacting with tenants practices. Landlord and tenant practices 

were influenced through conversations from landlords giving heating and dampness 

reduction advice to tenants which could be viewed as a practice of giving advice or norms 

around what is expected of tenants in a rental property. The diagram illustrated a range of 

influences between landlords and tenants and shows that it is two-way process of influence. 

In the discussion chapter the concept of two-way influence and how this impacts energy 

cultures is expanded on. 
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7.0 Discussion 

Introduction 

In this chapter results will be interpreted and discussed alongside relevant literature 

to understand the implications of this research. The discussion chapter is in four parts. Part 1 

of this chapter will focus on research question one and the characteristics of energy cultures 

of NZ landlords and tenants. Part 2 of the discussion will centre on research question two, 

how landlords respond to or influence the energy cultures of tenants. Part 3 will consider 

research question three, what opportunities are there to improve the energy performance of 

private residential rental properties. Finally, Part 4 will consider a theoretical extension and 

development of the energy cultures framework.  

7.1 Characteristics of Landlords’ & Tenants’ Energy Cultures 

7.1.1 Norms, Practices and Material Culture characteristics  

Landlord and tenant energy culture characteristics were investigated through 

interviews three landlord and tenant pairs and a property manager. Energy culture 

characteristics were developed from these interviews and illustrated in Chapter 4 Results 1, it 

is clear from each of the illustrated energy cultures that there are many characteristics that 

contribute to the make-up of the energy culture of a landlord or tenant. The different 

characteristics are indicative of the complexity of rental housing energy performance in New 

Zealand.  

Differing norms between landlords and tenants 

Through landlord and tenant interviews it was clear that there were a number of 

factors and drivers that characterised the norms of participants. Landlords norm for thermal 

performance investment were shaped by local rental market conditions, projects were too 

much hassle, uncertainty around future aspirations and rental ownership, inadequate 

financial information, a lack of financial resources and a concern about the impact of poor 

quality rental housing on tenants.  

While landlords discussed the importance of finding good tenants and keeping them 

long term, they did not specifically discuss the challenge of transient tenants making 

investments in rental property difficult, as was found in Ambrose study (Ambrose, 2015). 



  82 
 

Return on investment was a key normative characteristic to a majority of paired landlord 

interviews. However, my study did find a consistent story from landlords regarding the effect 

of the local rental market on rent prices and how this affected their ability to charge more for 

improvements made. Landlords in my study mirrored that of Ambrose study, whereby 

landlords expressed a perceived dampening or constraining effect of the local rental market 

on rent price. Landlords suggested local market rent levels were too low to enable a viable 

return on investment for energy performance improvements. Hope & Booth’s (2014) landlord 

study found that most reported deterrents to energy efficiency improvements included: high 

upfront costs; no personal benefit to landlords; and perceived tenant impartiality to the 

energy performance of rentals, which was similar to my findings in all paired studies (Hope 

and Booth, 2014). Further, landlords in my study considered tenants would not be attracted 

to rental properties with a higher rent price that came with making improvements, if the 

surrounding area was of lower quality. A small number of landlords in my study discussed 

that ROI could also be garnered through long term tenancy, as a result of improvements made 

and reduced costs associated with the turnover of tenants. 

Landlords brought highly personal norms to their consideration such as: personal 

circumstances of feeling cold; expense and difficulty of heating in their personal homes; and 

previous experience of good central heating in different countries. Landlord’s perceived cold 

housing as problematic, but nonetheless considered it to be a normal situation in New 

Zealand’s private rental housing market.  

Norms- Tenant 

Tenant aspirations for healthiness, a dry home and warmth were more aligned across 

all three paired studies. Tenants’ aspirations were characterised by a compromise between 

affordability and warmth, and they reported being cold in the rental property during their 

tenancy. This finding is mirrored in New Zealand statistics highlighted in the literature review 

of this thesis (Figure 3). Up to 35% of renters in private housing tenure reported always or 

often feeling cold in the Perceptions of Housing survey (Statistics New Zealand (2014), 

compared to 14 % of owner occupiers (Figure 3). Tenants were also more likely to have 

difficulties being able to afford heating, and the compromise between affordability and 

heating, have been well documented in fuel poverty and energy hardship research; these are 

both situations which were reported by tenants in my study (Howden-Chapman, et al., 2012). 
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Practices- Landlord 

Landlords practices’ were characterised by two main activities, which were: 

determining the return on investment for a particular improvement; and problem solving or 

investigating issues brought up by tenants and inspections, or through knowledge of the 

rental property. Landlords mentioned other practices such as: selection of good tenants; 

keeping the house in good condition and to a good standard; information gathering about 

rental housing issues; and hiring property managers. The findings suggest that landlords have 

a broader set of goals than capital gain in the rental properties, so was not in complete 

agreement with findings from Saville-smith & Fraser (Table 17, pp 18 Saville-smith & Fraser 

2004). My study suggests that at least some landlords focus on actions both for tenants’ 

comfort and for maintaining quality and value of the rental property. All landlords in this 

study reported cautioning or banning the use of unflued gas heating in their rental properties; 

this appears to be more of an issue in the private rental sector, with a nationwide House 

Condition Survey revealing that unflued gas heating was more common in rental properties 

than owner-occupied properties (Isaacs, et al., 2006). 

Practices- Tenant 

Tenants’ practices were similar across case studies. All participants reported wrapping 

up in blankets and warm clothes in winter, compromising between the cost of electricity and 

how warm they could afford to be, and in two of the three cases used portable electric heating 

appliances. In a wider NZ context a study found use of electric portable heaters resulted in the 

second lowest indoor temperature in winter, compared with other fuel types (Isaacs, et al., 

2010, Table 3). Further, research into energy hardship or ‘fuel poverty’ indicates that 

‘potential fuel poverty’ in New Zealand could be around 410,000 houses in total (Howden-

Chapman, et al., 2012, Table A2).  The findings of Howden-Chapman et al., are relevant for this 

study as at least one of the paired study tenants was likely to be living in fuel poverty (tenant 

B), but need not to if the landlords norm and practices of keeping tenants warm was 

triggered. 

The tenants of this study showed a strong aspirations and practices towards saving 

energy and electricity. Sweeney, et al., (2013) findings on motivators and barriers to energy 

saving (using the Practice-based energy cultures framework), were similar in some respects 

to both landlords and tenants of my study. Barriers to energy saving included: high upfront 
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cost; insufficient discretionary income; and the temporary nature of residence. The cost of 

electricity was the primary motivator behind energy saving practices (Sweeney, et al., 2013). 

Material culture  

 Material culture was the main locale of interactions and influence between landlords 

and tenants in terms of thermal performance of the rental property. It was clear from the 

paired studies that the landlord’s material culture i.e. the fixed appliances had an effect on the 

material culture of the tenant. For example, where there was no fixed heating source, tenants 

provided their own, if at all. All paired studies reported on the presence and subsequent 

utility of ceiling and under floor insulation, which assisted in the retention of heat in the 

private rental property. In two of the three properties, under floor vapour barriers were 

installed by landlords and these also reduced the dampness in the property by reducing the 

amount of moisture from the ground entering the property. Landlords were considering 

installing, or had already installed a heat pump in the rental properties discussed in this 

study, to further reduce dampness and keep properties dry. Landlords acknowledged that this 

may be of some benefit to tenants as well, through having a more efficient and effective 

heating source (Eusterfeldhaus and Barton, 2011). All tenants had a non-electric means of 

keeping warm, such as wrapping up in blankets and warm clothes and taking hot drinks, to 

minimise the need to use heating and subsequently reduce the cost of electricity – highlighted 

in case B, Tauranga. Landlords saw the role and responsibility of heating the house as 

primarily the tenants’ domain; however they also felt they had a role in ensuring the rental 

property was able to retain heat and stay warm, in the event that it was heated. As discussed 

in the literature review, it could be argued that due to the landlord and tenant’s split 

incentives, there was little to no economic or financial motivation for the landlord to invest in 

heating or energy efficiency improvements (Eusterfeldhaus and Barton,  2013).  However, 

recent landlord studies find some economic motivations to act, as well as other non-market 

factors (Ambrose, 2015 and Hope & Booth, 2014). My findings similarly weaken the argument 

that split incentives are the main influence on thermal performance investments, as it is clear 

that other motivators apply.  

External influences 

 The external influences discussed by participants were quite similar across landlords 

and across tenants. Common external influences included the local climate and whether and 
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how this contributed to the damp and cold. Location was a key external influence; where the 

rental property was placed in relation to topography influenced how damp it may have been 

for most of the participants. The local rental market was a strong external influence on 

landlords and tenants, although landlords discussed this more than tenants. However it was 

not clear that landlords (and to some extent tenants) understood their role and influence in 

the local rental market, as they did not seem to consider that they could influence it through 

the rent they charged  or what they demanded as consumers.  

Other external influences often reported were national legislation, such as minimum 

standards of insulation, and, to a lesser extent, health & safety legislation. Tenants were in 

agreement that insulation was an important feature of the rental, but never explicitly 

mentioned the minimum standards legislation, unlike landlords. Local rental legislation was 

also an influence, that is, the potential rental warrant of fitness that some local authorities 

trialled such as Dunedin City Council- which influenced both the Dunedin and Wellington 

Paired studies. 

Climate change was discussed as an external influence by a landlord and a tenant from 

two different cases. This was unlike the local market influence, but both participants felt that 

they had some kind of role in influencing it, through the procurement of efficient appliances 

and using less electricity. 

Finally, the cost of electricity was often described as an external influence by landlords 

and tenants. Spending on power was something that tenants wanted to reduce wherever 

possible and landlords to a certain extent as well. Some landlords, however, did not pay much 

mind to it as they did not have to pay the bill directly. The cost of electricity also appeared to 

be a factor that influenced landlords’ decisions to investigate potential energy performance 

improvements, particularly if tenants complained of high power bills. 

It is clear that there are many factors that comprise the characteristics of an energy 

culture for a landlord or a tenant. Distinguishing material culture, practices and norms for 

both landlords and tenants gives us an insight into the complexity of rental housing energy 

performance from the two key groups involved. The energy culture of landlords and tenants 

also highlights areas for opportunities to improve the energy performance of rental housing. 

Opportunities include: procurement of efficient heating sources; information and education; 

alignment of energy related practices in the rental home for more effective energy use. 

Through understanding norms we gain a sense of the expectations landlords and tenants have 

of rental housing and what their aspirations are and indeed how similar they can be. 
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Understanding how a landlord's energy culture responds to and influences a tenant's energy 

culture is the subject of part 2 of this Discussion Chapter. 

Conclusion 

Ambrose’s findings regarding lack of direct financial incentives, low trust in 

government initiatives, and lack of knowledge and misinformation were not explicitly 

replicated in this study but were consistent with my findings that there are other motivators 

to landlords decisions regarding thermal performance improvements in rental housing. 

Landlords had issues pertaining to return on investment which was a common response from 

paired and unpaired landlords in this study with regards to their material culture (Saville-

Smith, 2008). In my study many landlords discussed the utility of the insulation subsidy 

generally, but had not themselves taken it up, this finding is inconsistent with Ambrose’s 

finding of landlord’s low trust in government initiatives.  As other studies have not included 

interviews with tenants in relation to understanding landlord decision making regarding 

thermal performance, these findings are novel and are not able to be directly compared. 

However replicating this study with a wider diversity of tenants and landlords would 

establish further energy cultures characteristics and understand the extent and applicability 

of the energy cultures model in characterising landlords and tenants thermal performance 

behaviours and actions. 

7.2 Similarities and differences between Landlords’ & Tenants’  

The paired studies allowed analysis of landlords and tenants different energy cultures 

and how they respond to and influence each other's energy cultures. A range of influences 

were reported by landlords and tenants these are; choice, influence, local rental markets, 

performance standards, length of tenure, energy efficiency and social responsibility. These 

areas expand on the traditional notions of what influences landlords around their decision 

making and enables us to see the tenant’s perspective and better understand their position. 

Choice Vs Compromise 

Landlords and tenants both talked about choice, but there was a strong difference 

between the types of choices each group discussed. Landlords talked of both their own 

personal choices and freedoms as a landlord and the choices they saw tenants having with 

regards to where to rent and how to heat the rental property. However, tenants reported 

different choices. Tenants’ choices were more limited in scope; they discussed the choices 

between heating and saving money on the power bill for affordability reasons, and which 
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rooms could be heated, for example, heating lounge and living areas instead of parental 

bedrooms and offices.  

Influence vs. No-influence 

From the landlord and tenant analysis, another divergent story was evident and that 

was with regards to the influence of practices between landlords and tenants. Tenants 

described occasions in which they felt they had influence with the landlord; this influence was 

geared towards action in the rental property, for example, making it warmer or able to retain 

heat better. Influence for tenants was discussing with the landlord whether the rental felt cold, 

if it was damp, and any maintenance issues that were required. Tenants remarked that they 

felt this influence was small but that it was present (although one chose not to use it). Tenants 

also felt the landlord had a large influence on their practices, particularly around heating, and 

this was linked to the material culture of the rental property. If the landlord did or didn’t 

provide heating sources for example, this affected the practice of heating in the household.  

However, when landlords were asked if they felt they had an influence over the 

practices of tenants, they did not think they had any influence on tenants and their heating 

practices. Adding to this picture further, landlords believed tenants had the choice to heat to 

the level they wanted in the rental property. However, it seems that landlords were not fully 

aware of the influence they had on the house or the extent to which they were influenced by 

their tenants. Bierre et al argues that dominant discourses such as ‘Ma & Pa landlord and risky 

tenant’ surrounding landlords and tenants’ relationships reduces the diversity of perspectives 

and exacerbates  stereotypes of those groups and therefore how they might be perceived and 

act themselves. This research indicates that influence, typically considered as a one way 

phenomenon, is more nuanced and two-way. Typically, it is considered landlords hold the 

balance of influence and power in a rental property due to their legal and financial standings. 

However it is clear that landlords and tenants have a number of ways of influencing each 

other and in ways that they perhaps underestimate.   

Landlords and tenants were both clear on the effect and impact of the pre-existing 

condition of the rental property on energy performance. Both tenant and landlord understood 

that a house’s structure and location affected how well it could be improved to retain heat and 

reduce dampness. It was heartening to see that both agreed on this. And, in fact, both were 

also concerned about the monetary cost of making improvements, albeit for quite different 

reasons. Landlords were sceptical of the return on investment if energy performance 
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improvements were made, scepticism due in part to the local market and what was described 

to me as a ceiling on rent. Tenants were concerned about the rent price going up and thus the 

affordability of the rental. There is evidence to suggest that tenants have a certain level of 

willingness to pay for improvements and recognise the potential for costs to be offset by 

energy savings made from energy performance improvements (Phillips, 2012). However, 

monetary savings can be difficult to attain due the presence of the rebound effect in energy 

efficiency practices (Jaffe and Stavins, 1994).  

Local markets 

Landlords were consistent in their reporting of the challenges of local rental markets. 

They felt rental prices could not be increased due to low or ‘soft’ markets, and thus return on 

investment was either too long a wait or not possible with the prospect of an untenanted 

property. Indeed one landlord stated that improvements wouldn’t be worth it if the 

surrounding houses were not also improved or were of a much lower quality. The interplay of 

standards and rental price  were additional factors in; the expectation of a certain standard of 

house for a certain price. It was clear here that tenants exercised their consumer choice for 

the price and subsequent standard they were willing to pay for. However, as discussed in the 

Choice & Compromise section previously, tenants in this study did not discuss having a free 

choice of rental properties. Rather they described a limited choice e.g. one where houses 

needed to be close to services and ideally warmer and safer than previous rentals had been. 

Tenants were adamant on the need for insulation, a strong and consistent message which may 

have been relatively recent phenomena as insulation has become more normalised. Many 

landlords were unsure as to the effect of the new ‘insulation minimum standards’ legislation 

(due to take effect 1 July 2019) on the rental market, with the primary uncertainty whether it 

would take away rental properties at the bottom end of the market. It was clear that they 

thought the rental market provided a certain standard of housing, for a certain price. However 

the tenants’ imperative for insulation as a minimum, was in strong contrast to a paired and 

unpaired landlords opinion that houses could be supplied to the market with no insulation as 

they provided a cheap option for tenants. 

The landlord participants all reported that the standard of property that they were 

letting out was the lower end of rental properties in the market. However, it was not clear if 

they were being modest or if their properties actually were in the lower end of the market- 

from a quality perspective. As reported earlier in the Results section, all properties had 
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insulation, and most rentals in this research had some form of heat source. But these 

descriptions did not match up to the type of rental property implied to be at the bottom of the 

rental market that the minimum standards legislation would take away.  

Standards 

‘Standards’ as a theme in the landlord and tenant analysis was present for both groups. 

However, they were discussed from different perspectives. Tenants discussed standards from 

the perspective of rental properties meeting a certain standard or quality, and the impact 

should that standard not be present. Tenants’ reports of standards were from a health and 

safety viewpoint: they wanted to maintain a standard of rental housing that would keep their 

families healthy.  

Landlords discussed standards from more of a quantitative perspective. They 

described an average or normal situation for a rental as a ‘standard fitting’ or average price 

for this standard of housing. While all participants mentioned that the rental housing they had 

or were living in had been cold at some point and that this was normal, it was not the 

standard of housing they wanted to provide or live in. Landlords and tenants are often 

regarded as adversarial partners in the case of rental housing, because of split incentives and 

opposing goals, which can then cause a sub-standard rental situation. In some of the case 

studies this was highlighted, where landlords and tenants may have had different goals and 

aspirations for  the rental property, as with the Dunedin double-glazing case. However, in 

other cases, we can see that landlords and tenants were interested in the same thing, for 

example, a dry house that will retain heat. Landlords discussed the desire to keep the house 

dry for long-term preservation of the rental property and for tenants this meant a reduction 

in damp related illnesses and ineffective heating attempts (because damp air is difficult to 

heat). The landlord and tenant analysis showed that landlords and tenants wanted similar 

outcomes and that they discussed them in different ways and for different reasons. However, 

some landlords accepted lower standards for rentals compared with their own homes. The 

cases I presented in my results indicate that there may be rental situations in New Zealand in 

which the landlord and tenant goals are complementary or, at the very least, not mutually 

exclusive. It may be the case that landlords and tenants have different ideas as to what a 

rental property is to them, but they have similar long term goals with regards to energy 

performance and the quality of the property. 
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Long term tenants 

A theme that became more apparent through the inclusion of the three unpaired 

landlords was the retention of tenants. These landlords appeared to be in agreement that 

being able to retain tenants for the long term was the preferred option. In the case of the two 

Auckland rental properties, they had depressed rent prices, but had the same tenants in their 

properties for nearly 10 years. It was clear that having tenants for this length of time had an 

effect on both of the landlords as reported in the general thematic analysis. The landlords’ 

focus was primarily around keeping the tenants happy, which involved such things as 

replacing carpets, installing heat pumps and keeping inspections to a minimum. There 

seemed to be a higher element of trust between these particular landlords and their tenants 

as they reported not conducting regular inspections.  

Energy efficiency and climate change 

 The inclusion of the extra three landlords also developed and expanded on the theme 

of climate change. One landlord (Tauranga case) and one tenant (Dunedin case) of the paired 

landlords & tenants discussed it as did two of the unpaired landlords. Broadly, participants 

had a concern for energy use in the rental property from the perspective of efficiency and 

climate change. The general consensus was that appliances used for heating should be as 

efficient as possible to reduce the need for electricity, as New Zealand did not yet have 100% 

renewable electricity. Interestingly, one landlord explicitly mentioned efficiency but was clear 

it was not because of environmental concerns, though it was clear from his comment he did 

know about it. There is mixed evidence as to whether pro-environmental behaviour leads to 

energy saving; however, normative information has been found to be an indicator of energy 

saving behaviours across a variety of groups (Neuman, 1986; Nolan, et al., 2008).  

Social responsibility 

Landlords displayed a sense of social responsibility, which is counter to the traditional 

narrative often told of private rental property landlords. As with the discussion earlier about 

long term tenants, landlords also reported on the situation of not being responsible for the 

electricity bill, but cognizant that it added an extra cost to tenants, and seemed to factor this 

into decisions about reducing the difficulties of retaining heat in the rental property. Further, 

some landlords took on the role of an adoptive parent, where they wanted to take care of their 

tenants (Allen and McDowell, 1989).  



  91 
 

Bierre, et al., discussed the risky tenant discourse in their 2009 works, and this was a 

narrative also present in the reports from landlords. Many landlords reported a desire for the 

ability to pick and choose tenants so that a good one could be found. Landlords discussed a 

link between better quality properties being able to attract better tenants. It is not clear if 

they meant tenants are less likely to damage a property already in good condition 

(anecdotally this is the case in student university settings like Dunedin). 

Through understanding the characteristics of landlords’ and tenants’ energy cultures, a 

number of conclusions can be drawn. The first conclusion is that the decision making 

environment surrounding energy performance is much more dynamic than has been 

presented in previous literature on this topic. Much of this literature has focused on the 

material aspects of landlords’ actions and some of their practices; they have not explored the 

normative components of landlord decision making, and the interplay with tenant’s energy 

cultures in the rental property, as this study has done. The second conclusion in relation to 

this research question is that there are components of each of the landlord and tenant energy 

cultures that are complementary or, in fact, convergent. As I mentioned previously, landlords 

and tenants are often described as adversarial or conflicting partners in the housing 

environment, however this study highlights a number of occasions where this was not the 

case. The opportunities that exist to improve rental housing energy performance, as discussed 

earlier, occur in these complementary spaces and convergent narratives, and serve as a 

starting point for further research to understand how those opportunities might be borne out. 

 

7.3 Energy Cultures framework and our understanding and knowledge of the rental 

housing thermal performance dynamic of Landlords & Tenants 

7.3.1 A new context for Landlord & Tenant Energy performance discussions. 

 Considering the perspectives of both landlords and tenants in rental housing 

investigations enables the researcher to start from a place of balance. In previous 

investigations of landlords’ energy performance behaviours and decision making, factors 

relating to tenants are presented through the eyes of the landlord with no complementary 

tenant perspective (Ambrose, 2015; Hope and Booth, 2014). Studying both the key actors and 

their relationships together provides new insights and further understanding. Positioning 

landlords and tenants as influencing agents on each other’s energy use behaviours and 
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decisions in the rental property, is offers new opportunities for improving the energy 

performance and quality of private rental housing, as discussed below. 

7.3.2 Added understanding from having both landlord and tenant in the research 

Having both the landlords and tenants from the same house participate in the research 

increased my ability to understand the influences on landlords’ energy performance decisions 

and their implications for tenants and vice versa. Studies I have reviewed in chapter two 

looked primarily at rental housing thermal performance through landlords energy efficiency 

based decision making and their investment in energy efficiency in the home. But landlords 

and tenants have not been studied at the same time regarding thermal performance 

influences and decision making. Benefits include insights into the similarities in aspirations, 

and the potential to mutually influence each other, even if it is rarely exercised. It is 

imperative that both voices are included in the research, to ensure perspectives from either 

party could be balanced and present in the answering of the research questions. 

7.3.3 Nested energy cultures is a two-way street 

The nested energy culture is the idea that one’s energy culture has an effect on another 

energy culture through its norms, practices and materiality. Nested energy culture was first 

introduced as a concept by Bell, et al., (2013), as an observation of the impact that the wider 

timber drying industry had on the energy culture of individual firms, and particularly their 

technology choices (Bell, et al., 2013). This concept can be generalised to landlord-tenant 

energy cultures offering the potential to understand how a tenants energy culture and 

associated characteristics are shaped by (and possibly shapes) the energy cultures, 

behaviours and choices of landlords. It has often been said that the landlords have a large 

impact on, and essentially dictate the energy performance of, a rental property, with the 

tenant only having meagre means with which to determine their level and efficiency of energy 

use and performance. Through my analysis of influences between landlords and tenants on 

the subject of energy performance I have concluded that: 

A) Landlords do have an influence on the energy cultures of tenants; 

B) The landlord’s energy culture responds to the influence of a tenant's energy culture; and 

C) The house itself is not an external influence as proposed by Stephenson et al (2010), but 

the basis on which a landlord and tenant might have occasion to influence one another. 
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Chapter 6 Results 2 illustrate a variety of influences on landlords from tenants and 

vice-versa. My findings of what influences landlords externally or internally from within the 

rental situation, align with the findings of recent research by Ambrose (2015) and Hope & 

Booth (2014). The nature of landlords’ influence on the energy cultures of tenants occurs in 

all three areas of the ECF. The landlord, used here in a collective sense, is influencing in two 

main ways.  

The first way is being a direct influence through implementing an idea, taking an 

improvement action or directly requesting something of the tenant – all of which influence the 

energy performance of the rental property and how the tenant practices energy use. The 

second way the landlord influences is indirectly, through practices such as hiring of a 

property manager, conducting property inspections and requesting feedback on various 

things, for example, asking how warm is the property. 

Knowing, or at least considering, that influence occurs in multiple ways gives further 

insights to develop the nested energy cultures concept. For example, in each situation where 

the landlord is indirectly influencing the tenant, they too are opening themselves up to be 

influenced during a property inspection; the tenant can talk with and show the landlord 

where issues might be, and where energy performance may be hindered. I conclude that the 

nested energy culture is a two-way street and the influence does not necessarily flow in one 

direction, as in the timber-drying company example (Bell, et al., 2013).  

Figure 18 (Chapter 5) illustrating the influences between aspects of landlords’ and 

tenants’ energy cultures, shows a complex situation of full, partial and blocked influences not 

previously documented in the literature. The majority of research focuses on either actor’s 

decision making in isolation, and not with the consideration of the other actor(s). Secondly, 

conclusions are often drawn about why such decisions are made (or not); for example, why do 

landlords not invest in heating devices? These follow a theme of financial and economic 

motivation and lack of financial incentives to do so as discussed in Chapter 2 Literature 

Review (Stern, 1986; Jaffe and Stavins, 1994; Lutzenhiser, 2014). Many of these studies 

identify the principle-agent gap as a reason for why landlords often do not invest in energy 

performance in rental housing as outlined in chapter 2. However, through my research 

analysis I have found that there are other influences involved in the decision making, and 

implementation of energy performance measures, that are not strictly covered in the 

principal-agent explanation and range across material, behavioural and normative areas. 

Utilising the nested energy cultures concept, we can see that influences are dynamic and 
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coming from both landlord and tenant (and property manager where present, as an extension 

of tenants practices). We can also see that influences are in different forms, direct or indirect, 

and we can see that influences come in the form of norms and expectations, practices and 

behaviours and materials, with some influences being economic and financial, but not all.  

7.4 Developing a theoretical foundation for Shared Energy Cultures 

Thus far I have illustrated the influences from both landlords and tenants energy 

culture, directly onto either the landlord or tenant across all three areas of the ECF. However, 

a description alone of the influences has some, but limited explanatory power in 

understanding influences between landlord and tenant. To develop the description of 

influences above and also address research question three it is important to reiterate that in 

forming the ECF, various theories were used to establish it’s theoretical underpinnings so it is 

theoretically possible to extend the framework (Stephenson et al 2010). Further, Stephenson, 

et al., (2015), considered “... a renter (in New Zealand at least) has a far narrower realm of 

control, often limited to mobile heating devices, while the material elements of the house and 

fixed heating devices instead form part of the external influences on their energy culture.” 

(Stephenson, et al., 2015. pp 120). The Stephenson, et al., example describes the rental 

property as an external influence on the energy culture of the tenant- implying that the rental 

property has an agency to influence the practices, norms and materials of the tenant. In the 

shared energy cultures concept the rental property necessitates the inclusion and 

consideration of the energy culture of the landlord as well. The rental property has an effect 

on both the landlord and tenant and indeed is the main reason why the two parties would 

come together and be in a position to influence each other. The shared energy culture 

approach enables us to see the potential different pathways of influence at play. 

For example a tenants heating practices may be less effective if the house was built in 

cold location (Dunedin paired study), as the property may be persistently cold the current 

landlord has influence on the house’s current physical properties for example; dry or damp, 

renovations, whether tightness, structure and has the option to make thermal performance 

improvements. Landlords and tenants also have an effect on each other’s norms and practices. 

Landlords and tenants practices where they directly communicate with each other for things 

like; the landlord asking the tenant to ventilate the house or the tenant asking the landlord to 

fix a draughty window, can have an influence, particularly if norms are aligned in such a way 

as either party is open to suggestions or complaints. In the paired studies a range of influences 



  95 
 

were reported landlords and tenants that shaped the thermal performance of the rental 

properties. 

The rental property is a key component linking the interactions between a landlords 

energy culture and a tenants energy culture, which enables landlords and tenants to shape 

and influence one another's material culture, practices and norms. Without the presence of 

the rental property there would be no occasion on which landlords and tenants would have 

energy cultures that could interact, let alone be shared. A simple schematic in figure 18 below 

demonstrates this linkage. This creates a situation where the landlord and tenant are linked 

with outcomes of the rental properties thermal performance and ultimately need to cooperate 

in order to achieve their mutual aspirations and expectations of living in and or owning the 

rental property. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19. Visualisation of the influences between house, landlord and tenant. With a 

focus on the house being the main conduit for influence, shown by the solid arrow, 

compared with the intermittent arrow between landlord & tenant.  

 

 In New Zealand people have been influenced by a range of externally driven and 

internally driven  influences which make them landlords or tenants, formally through 

legislation, economically through the uneven distribution of wealth (assuming that tenants 

don’t have money to purchase houses, which is why they rent and the main goal is actually 

ownership), socially (different cultures have higher number of renters compared with others 

because it’s ‘normal’), creating a situation where private rental housing is required to house a 

large proportion of the population (Bierre et al., 2009; Witten et al., 2017). In this context we 

can see that both landlords and tenants are required to create the rental housing situation and 

it is in this way that we could re-imagine the rental housing thermal performance outcomes as 

one of shared effort.  
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7.4.1 A model of influence- Shared Energy Cultures 

Developing a theoretical model of how influence works between landlords and tenants 

in the rental property is a novel tool, which is complementary to those already developed in 

literature to understand influence behaviours, actions and decision making. This is likely to be 

one of the only models of its type, based on the experiences of landlords and tenants of the 

same rental property.  The three figures below show at a high level the different types of 

influences that might be exchanged between a landlord and tenant’s energy culture in the 

context of a rental property and help to demonstrate the emergent Shared Energy Cultures 

concept.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20. High level illustration of influences between Landlord Material Culture, 

Practices and Norms and Tenant Material Culture, Practices and Norms respectively. 

Landlord influence is on the left side of the in-illustration description (left of <-> sign) 

and tenant is on the right (right side of <-> sign). 

 

Landlords’ material culture influence on tenants’ material culture influence is depicted 

in figure 20. Figure 20 illustrates a dynamic high-level interaction between two energy 

Landlord 

Tenant 
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cultures. The landlords’ rental housing heating infrastructure includes physical appliances 

and materials that improve and heat the rental property. Tenants’ personal heating devices 

include electrical and non-electrical devices used to stay warm and heat the rental. The 

interaction between the practices of tenants’ heating energy management and landlord 

property management and building practices is depicted in the right-hand panel of figure 19. 

On the right-hand side are landlords’ expectations and aspirations of rental housing, and their 

interaction with tenants’ aspirations and norms of warm housing are illustrated on the left-

hand side. 

  

Figure 21. High level illustration of influences between landlord Norms, Material 

Culture and Practices and Tenant Material culture, Practices and Norms respectively. 

Landlord influence is on the left side of the in-illustration description (left of <-> sign) 

and tenant influence is on the right (right side of <-> sign). 

 

 In figure 21, the top section of the illustration shows the landlord norms interacting 

with tenants’ personal heating devices and wider material culture; an example of this is when 

the tenant must supply their own heating as there is no heating source provided by the 

landlord. In the left-hand side of figure 21, tenant norms are depicted as interacting with 

Tenant 

Landlord 
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landlord property management and building quality practices. On the right-hand side, we can 

see the interplay between tenants’ practices of heating and energy management and the 

landlords’ rental housing heating infrastructure. For example, paired study A in Dunedin 

showed the practices and material culture influence when the tenant and his family used the 

heat-pump fitted by the landlord to heat a central zone in the house – compromising between 

heating a wider area and affordable electricity expenditure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22. High level illustration of influences between Landlord Practice, Norms and 

Material cultures and Tenant Material cultures, Practices and Norms respectively. 

Landlord influence is on the left side of the in-illustration description (left of <-> sign) 

and tenant is on the right (right side of <-> sign). 

 

Figure 22 illustrates the third set of interactions of the influence model. The top section 

depicts landlord practices of property management and building quality having opportunities 

to interact with tenants’ personal heating devices. On the right-hand side of figure 22 I have 

illustrated the interaction between landlord norms of Expectation & Aspiration with the 

tenant practices of Heating & Energy Management. Finally, the left-hand side of figure 22 

depicts the interaction between a landlord’s rental housing heating infrastructure and a 

tenant’s norms and aspirations, e.g. Paired study B's tenant has a norm of saving power due to 

Landlord 

Tenant 
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concern regarding the cost. This, in turn, interacts with landlord B's heating infrastructure; by 

saying “it’s fine”, thus the landlord has no prompt to install a new heat-pump.  

7.4.2 Factoring the ‘House’ in to the Shared Energy Cultures concept  

The question of whether the rental property itself is an external influence on landlords’ 

and tenants’ energy cultures as hypothesised by Stephenson, et al., (2010) can be reimagined. 

The rental property is an assemblage of previous landlords, tenants, property managers and 

tradespeople which have all influenced the property in some form or other. In the rental 

property’s current context, it has an influence on landlord and tenant, the latter through being 

a cold design or poorly insulated for example and the former through enabling capital gains 

for example.  The landlord and tenant in the current context have a material influence on the 

rental property through insulating, installing heating sources, draft proofing, and other 

ventilation measures. Therefore, expanding on Stephenson et al., (2015) hypothesis that the 

house is an ‘external influence’ the house may play the role of an intermediary, acting as a 

centre point for landlords’ and tenants’ energy cultures to interact and influence each other. 

The ways in which Energy Cultures interact will be elaborated on in the next section. 

Studying the different 2-way influence via Shared Energy Cultures can facilitate 

identification of potential pathways for changing and influencing behaviour of landlords and 

tenants. When influence is unsuccessful, this indicates there are barriers and challenges to 

behaviour change. Sweeney, et al., (2013) have adapted the ECF to identify policy 

opportunities and barriers within an individual energy culture. The extension and 

development of ECF from Nested Energy Cultures to Shared Energy Culture helps to identify 

new opportunities to understand the dynamics that shape and build thermal performance in 

private rental housing. 

7.5 Opportunities through the Shared Energy Cultures lens  

7.5.1 Further research and investigation 

It is clear from the literature review and wider academic research that further 

investigation into landlord decision making, and the role of tenants in this decision making, is 

necessary. This study by investigating tenants alongside landlords adds another dimension to 

understanding the decision making process and gives a more holistic insight into the reality 

and complexity of rental housing energy performance. Considering rental housing energy 

performance from a diversity of angles and not just the traditional physical, technical and 
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economic perspectives has provided some illuminating results, but has been limited to a few 

cases. This study should be replicated on a larger and more representative scale with a 

methodology that included quantitative analysis and triangulation to discern any widespread 

patterns or trends in the energy cultures of landlords and tenants. Further investigation and 

testing of the shared energy cultures concept as a way of understanding influence would also 

be warranted, to understand the extent of its application. 

7.5.2 Policy making from a starting point of diversity and co-management of a rental 

property. 

The reliance on split-incentives/principle-agent gap as both an explanation of the 

rental situation and justification for certain policies is clearly limited. This study has shown, if 

only indicatively, that both landlords and tenants have roles to play in the energy 

performance of rental housing and in some cases incentives are not always split, they could 

have the same or similar goals for a rental property’s thermal performance. Policy 

development around rental housing energy performance could be more directly targeted to 

the rental housing situation, with consideration of the complexity and co-management of 

rental housing that exists.  

Conclusion 

By understanding the energy culture characteristics of landlords and tenants, it is clear 

that there are a number of avenues for decision making to be influenced. Understanding how 

influence works and flows between the norms, practices and material culture of tenants and 

landlords enabled the development of an emergent model of influence, grounded in the 

influences and experiences discussed by landlords and tenants during their interviews. 

Extending the Energy Cultures framework to help understand the interaction of the material 

culture of landlords and tenants enabled this study to account for the dynamic influences 

between landlords and tenants. Understanding that landlords and tenants only need to 

interact due to the presence of the property, helps us to see that they are not working in 

isolation from each other or in a naturally conflicted environment, and the house becomes 

common ground for cooperation of rental housing aspirations. Expanding the concept of the 

Shared Energy Cultures, we can begin to build on the picture of the house being common 

ground and see the dynamic flows of influence between landlord, tenant, property manager 

and external influence. These shape the current energy performance and potential future 

performance, as well as the practices and aspirations of landlord and tenant alike. Developing 
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and testing the nested energy cultures concept further will help us to understand the other 

possibilities of influence that exist, and how we might start to support and create 

opportunities that result in a more productive scenario for improving the thermal quality of 

private rental properties in New Zealand. 
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Appendix A Ethics 

The contents of this appendix include; 

- Ethics Category A  

- Research Questions (labelled Appendix 1 in document below) 
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