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Why does the promise of energy efficiency 
(particularly demonstration projects) need 
reconstruction? 



Insanity: 
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…doing the same 
thing over and over 
again and expecting 
different results. 
 
Albert Einstein 



1. We’re lying…and we know it 
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2. We are overenthusiastic and fly too high 

§  \\ 
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3. We have a hero complex 
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Pros & Cons of acting like a superhero 

Positives 
§  Not fakers 
§  Not fanatics 
§  Selfless do-gooders, 

fighting evil 
§  and saving the world! 

§  Soothing (someone else 
solve the problem) 

§  Very popular with 
funders! 

 

Problems 
§  Energy waste isn’t evil 
§  We usually don’t deliver 

exactly what we’ve promised 
§  Overly focused on “success” 
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 Can we learn anything from literature about telling a better story? 



Possible Narratives: The Hero Story 
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 ordinary world 
special world 

Based on Joseph Campbell’s “monomyth” (1968)  
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Is falling short of your goal really that bad? 
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The Horror Story 
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The Learning Story 

§  Learning stories 
§  Used in research & 

teaching, usually of 
children 

§  Occur in the real world (not 
fictionalized spaces) 

§  Specific context, place, 
and people play a role in 
the lesson 

§  Require active 
engagement of teacher 
and learner 
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Two Heroes (?) in Practice: 
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1.  AJLC hero story: “a building like a tree, 
generates more energy than it consumes” 

 
2.  UK Retrofit for the Future hero story: 

deep retrofits can deliver 80% carbon 
reductions 

 
3.  CONCERTO hero story: community scale 

renewable and rational use of energy will 
produce social & environmental benefits 

 
 



1. Adam Joseph Lewis Center (AJLC) for 
Environmental Studies, Oberlin College, USA 
•  13,600 sq.ft. 
•  Classrooms, offices, 
  library, auditorium  
•  Cost: $ 7.1M 
•  Architect  

William McDonough  
+Partners 

•  Green Features: 
•  Passive solar heat  
•  Daylighting 
•  ground source heat 

pumps, 60 kW PV array 
•  Living machine 
•  Integrated landscaping 
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Does the AJLC produce more energy than it 
consumes?  Sort of… 

Source: J. Petersen 

Two-Day snapshot of energy production & use (October 2003) 
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Annual basis:  
Fails to produce enough energy 

Nov. 2002-Oct 2003 

Source: J. Petersen 
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Options for energy systems evolution 

Time 
↓ 

§  (“Constant commissioning”) 
§  Fix, upgrade and expand specific technologies 
§   e.g. Underfloor air distribution 
§  Alter control strategies 
§  Alter human behavior 
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Or…add another 100 kw PV Array  
(for more than a million dollars) 
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(Source: Institute for  Sustainability 2012)  

•  Low-carbon retrofit strategies 

to achieve 80% CO2 
reduction 

•  Innovative solutions, 
combined systems and low-
carbon measures  

•  Social housing tenants 

•  119 building units 

•  86 different projects 

  2. UK TSB Retrofit for Future programme 
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“special” world: 81% reduction 

“Real” world: 39% reduction 



Heroes (?) in Practice: 

§  Goals not reached 
 
§  Learning stories in each case 

affected by requirements to tell 
the hero story 
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Is the imaginary world distracting us from 
the real one? 
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Ordinary world 
Special world 



The love story 
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Completing the Loop 
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Conclusions 

§  We have one storyline 
§ Hero story has some 

problems 
§ Gets stuck in the “special 

world” 
§  Propose three storylines 

to better address our 
goals in the real world 

§ Hero  
§ Learning 
§ Love 
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Thank you! 
 
Katy Janda <Katy.Janda@ouce.ox.ac.uk> 
Marina Topouzi marina.topouzi@oriel.ox.ac.uk 
 
Paper available at:  
 
http://www.eci.ox.ac.uk/people/jandakaty.php 
 
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Kathryn_Janda/ 
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