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Introduction

Energy programs geared to new commercial build
ings demand that program sponsors insert themselves
successfully into the complex culture of the people who
design, fund, and build these structures. Even when armed
with substantial financial incentives for their customers,
utilities are finding that program representatives must be
sensitive to the viewpoints, personal relationships, and
pecking orders of owners, architects, and engineers; to
critical path elements in building design and construc
tion; to past traditions and experience; and to codes of
behavior.

The increased efficiency of new commercial build
ings offers large opportunities for saving energy, both
immediately and for future decades. Understanding, work
ing within, and responding to the cultural aspects of
building design and construction is an important element
in achieving these energy savings. "The design com
munity" is an apt phrase; utility decision makers and
commercial program managers need to enter that com
munity with a "when in Rome" attitude if they are to
deliver effective programs.

The authors ofthis paper have collectively consulted
with or conducted process evaluations on six major new
construction programs in the Northwest and Northeast
Energy Edge, Design Assistance, and Energy Smart (all
sponsoredby theBonnevillePowerAdministration); Design
2000 (New England Electric); Energy Conscious Con
struction (Northeast Utilities); and Energy Standards Plus
(Central Maine Power). We have begun to uncover some
cultural aspects that deserve examination and attention;
these aspects tend not to be covered in formal program
implementation manuals or in technical training.
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While many program staff learn these cultural ropes
on the job, we will try, in this paper, to offer some helpful
observationsand guidance. However, pleasebear in mind
that two of the three of us are "cultural anthropologists"
and only one of us claims to be an actual member of"the
design community." New commercial programs are quite
recent and there is still a lot of digging to be done.

This paper is organized into two sections. The first
section examines cultural assumptions in four new com
mercialprograms: EnergyEdge,Design Assistance, Design
2000, and Energy Conscious Construction. The second
section examines how well these various assumptions
seem to be working and offers guidance for constructing
new commercial programs consonant with the culture
surrounding the design and construction ofnew commer
cial buildings.

Program Designs: Reflections
of the Culture

New commercialprogramsare designed to accomplish
similar purposes with similar audiences. Targeting owners,
developers, architects, and engineers, they strive to:

• Avoid "lost opportunities" for saving energy by
building in greater efficiency.

• Move the market-design teams and trade allies
toward more efficient designs and products.

• Reduce peakdemand and/orreduce the need for new
power plants, thereby saving the utility (and share
holders/ratepayers) money.
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While purposes and audiences overlap, new com
mercial construction program designs and procedures
somewhat surprisingly-vary significantly. Among the
programs we have reviewed, some offer much technical
assistance; others offer little. Some emphasize recogni
tion and status for owners and design teams; others do
not. Some are largely menu driven; others bring together
design teams, energy experts, and utility staff to examine
all the energy saving possibilities thoroughly. Most offer
incentives, but one did notand still achieved some success.

What engenders these differences? It appears to us
that those who design the programs have defmite (but not
the same!) views about the preferences and motivations
of their target audiences: owners, developers, architects,
engineers, contractors. These views tend to shape the
program design. Let us take a brief look at some of these
assumptions embedded in the program design.

EnergyEdge wasboth a pioneering testprogramand
a major research effort exploring the effects of energy
efficiency improvements in new commercial buildings.
Based on studies of decision making in the sector and
consultations with the design community, it was struc
tured as a design competition-an activity somewhat
peculiar to the design community and traditionally focused
on architects. Building sponsors hold these events, invit
ing architectural design firms to compete; typically, firms
must submit building designs, including detailed archi
tectural models. Often the costs to compete are high and
the firms may be paid to compete.

With Energy Edge, the competition format had a
twist. Bonneville funded the regional program and four
sponsors administered it-the state energy offices from
Washington and Oregon; Pacific Power, a private utility;
and Portland Energy Conservation, Inc., a non-profit
organization. The sponsors were responsible for tailoring
the program to their territories, which varied consider
ably in terms ofclimate, design traditions and sophistica
tion, building activity, and population.

In general, owners and their design teams submitted
projects for consideration to the four sponsors and re
ceived design assistance for developing energy systems
within the projects. Those entering the competition did
incur costs, however, and only the most promising build
ings-in terms of energy innovation, certainty of con
struction, design replicability, and savings-were select
ed. Participation in the program was an involved process,
and finalists received energy modeling assistance and
substantial financial incentives as well as recognition.
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Energy Edge seemed to assume a number of things
about what motivates members of the new commercial
construction culture. It assumed winning a competition
is important, especially to architects, the traditional re
spondents to design competitions. Furthermore, with its
emphasis on winning, innovation, and recognition, it
assumed owners and design teams want their buildings
to be part of an elite group. It paid the greatest attention
to those in the design process rather than to those who
constructbuildings (forexample, the general contractor),
and assumed part of its purpose was to educate. It also
assumed the demands on participants would be offset by
the rewards.

Another BPA-funded program, Design Assistance,
was actually developed as a consolation prize for the
losers from Energy Edge, some of whom complained
they had not been selected after a good deal of work.
However, as operated in Washington State, it was also
opened to a wider group of commercial projects. This
program was not a competition and did not apply the
same criteria for selection (e.g., innovation); in fact, it
suffered somewhat by accepting almost all applicants,
even when it was unlikely they would benefit from the
program (for example, when they were too far along in
the design process).

Design Assistancematcheddesign teams withexpert
energy consultants. Through scoping meetings (where
the design team and the consultant discussed energy-re
lated design possibilities) and energy modeling, Design
Assistance provided expert advice and hard numbers on
energy savings and costs. It did not provide financial
incentives for energy improvements, and asked only that
participants seriously consider the recommended meas
ures. This approach, while fairly in-depth and tailored to
each project, also allowed the program to avoid lengthy
contracts. As with Energy Edge, education of the design
community was also a goal.

Design Assistance assumed that owners and design
teams wanted good information about energy efficiency
and, once presented with this evidence, would want to
build more efficient and higher quality buildings on their
own. Part of its intent was to see how well a new com
mercial program could go without incentives in fostering
greater efficiency. By keeping red tape and obligations
low, however, it also recognized the often tiny part that
energy considerations play in constructing new commer
cial buildings and the substantial time pressures on design
ers and owners.

Design 2000 at New England Electric Services Com
pany has some different design features than either Ener-
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gy Edge or Design Assistance. At this time, the program
is largely prescriptive-that is, buildings arenotmodeled
and participants mostoften choose from a menu ofmeas
ures which have incentives attached. Acustom approach
provides for individually detennined incentives to cover
measures not on the menu. Design 2000 emphasizes
simple and painless participation. It does not emphasize
in-depth analysis of all possible measures, innovative
measures, or increased learning among participants. It
does provide technical assistance, but computer model
ing is not a central feature.

Design 2000 assumes that owners and design teams
are on a very fast track, that energy concerns are of
minimal interest to them, and that ease of participation,
along with incentives, is paramount. It is less focused on
educating the design community. In addition, it assumes
a fair amount of similarity rather than variability across
commercial projects (hence, the menu approach).

Energy Conscious Construction at Northeast Utili
ties offers both a prescriptive, menu driven path for
smaller, simpler buildings (which are often further along
in the design process), and a comprehensive approach for
larger, more complex buildings at an early stage ofdesign.
However, this program has emphasized and put many
resources toward the comprehensive approach, which
includes a brainstorming session, use of outside energy
experts who advise but do not interfere or direct the
design process, computer simulations ofan average of 15
measures per project (based upon a process evaluation in
the spring of 1991), and an emphasis on educating and
building relationships with members of the design com
munity, especially engineers.

More than the programs discussed above, Energy
Conscious Construction assumes that a new commercial
project needs a flexible range of approaches, from pre
scriptive to comprehensive. It assumes that educating the
design community and changing the marketplace over
time go hand in hand, and that these activities will require
considerable effort. It tries to accommodate innovation,
complexity and interaction among energy measures.

Cultural Lessons Learned

It would be wonderful if we could pinpoint which
cultural assumptions work the best so an ideal new com
mercial program could be developed. Unfortunately, this
analysis is not clear-cut, since most of the assumptions to
date have some validity and the results are not yet in on
their relative success. However, some signposts for suc
cess are surfacing from reported experiences and the
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process evaluations that have been completed on these
programs.

Program Flexibility

The evidence so far suggests that flexibility is a key
to successful new commercial programs if they are to
attract the widest audience. Flexibility in this case means
the ability of the program to adapt itself efficiently to the
varying needs ofprojects and the configuration ofdesign
teams (small or large; complex or simple; with severe
time constraints or more reasonable schedules; having
substantial energy savings potential or only small poten
tial; owner- or design team-dominated). A number of
these flexibility issues are discussed in more detail below.

Both Energy Conscious Construction and Design
2000 have consolidated some program options while
making program guidelines more flexible, so that staff
can tailor the program to the client. Flexible programs,
however, are not necessarily the strong suit of utilities,
and utility managers must deal with the tension between
the need for clear program guidelines and the need to
serve the building community effectively.

Design Competitions

The competitive overlay to these programs added to
their complexity and created winners and losers, generat
ing some displeasure. Subsequent programs have aban
doned this mechanism.

Recognition

Energy Edge offered recognition and visibility for
participants; evaluations show this was an important
element to those participants. Later programs (Design
2000, Energy Conscious Construction) include the notion
ofrecognizing participants for their participation, but our
evaluations have shown this follow-up has not material
ized. When asked, some participants, particularly those
with a strong local presence, say they would like greater
visibility for their efforts, since it will help them market
their buildings and services.

Prescriptive vs. Comprehensive Paths

There is an ongoing debate over how prescriptive
new commercial programs can become. Those who defend
the menu approach feel many facilities will not par
ticipate if too much is asked of them, and that design
teams are not very interested in the complexities of
efficient design. They also feel a menu of energy im-
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provements can adequately covet most projects, and that
a prescriptive approach saves money.

Advocates for the comprehensivebrainstorming and
modeling strategy offer many arguments in its favor.
They feel this approach helps weed out false savings,
such as overinsulating supermarkets. They also believe
that most true energy innovation occurs within the pro
cess ofdesign, where a design problem is being solved to
meet an owner's or architect's requirements. Moreover,
they contend that commercial buildings often use energy
in a very different way than residential buildings, that
many energy savings opportunities are serendipitous within
the design process, and that such savings cannot be
anticipated by an "off-the-shelf' approach.

Defenders of the comprehensive design assistance
approach also say this is the only way the marketplace
will truly change, since design teams are required to think
about energy efficiency, and the selection of more in
novative efficiency measures cannot be merely prescrip
tive. In addition, they feel that interactive measureeffects
need to be studied. Comprehensive approaches also allow
program sponsors to gain a stronger foothold in design
communities since there is much more interaction. How
ever, comprehensive design assistance approaches need
to include research providing betterdocumentation ofthe
cost effectiveness of energy saving strategies so that the
process can be as streamlined as possible.

The truth seems to be that menu-driven options fit
certain projects and design teams; comprehensive ser
vices fit others. For instance, a large warehouse with few
energy saving possibilities may be well served by a
prescriptive approach. On the other hand, a small grocery
store may offer a complex set of possible improvements.
Thus, both approaches are needed. This requires a well
trained and experienced staff who can apply complex
program guidelines and make judgements about which
program option will work best to get the maximum
energy savings from each project. Having and supporting
both approaches, therefore, is one component of a flexible
program.

The Role of Education

Educating the design and construction community is
a complicated proposition in new commercial programs.
Design teams and owners are knowledgeable about what
they do and they want to be respected for their knowl
edge. Design teams-especially architects-tend to have
healthy egos and they do not want to be embarrassed in
front of owners, which can happen when energy experts
are brought to the table (Owner: "What? You don't know
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about T-8 lamps, electronic ballasts, variable frequency
drives or lowemissivity glass when they would save me all
that money?") On the other hand, architects and en
gineers often pride themselves on their openness to new
and· better information, since they do want to improve
their products (buildings).

Learning needs to be perceived as a collegial ex
change, not as a transaction from expert to student, even
though we have encountereda number ofinstances where
design professionalsknow littleorare misinformedabout
energy efficiency in commercial buildings (for example,
some believe increased insulation will necessarily in
crease efficiency which is not always the case). This type
of learning also builds mutual respect between program
sponsors and the community. Design Assistance showed
that the respectful providing of good information was
well received by participants. Energy Conscious Con
struction also has successfully insinuated its energy ex
perts into the brainstorming process for its comprehen
sive design assistance area, exhorting them to be advisors
but not "designers" or "directors."

Incentives

Dealing with up-front and operating costs (for owner
occupied buildings) is important to the success of new
commercial programs. Design Assistance, while able to
achieve savings without incentives, also lost cost-effec
tive savings because it did not offer incentives. Several
current programs, such as Design 2000 and Energy Con
scious Construction, succeed in structuring acceptable
incentives for energy improvements (up to 100% of in
cremental costs in many cases), but tend to offer design
incentives that are considered too low. Architects often
have to take on additional administrative burdens but
make no design changes, and engineers feel they are not
adequately compensated for the extra time it takes to
redesign energy systems which mayor may not end up
receiving incentives.

Optimal Entry Points

Most new commercial programs try to be flexible
about the point at which projects take advantage of their
services. Evaluation results show that new commercial
programs should enter early on in the schematic design
or design development stage, before substantial psycho
logical and financial investment has been made in the
design. Results from surveys of participants in Design
Assistance, Energy Conscious Construction, and Design
2000 show thatparticipants think early entry in the design
process is an advantage and allows greater energy saving
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options, while entering at later points is a disadvantage
whicheffectivelydiminishestherealconsidemtionofoptions.

Unfortunately, design community traditions do not
help in this regard. Plans for new buildings are often kept
secret, and owners and developers are not necessarily
visible. It is an ongoingchallenge to penetratethis.barrier.
On the other hand, it is possible to get to a project too
soon, so that a good deal of time can be wasted trying to
design around an amorphous entity. Also, the optimal
program entry point for architects seems to beearlier than
for engineers; for example, architectural choices affect
ing energy use may involve glazing options which typi
cally are decided early. Engineers are more involved with
HVACequipmentselection, which happenssomewhatlater.

Other Timing Issues

Beyond the program entry point, timing remains a
critical issue. Schedules for new commercial buildings
are notoriously tight and contractors can be penalized if
schedules are not met. Program implementers need to
help make sure specialized equipment is available within
the project's time frame and at the right point in the
project; it will not do to have glass or lighting fixtures
arriving at the wrong time in the construction schedule.
Indeed, the potential unavailability of the more innova
tive equipment may be enough to squelch interest. In a
number of cases, contractors have made less efficient
substitutions because the equipment called for under the
program was not available. Program staff indicated this
was not an attempt to take advantage of the program (to
be paid for more expensive equipment that was never
installed); rather, it satisfied the need to keep the project
on schedule.

Marketing

Marketing and outreach for new commercial pro
grams must be persistent, innovative, and personalized.
Successful program staff become enmeshed in the local
design community-which tends to be a fairly clubby
culture-by being active in local professional societies
such as the American Institute of Architects and ASH
RAE. They also become involved in other local organiza
tions, such as the ChamberofCommerceand local school
building committees, and build a network of contacts.
They concentrate on providing excellent service so that
word of mouth is strongly positive about the program.
Successful staff also tend to combine sales and engineer
ing skills. Such marketing approaches imply the need for
program staff to stay with the progmm for the long term,
so that their associations can bear fruit.
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Other successful marketing avenues for new com
mercial programs include inserting the program into the
usual information sources of design professionals, such
as architeetunll and engineering associations, and through
owner groups like hospital administrators, school ad
ministrators, or grocery store owners; presenting pro
gram information in traditional formats, such as at lunch
eon meetings; advertising in trade and specialty magazines;
and garnering newspaper coverage for completed projects.

Marketing efforts to various members of the project
team-owners, architects, and engineers-need to be
targeted according to the roles they tend to serve on these
projects. While roles are certainly subject to variability,
we have found that architects, on average, tend to be more
concerned with aesthetics and less informed about energy
efficiency. On the other hand, engineers tend to like hard
information about technical matters and are somewhat
conservative in the energy systems they design. Owners
more often focus on the economics and have the final
word about what equipment will actually be installed.
Contractors, who surface more in smalleror simplerjobs,
are more concerned about installation and construction
matters than design issues.

Roles of Project Team Members

There are various configurations for new commer
cial project teams. One common situation involves an
owner who hires an architect who then hires an engineer
ing firm. The owner deals almost exclusively with the
architect, who is the project manager and has little direct
interaction with the engineers. Meetings among all the
actors are rare.

In this situation, the architect is used to being the
primary contact with the owner. Programs that bring all
the team members to a brainstorming session are taking
some risks, since this is likely to be a new and uncertain
situation. Team members may nothaveestablishedrelation
ships. It is unlikely the architects have focused upon
energy efficiency in this way before, yet they may have
marketed their work as energy-efficient and innovative.
In all our interviews, we have yet to meet a design
professional who does not report developing efficient
systems already!

Although the architect may be a pivotal player in the
project and have the owner's ear, the engineer is much
more likely to understand energy efficiency and will have
a bigger role to play in energy-efficiency programs. In
addition, cost-effective energy-efficiency improvements
tend to require engineering expertise and not architec
tural skills. This leaves the architect with little to do and
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few rewards for participation. Yet the architect could be
influential for repeat business since it is generally the
architect that the owner hires.

To diminish this potentialproblem, extraattention
and perhaps incentives-may need to be directed to
architects so that they feel more included in the program
process. We found that many architects in the Energy
Conscious Construction program turn over the entire
design incentive for the brainstorming meeting ($1,000)
to the engineers, so that they absorb the costs of a three
or four-hour meeting. In our evaluation of this program,
architects tended to be less satisfied with the program
than engineers or owners, especially if they received no
fmancial or design rewards.

In other cases, the architect is left out of energy-ef
ficiency decisions entirely, or there is no architect and the
owner deals directly with the engineering fmn. On smaller,
simpler jobs, the owner may deal just with an electrical
contractor. These configurations happen when the owner
knows about energy efficiency or is motivated to achieve
the greatest efficiency possible and the architectural ele
ments of the building are standardized. In these cases, the
current new construction program designs may better fit
with the decision-making structure of the design teams.

Process Evaluations

The complex culture of new commercial programs
certainly poses a rite of passage for program evaluators.
Anyone undertaking an evaluation of these programs
needs to understand that it is often difficult to unravel
how decisions are made about energy-efficiency meas
ures. With more comprehensive approaches, some of
these decisions may become clearer, since modeling at
least addresses which measures are likely to be cost-ef
fective. However, many measures drop out due to owner
or designer preferences, and these reasons are harder to
capture during evaluations; participants simply may not
recall why they decided to include or not include certain
measures-and program staff do not necessarily record
this information. .

These evaluations also clearly show it is difficult to
reach decision makers. Typically, they will agree to be
interviewed, butonly after the evaluatorhas tracked them
down and found an early morning, evening, or Sunday
appointment when they can have an in-depth discussion.
Those who develop tracking systems for new commercial
programs encounter problems with how much informa
tion to include and ensuring its accuracy. Given the
tremendous amount ofdata and the changing or stop start
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nature of new commercial projects, developing an ade
quate tracking system can be quite difficult, although not
having a good one clearly hampers evaluation efforts.
The tracking system for one program is still being devel
oped, and individual regions have developed their own
systems. For another program, the tracking system is
running, but we encountered some need for information
that was unavailable as well as some inaccurate data.

Other challenges in evaluating new commercial pro
grams include how to accommodate changes in standard
practice and building costs; how to deal with organiza
tional changes in the utility, including staff reassign
ments; how to handle changes in the economic health of
an area; and how to integrate all the different and impor
tant perspectives ofpeople involved with the program.

Conclusion

Utilities around the country are investing a greatdeal
in the promise of new commercial energy efficiency
programs. Agreat deal of time is spent in developing the
economic and technical bases for these programs. An
equal amount of time needs to be spent in understanding
the culture of the design community to insure the motiva
tion, satisfaction and cooperation of these crucial deci
sion makers. The success of new commercial programs
is fragile; it depends upon the goodwill of target audien
ces who have not traditionally focused on energy ef
ficiency and whose ties are stronger to each other than to
the utility. Ifrelationships with the design community are
damaged, it will take a long time to rebuild them, even
with substantial incentives.
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