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Abstract
Between September 2007 and September 2008, communities 

and organisations across the UK have organised ten area-wide 

open day events focussing on home eco-renovation and eco-

new build, plus a host of single event open days at eco-reno-

vated homes. Th ese have proved extremely popular, with an 

average of 500 visitors per event, and have provided unrivalled 

opportunities for social learning about greenhouse gas reduc-

tions from eco-renovated and environmental new build houses. 

Th ey have translated the ‘one size fi ts all’ approach of national 

energy savings agencies into meaningful and appropriate reno-

vations according to the house type, and brought out the aspi-

ration in insulation.

Th is paper evaluates the open days and their achievements 

against the crucial need for step change to the UK’s approach to 

eco-renovation. Is ‘preaching to the converted’ a fair criticism, 

when most of the ‘converted’ still need to convert their homes? 

What else is needed? What barriers and opportunities need to 

1.  Jo Hamilton jointly co-ordinated the Open House events in Oxfordshire during 
this period as part of her work for Oxfordshire ClimateXchange, which is a climate 
change public engagement project for Oxfordshire based at Oxford University’s En-
vironmental Change Institute. Website www.climatex.org. The project partner was 
COIN (www.coinet.org.uk), a charity focusing on UK-wide engagement of climate 
change, running innovative projects such as the Ecovation website: www.ecovation.
org.uk

2.  Gavin Killip is one of the householders living in an eco-renovated property, 
who has taken part in many of the Open House events, guiding visitors around his 
home, giving talks, and fi elding related enquiries. He is also a researcher at ECI.

be addressed to ensure interest on the open days translates into 

action and reduction in CO
2
 at home? 

Th e paper considers whether replicating this model could 

contribute to a greater understanding and uptake of eco-ren-

ovation across the UK, the perceived shortcomings, and the 

opportunities for further development.

The scale of the challenge

‘Of the homes we will inhabit in 2050, around 80 percent are 

already standing today, and these have to be the main focus 

for carbon reduction policies.’ (Boardman, 2008).

Th e scientifi c consensus of the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) is that the ‘warming of the climate sys-

tem is unequivocal’. Th ey are over 90% certain that it is caused 

by human activity, and that ‘Mitigation eff orts and investments 

over the next two to three decades will have a large impact on 

opportunities to achieve lower stabilisation levels.’ (IPCC 2007). 

Th e Stern Review :Th e Economics of Climate Change states that 

‘Ultimately, stabilisation – at whatever level – requires that an-

nual emissions be brought down to more than 80% below cur-

rent levels’. Th is fi gure is now widely accepted as the reduction 

target necessary by 20503.

Th e household sector represents 27% of our total carbon 

emissions in the UK (DEFRA, 2007). Reducing sectoral emis-

sions, and meeting the target of transforming 26 million homes 

by 2050, ‘will require 500,000 refurbishments of the older, inef-

3.  Committee on Climate Change (2009) Climate Change Act Available at: http://
www.theccc.org.uk/climate-change-act Accessed 12 January 2009
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fi cient properties to a low carbon standard every year.’ (Killip, 

2008a). Energy effi  ciency measures alone will not be suffi  cient 

to achieve this necessary replication of eco-renovation (Board-

man 2007, p.63).

Why social learning?
Reaching energy demand reduction targets requires top-down 

and bottom up approaches: increasing the uptake of effi  ciency 

measures and policies, alongside ambitious renovation and 

installation of appropriate Low and Zero Carbon (LZC) tech-

nologies. Whilst existing policies, incentives, education and 

awareness are important, they are failing to stimulate the scale 

of action required. Th e LSE / Centre for Analysis of Social Ex-

clusion (CASE) workshop (2008) identifi ed the top three bar-

riers to mainstream uptake of renovation as 1: fi nancial dis-

incentives, 2: skills capacity and information availability and 

3: engagement of public. In addition to these barriers, evidence 

suggests that a reduction in energy consumption is usually per-

ceived negatively (see Jackson, 2005), thus there is a need to 

exemplify the benefi ts of effi  ciency and renovation, and present 

them as integral parts of an aspirational lifestyle. 

Th e theory of social learning could help address the barri-

ers and negative perceptions outlined above. Although a broad 

term, Jackson suggests that ‘We learn most eff ectively from 

models who are attractive to or infl uential for us, such as our 

parents (at certain ages), celebrities, people who are success-

ful or powerful, or people who are simply like we are. (Jack-

son 2005 p.110). Rise et al (in Muro and Jeff rey p.326) suggest 

that ‘Actors…can be encouraged to learn by creating a learning 

environment’, which is the environment the Open House events 

try to create to encourage replication of eco-renovation. 

Muro and Jeff rey (2008) assert that ‘ not all changes in behav-

iour result from learning based experiences’ and ‘ a change in 

beliefs, attitudes and intentions resulting from new experiences 

involving learning does not necessarily lead to a change in be-

haviour’ (p.327). Th is view is widely described as the ‘value-

action’ gap: where people’s behaviour doesn’t necessarily match 

or follow their values (Defra 2008). Jackson (2005) asserts the 

diff erence that ‘Having pro-social or pro-environmental val-

ues or attitudes is not the same thing as engaging in pro-social 

or pro-environmental behaviour’ and that ‘pro environmental 

intentions and behaviours do not necessarily correlate with re-

duced energy consumption in the household’. 

Eco-home Open Days events
Between September 2007 and September 2008, ten Eco-Homes 

Open Day events took place across the UK, demonstrating 

home eco-renovation, with the inclusion of some eco-new 

build homes – a total of 120 properties (table 1). Visitor num-

bers were highest where the marketing of the events was ‘piggy-

backed’ on established programmes that allow public access to 

historic or otherwise interesting buildings which are normally 

not open – ‘London Open House’ and ‘Heritage Open Days’. 

Th roughout this paper, ‘Open Days’ refers to the variety of 

Eco-Homes Open Days events, including days when private 

homes were open to visitors with guided tours and time to ask 

questions about the eco-features in each property; an ‘Ideal 

Green Home Show’ at Oxford Town Hall in April 2008, featur-

ing talks by eco-home owners and a small-scale trade fair, at 

which twenty relevant companies and organisations (product 

and service providers) were available to the public in one place. 

In this context ‘eco-renovation’ covers refurbishment work to 

reduce energy consumption (e.g. insulation) and other envi-

ronmental impacts (water conservation, waste reduction, in-

door air quality, environmental materials, and material re-use 

and recycling), as well as the inclusion of Low and Zero Carbon 

(LZC) technologies such as solar thermal, solar photovoltaic, 

and ground source heat pumps. 

Th e selection process for homes taking part in the Open 

Days events was informal. In most cases it was enough to have 

installed one or more energy-effi  ciency measures or LZCs, and 

to be willing to take part. In the case of the events organised 

by the Sustainable Energy Academy, the organisation’s Chair 

made a personal visit to each candidate and used his expert 

judgement to decide if the home had done enough to achieve 

roughly 60% reductions in CO
2
 emissions. In a small number 

of cases, there was monitored energy consumption data to con-

fi rm this. 4

We shall now focus primarily on the Oxfordshire events, with 

reference to other events for which we have data and feedback. 

In the two Oxfordshire events of 2007 and 2008, 18 eco-reno-

vated homes, covering a variety of ages and types, were open to 

the public from between 2 hours to 2 days. Visitors were given 

4.  Regarding Sustainable Energy Academy (SEA) Old Home Super Home project 
2008: The number of visitors refl ects that some newly renovated properties owned 
by local authorities were used for demonstration purposes before being let, thus 
they were able to be open for consecutive weekends over a sustained period of 
time.

Table 1. Open Days events in 2007/2008. See references for further details of events.

Event Number of homes Number of visitors (approx) 

Sustainable Energy Academy (SEA) Old Home Super 

Home project 2008 – nationwide as part of the Civic 

Trust’s ‘Heritage Open Days’. 

25 22,000   

 

Oxford Open Eco-Houses 2007 and 2008 18 > 1,000 

Green Buildings in Norfolk – Open Days 2007 and 

2008 

15 > 600 

Llanidloes Eco-homes Open Weekend 2008 9 350 

Brighton Open Homes 2008 14 > 1,000 

Faringdon Eco-Trail June 2008 24 300 

Stroud Eco-homes 2008 12 750 

London Open House 2008 3 > 600 

Total 120 > 26,600 
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tours, or allowed to wander through the houses. Th ey were pro-

vided with information about the house, the renovations, ma-

terials and technologies used, the average energy consumption 

(and where available, the resultant energy reduction), potential 

suppliers and sources of funding. At some locations, tours were 

given by the architects and builders involved with the renova-

tion. Both Oxfordshire events were organized by Oxfordshire 

ClimateXchange and Climate Outreach Information Network 

(COIN). Event marketing was through a variety of channels – 

website, email lists, posters, and leafl ets, using the renovators to 

distribute information locally, local television, radio and news-

papers, plus trusted networks such as the Women’s Institute, 

Local Authorities and local Chambers of Commerce. 

Oxfordshire visitor numbers were calculated by totalling the 

approximate number of visitors per house, and allowing for 

visitors going to more than one property. Conservative esti-

mate of both Oxfordshire events are 500 unique visitors, who 

visited on average 2-3 properties. 291 visitor feedback forms 

were completed by visitors in 2007, and 135 in 2008, making a 

total of 426 individual responses. Most home owners encour-

aged completion of feedback forms, but factors infl uencing 

their completion included the time and space available dur-

ing the visit, and self selection, which could result in a positive 

bias. 99% of respondents were home owners, although learning 

from the events could be applied across other housing sectors. 

Comparable information from other events is not obtainable at 

present, although event organisers are considering introducing 

this for future events.

As the feedback results show (Figure 1 and 2), opportunities 

for social learning were high, and showed marked trends. New 

learning was highest in the areas of insulation and energy ef-

fi ciency. From this we could infer that seeing insulation and ef-

fi ciency as part of a suite of more popular technologies elevates 

understanding of its role and importance. Visitors were also at-

tracted to novel materials, such as straw bale building, lime and 

hemp insulation. Whilst understanding of the impacts homes 

have on climate change is high, for Open Days to stimulate 

greater replication of renovation, clearer information about all 

sectors of the renovation supply chain would need to be includ-

ed, together with the potential costs. For the 2008 Oxfordshire 

Open Days, a directory of local suppliers was available at the 

Open Homes, to help facilitate this.

Feedback on the Oxfordshire Open Days experience was 

overwhelmingly positive, with 99-100% pleased they came, 

and thinking that these visits are a good way of learning (fi g-

ures 1 and 2). Between 75-80% felt inspired to do more in their 

house. Th is correlates with the Open Days in Stroud (Booth, 

2008). Th e Norfolk events (CPRE 2008) reported that visi-

Figure 2. General feedback from the Oxfordshire Open Days in 2007 and 2008

Figure 1. Responses to the question ‘Did you learn anything new in the following areas? from Oxfordshire Open Days in 2007 and 

2008. Take note that 100 percent represents 100% of responses to the specifi c question, not the percentage of all respondents, or all visitors.
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tors rated their visit highly, and when asked how much their 

understanding of energy effi  cient technologies increased as a 

result of the Open Days, 40% said it increased ‘a lot’, and 55% 

said ‘a bit’. 48% of those visitors said they were more likely to 

install energy effi  ciency solutions as a result of their visit to the 

Open Days. Oxfordshire visitor comments ranged from over-

all appreciation of the concept and experience ‘Wonderful idea 

– very inspiring and valuable to get feedback from people who 

have done it’ to appreciation of the scale involved: ‘Inspiring 

but also somewhat daunting’. Th e opportunity for replication of 

renovation is captured in: ‘It shows there are things which can be 

done even without money: using an emergency, perhaps, to make 

eco-improvements’ (Oxfordshire) ‘ I had not appreciated that my 

insulation measures could be improved signifi cantly’ (Stroud), 

and the practical next steps in ‘Really interesting talking with 

the building contractor’(Oxfordshire), ‘Seeing and touching lime 

plaster has now clarifi ed how I’m going to approach it in my 

home’ (Stroud).

With reference to DEFRA’s ‘4E’s Model’ (DEFRA 2008), feed-

back from the Open Days suggests that the ‘hands on’ approach 

helped: 

Enable visitors – through removing the barriers, giving in-• 

formation, showing viable alternatives. 

Engage visitors – through trusted messengers: home own-• 

ers, ‘people like them’, delivering the information, focussing 

on local homes and initiatives, though local networks and 

media channels, informal settings. 

Exemplify homes and good decisions – demonstrating lo-• 

cal people leading by example, sharing learning, appropriate 

building types, appropriate renovation and LZC technolo-

gies. 

Encourage visitors – harnessing the social capital of achiev-• 

ing eco-renovation, helping potential renovators with infor-

mation and decisions.

Whilst this data suggests that the Open Days are a good way 

of learning, further research would be needed to investigate 

the subsequent actions visitors take as a result of visiting the 

homes, the information they receive, and if they put their in-

tentions into action. Many renovators who opened their homes 

referred to the opportunistic nature of their renovation work, 

and almost all experiences of the renovators themselves sup-

port Boardman’s assertion in Home Truths (2007) that ‘Th e rate 

of improvement in the energy effi  ciency of the general housing 

stock is largely dependent on the initiatives of the owners, with 

little assistance from the Government’ (Boardman, 2007, p.42). 

Demonstrating the variety and scope of renovation could help 

more people to seize the eco-renovation opportunity when it 

arises, thus bringing the cost of the ‘eco’ part of the renovation 

down (Killip, 2008a). Th is message is important in counter-

ing the perception, and potential barrier, that renovation is out 

of most people’s budget, especially given the current fi nancial 

situation. 

Another consideration is that the eco-renovated proper-

ties, taken collectively, demonstrate a much fuller range of the 

technically possible interventions, and not just those measures 

which are supported by government grants and advice services 

(table 25).

Th e Open House events also show visitors how people have 

tackled complex, inter-connected issues to do with property 

maintenance and improvement, oft en including problems 

which are not directly related to energy conservation (e.g. damp 

walls). Th e decisions and compromises made along the way all 

add to the believability of the story, as well as the undeniable 

evidence of the buildings themselves.

Limits to the Open House approach
Th e Open House events have clearly been valued and enjoyed 

by the visitors, but there are also limits and drawbacks. Th e 

approach is labour- and time-intensive for both organisers and 

hosts – a common refl ection among hosts has been that the 

experience is rewarding and exhausting in equal measures, but 

that people were ‘pleased to participate... it was fantastic to be 

part of the eco-houses camaraderie’ 6. Follow-up enquiries can 

be an ongoing drain on people’s time and it is in the nature 

of the event (largely voluntary and community-focused) that 

each participant has to make their own decisions about how 

much time to give. Th ere have been times when certain indi-

viduals in the group have felt over-stretched and have reduced 

their involvement accordingly. Volunteers were used to help the 

events, which in many cases increased the volunteers’ knowl-

edge of renovation, and the questions to ask. 

Members of the group are not selected for their technical 

knowledge or communication skills, nor are properties se-

lected against published criteria or technical standards. Th is 

has a positive aspect (the power of a story told by the people 

5.  Regarding effi cient heating boilers: Condensing boilers were supported under 
early years of EEC, but have been ineligible for support since they were mandated 
by minimum standards introduced in 2005.

6.  Eco-Homes participant, Oxford 2008

Table 2. Energy effi ciency refurbishment measures, showing which are supported by policy and which are not (source: Killip 2008b)

Measures supported by government programmes 

(<7 years simple payback) 

Other technically feasible refurbishment measures 

(>7 years simple payback) 

Cavity wall insulation Solid wall insulation 

Loft insulation Ground floor insulation 

Draught-proofing High-performance glazing 

Hot water tank insulation Reducing air infiltration (eg blocking up redundant 

chimneys, flues) 

Efficient heating boiler Passive solar design features (where site conditions 

allow) 

Heating controls  
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involved) but it also means that there is no quality control or 

attempt at consistency. Th e visitors are left  to refl ect on what 

they have heard, provided with further information and the 

opportunity to opt into an email list for renovation in Oxford-

shire. Data about the energy consumption/energy reduction 

was used where available, but generally there was no quantita-

tive energy data for visitors to see. Attempts to compile data 

on costs and energy savings aft er eco-renovation have largely 

failed – partly because the data has not been kept, and partly 

because the many renovators are not motivated by the objec-

tive information recorded by numbers. Th is is refl ected by visi-

tors not having an appreciation of the costs involved (fi gure 2). 

Many seem open to sharing their experiences but not to having 

their eff orts scrutinised in this way.

Th e programme of events has thrown into vivid relief some 

of the structural barriers that exist to greater replication. Social 

learning may be a good route to education and awareness-rais-

ing, but it does not necessarily help with queries about fi nding 

good products, suppliers and contractors for projects which the 

visitors may be inspired to undertake. Where hosts are able to 

make specifi c recommendations, these are very highly valued 

by visitors (the strength of ‘word-of-mouth’ recommendations 

from a trusted source, and a house that people can relate to). It 

would be instructive to follow where these interactions lead in 

terms of work to other properties and the level of satisfaction 

achieved. However, within the time and budget available, it has 

only been possible to create a directory of products, suppliers 

and service providers.

Th e impact of these events also needs to be seen in context, 

including how they relate to Government-backed programmes 

(grants, advice services) and the role of tradespeople in guiding 

the decisions of householders on issues to do with property 

maintenance and improvement. 

From anecdotal evidence, and analysis of the feedback forms, 

visitors to the Oxfordshire Open Days could be analysed ac-

cording to DEFRA’s (2008) environmental segmentation model 

as Segment 1: Positive Greens ‘I think it’s important to do as 

much as I can to limit my impact on the environment’ and Seg-

ment 3: Concerned consumers: ‘I think I do more than a lot of 

people. Still, going away is important, I’d fi nd that hard to give 

up. Well I wouldn’t, so carbon off setting would make me feel bet-

ter’. Whilst a narrow sector of society (but according to DEFRA 

32% of population), enabling those poised and most able to 

renovate their homes, could help replication of renovation.

Conclusions
Th ese Open Days have been good examples of social learning, 

raising awareness and inspiring visitors about the opportunities 

and potential for energy-conscious refurbishment. Th e events 

can increase the opportunity for replication through eff ectively 

countering any negative perceptions of what an eco-renovated 

home is like to live in. Indeed, the events show how low-energy 

homes can be beautiful, comfortable, stylish and aspirational. 

However, as might be expected, this activity is not a guaran-

tee of widespread replication Open Homes events would need 

to be incorporated into a wider policy framework, providing 

not just education but also fi nancial incentives, training, quan-

tifi ed energy performance standards and accurate energy label-

ling. Whilst policies do not support the actions required, their 

eff ectiveness for behaviour change is hindered. 

Further areas of study to assess the eff ectiveness of Open 

Days include analysis of feedback from other Open Days events, 

a consideration of how energy prices and the current hous-

ing market infl uence visitors actions, how Open Days could 

encourage the take up of measures by a wider sector of the 

population across other housing sectors (e.g. Registered Social 

Landlords), and if they could demonstrate climate adaptation. 

Anecdotal reports from the Open Days suggest that many visi-

tors were ‘the usual suspects’ (‘Positive Greens’ above). Further 

research would be needed to assess how, if at all, the learning 

from the Open Days translated into action and replication.

Th e data captures feedback from visitors at a particular time. 

How visitors to Open Days process the information and expe-

rience, and what they do as a result of it remains a subject for 

further research, and signals the need for a coordinated follow 

up strategy to maximise the actions from social learning. Do 

the Open Days events help enable the process of eco-renova-

tion, and if so does this make replication more likely? How 

will we know if the Open Day events played a decisive role in 

replication? How can we assess the impacts of the events from 

people who didn’t visit, but read about the events or saw the 

publicity?

Th e greatest strength of the Open Days events seems to be 

the power of real-life experience and the telling of a ‘story’ by 

an ordinary citizen about their own home. Th ere is undoubt-

edly scope to integrate these events better with other (existing) 

sources of information, and to target other groups of visitors 

(e.g. the construction fi rms involved in refurbishment). How-

ever, the value of the story being told by ‘someone like us’ could 

be lost in a rush to impose order and consistency. 
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