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ABSTRACT 
This case study details lessons learned from a three-week energy conservation competition held in all 
residence halls at the University of Louisville in the spring of 2012. Students in a new psychology course 
entitled “Mindfulness in Energy Use” were assigned particular dorms and tasked to develop a plan to 
reduce energy consumption through a variety of behavioral change techniques, such as programming, 
messaging, and interventions amongst residents. The course combined the concept of mindfulness with 
participation in the Campus Conservation Nationals, a collective effort to reduce energy use in residence 
halls across North America. We discovered both the power of mindfulness in driving behavior change, 
and the myriad challenges of creating mindfulness in a community of busy, stressed students with 
minimal direct feedback about the effect of individual behaviors. Access to real-time energy use data 
was an important, but not essential, factor in success. In fact, the winning dorm achieved a 36.4% 
reduction without real-time feedback, in part because it was the only case in which the student assigned 
to the building actually lived there and had the necessary social connections to really be effective.  
 
GOALS AND OUTCOMES 
Goals 
The primary goal of the project was to test a variety of methods for incorporating the concept of 
mindfulness into energy reduction efforts in campus residence halls. Although course participants were 
provided with general guidelines on how to approach the effort, they were free to incorporate whatever 
methods they felt were appropriate. The course was a pilot effort in the University’s goal to improve its 
sustainability. Most of the University’s efforts, whether it be in energy, waste generation, water use, 
alternative transportation, local foods, sustainable purchasing, or environmental justice are all 
predicated on changing individuals’ behavior. Success, or failure, in almost all of the University’s drive 
toward sustainability will require behavioral changes.  
 
The course will be offered again in the spring of 2013. The goal for this coming year is to achieve even 
greater reductions in energy use beyond our average 11.9% reduction (saving 38,415 kWh of electricity). 
We aim to achieve this through more effective interventions tied to specific incentives and planned by 
teams of students from the course (rather than individuals) with each group focused on one of the four 
dorms with real-time consumption feedback systems. In future years we plan to expand the real-time 
feedback systems to more dorms, to develop a living-learning community within a dorm that is focused 
on sustainability, and to provide sustainability training and support through our new Eco-Reps program 
to RAs who may be able to have a more direct impact on residents. In the next three years the University 
will develop a plan on how it can begin to change behavior campus wide in a systemic manner.   
 
 

http://louisville.edu/sustainability/operations/eco-reps/eco-reps.html
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Accomplishments and Outcomes 
Yes, we had a very successful test of various interventions. The students in the class gained great 
appreciation for the challenges of being effective change agents in the real-world realities of community. 
The course had 12 students, each of whom developed and implemented a plan to change energy use in 
one of 12 dormitories. Since the goal was behavior change, we can only measure the effectiveness by 
examining energy use outcomes. Thanks to the students’ efforts, UofL finished in the top ten of the 
national competition amongst 100 colleges and universities. 
 
Over a three week period from March 26th to April 15th, 2012 UofL residents were able to reduce 
energy consumption by an average of 11.9%, saving 38,415 kWh of electricity. This equates to roughly 
$2,689 in savings. The results varied with residence hall, but only one dorm failed to reduce 
consumption. Final rankings by residence hall (% reduction in energy use): 
 
Residence Hall    # Residents % Change in Electricity Use 
University Tower   152  -36.4% 
Kurz (real-time data!)   402  -20.5% 
Louisville Hall (real-time data!) 250  -12.2% 
Community Park (real-time data!) 349  -10.3% 
The Complex    100  -8.0% 
Unitas (real-time data!)  300  -4.5% 
Bettie Johnson   450  -1.2% 
Miller Hall    138  -0.7% 
Threlkeld     250  +2.1% 
 
The results are not conclusive to demonstrate that behavior change can be effectively implemented to 
reduce energy use by our methods. Half of the dorms showed no statistically significant difference in 
energy use during the 3-week competition. There was no direct correlation between interventions to 
modify behavior and results. There does, however, seem to be a correlation between behavior change 
and the use of real-time feedback about energy use. 
 
In conjunction with this project, the University 
of Louisville decided to invest in real-time 
energy use monitoring systems for four of our 
residence halls. This policy of investing tens of 
thousands of dollars in systems to aid 
awareness and behavior change represents a 
significant shift from our historic policy of only 
investing in efficiency technologies. The project 
aimed to change mindsets of residents so that 
they will be more aware of their impacts on 
the environment through energy use. Over the 
three weeks, we kept 78,789 pounds of carbon 
dioxide emissions out of the atmosphere 
through conservation; but the future emissions 
averted by changed behaviors is unknown to 
us and impossible to track. 
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Challenges and Responses  
Although residence hall staff members at the University of Louisville are required to participate in 
resident engagement programs as part of their position, everyone’s varying schedules complicated 
efforts to coordinate energy reduction efforts. In addition, most if not all course participants  were 
carrying a full class load, which limited the amount of time they could devote to their respective efforts. 
Because most participants were not residents in the dorms to which they were assigned, their access to 
many areas of those dorms was somewhat limited. Finally, there were challenges to engaging residents 
because students have a wide variety of campus activities which tended to avert attention and 
attendance from conservation-related programming. 
 
Campus Climate Action: Your School’s Carbon Footprint  
This project directly addressed resident’s contributions to climate change through energy consumption. 
With 98% of our utility’s energy generated from coal, the average resident in Louisville has one of the 
highest carbon footprints in the world. Even small reductions in our energy consumption can have a 
significant reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. Over the three weeks of the competition, by reducing 
resident’s consumption by 11.9%, we kept 78,789 pounds of carbon dioxide emissions out of the 
atmosphere.  
 
Commentary and Reflection 
The best advice we could offer when undertaking a project such as this is to start early. Although at the 
beginning of the semester the various stakeholders agreed to provide the access and resources needed 
to make the project a success, in reality the effort was just one item on peoples’ busy schedule. Some 
course participants who waited until the last minute to begin contacting residence hall staff ended up 
waiting for return calls or emails, which ultimately delayed the implementation of their efforts. 
 
Of all the course participants, the best results were achieved by the person who actually lived in the 
residence hall to which she was assigned. This might illustrate an opportunity for campuses to reduce 
energy use in residence halls by engaging a resident as a “point person” to lead reduction efforts.  
 
ENGAGEMENT AND SUPPORT 
Leaders and Supporters 
Instrumental to the success of this project was collaborative work between several entities: 

 UofL’s university-wide Sustainability Council 

 UofL’s assistant to the Provost for sustainability initiatives, Dr. Justin Mog 

 The office of Housing and Residential Life, specifically Jonathan Johnson (followed by Bryan 
Shelangoski), Deputy Director, and Taylor U’Sellis, Residence Life Coordinator 

 UofL’s Physical Plant which installed electric meters in 4 dorms for the purpose of the 
competition 

 The Siemens Corporation, which provided speakers and financial support for the project  
 
A new psychology class led by Dr. Barbara Burns and Dr. Paul Salmon from the University of Louisville’s 
Department of Psychology and Russell Barnett, director of the Kentucky Institute for the Environment 
and Sustainable Development at the University of Louisville. The psychology class, “Mindfulness in 
Energy Use,” focused on environmental action and how understanding of the science of human behavior 
can contribute to sustainable habits. It is well established that human behavior underlies almost all 
environmental problems, e.g. air and water pollution, climate change, loss of biodiversity, resource 
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overuse, waste generation and recycling, and so forth. Most people report that they want to live in a 
way that treats the ecosystem within which we live with care and respect, yet engage in daily behaviors 
that have negative environmental impacts.  In this class we addressed why it is so difficult for us to 
change our behaviors and act upon our environmental concerns. The cognitive/behavioral perspective 
within psychology was emphasized and mindfulness was the organizing principle of the course.  
Students were introduced to the practice of mindfulness and learned ways in which mindfulness can 
support more sustainable personal behaviors. Students also learned how to apply environmental 
psychology paradigms and theories to community behavioral change with a particular focus on 
community-based marketing and other methods to organize an energy reduction program.   
 
Funding and Resources 
The cost of the outreach program was limited to printing costs for marketing efforts such as bulletin 
board supplies and door hangers. In addition, some participants used pizza parties as a way to attract 
dorm residents to informational meetings. The total cost of the outreach project was less than $2500. In 
addition, Housing and Residential Life invested roughly $40,000 in labor and contract fees in order to 
install real-time energy use monitoring systems. The Siemens Corporation, which administers a $47 
million energy performance contract for the university, provided $6,000 for the project.  
 
Education and Community Outreach  
Project participants worked to engage residents through dorm bulletin boards, informational tables and 
periodic meetings with staff and residence. Students in a fine arts capstone class called “Design for 
Public Issues” were given the Sustainability Council as a client and designed a series of visually-
consistent posters that were hung around campus. The university also promoted the project in U of L 
Today, the university’s daily e-mail newsletter, as well as the monthly Green Scene column: Wrapping 
your mind around reducing campus energy use. 
 
National Wildlife Federation’s Campus Ecology Program  
The organizing event around which this project was developed was the Campus Conservation Nationals.   
NWF webinars were also helpful. 
 
CONTACT INFORMATION 
Contacts  

Justin Mog, assistant to the Provost for Sustainability Initiatives 
justin.mog@louisville.edu 
502-852-8575 

 
Richard Slawsky, graduate student in the Department of Communication 
rwslaw01@louisville.edu 
(504) 289-1837 
Expected graduation – December 2012 

 
Case study submitted by:  
Justin Mog, assistant to the Provost for Sustainability Initiatives 
justin.mog@louisville.edu 
502-852-8575 

 

http://louisville.edu/uofltoday/campus-news/green-scene-wrapping-your-mind-around-reducing-campus-energy-use
http://louisville.edu/uofltoday/campus-news/green-scene-wrapping-your-mind-around-reducing-campus-energy-use
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Richard Slawsky, graduate student in the Department of Communication 
rwslaw01@louisville.edu 
Estimated graduation date – December 2012 
 
MORE ABOUT YOUR SCHOOL 
Campus Sustainability History 
The University has a wide range of campus greening efforts occurring at the same time as this project 
including: an energy performance contract (30% reduction guaranteed), stormwater capture and 
infiltration infrastructure, local foods, transportation alternatives, climate change, integration of 
sustainability into existing curriculum (Green Threads), renewable energy, and increased sustainability 
awareness. The University established a Sustainability Council in 2008 that reports directly to the 
Provost.  For more information see http://louisville.edu/sustainability/sustainability-council 
 

Image Credit:  Taylor U’Sellis 


