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Introduction:  
 
In November 2009, following a proposal from MPA student Mateo Rando, the 

Fels Institute of Government was awarded a Penn Green Fund grant to 

administer a campus energy efficiency competition over three semesters. The 

aim of the competition was to reduce energy consumption in campus 

dormitories, while increasing awareness among the student body of the impact 

minor behavioural changes could have on energy use. Similar competitions have 

been staged on college campuses across the country with mixed levels of success. 

 

Summary of Spring 2010 Competition: 
 
The inaugural competition, titled the Penn Energy Showdown, took place in April 

2010 and featured a face-off between Harrison and Rodin College Houses. 

Outreach efforts included a talk from Philadelphia’s Director of Sustainability, 

Katherine Gajewski, a series of posters in the dormitories advertising the 

competition and an inflatable sumo ring during ‘Spring Fling’ to draw further 

interest from the campus community. The competition was managed by Fels, 

with considerable support from Eco-Reps and the Penn Environmental Group 

(PEG), who provided volunteers to raise awareness of the competition and 

encourage students to sign the ‘Energy Pledge’ in the lobbies of the participating 

high-rises. 
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The results of the first competition were largely positive, with both College 

Houses achieving reductions in energy use against the baseline measurement 

period. Harrison emerged as the clear winner with a 6.71% decrease compared 

to Rodin’s 2.51% reduction. A total of 311 students signed the Energy Pledge. 

 

Summary of Fall 2010: 

The Fall 2010 semester provided the opportunity to expand the competition and 

increase student awareness on campus. Harnwell College House agreed to 

participate, determining a competition between the three near-identical high-

rises. The decision was taken to increase the competition period to two weeks, as 

this was widely considered in the literature to be the optimum length of time. 

Additionally, the competition was selected as a project for Wharton’s 

Management 100 class, which provided ten undergraduate business students to 

help administer the competition and dramatically increased the opportunities 

for promotion and face-time with College House residents.  

 

In total the Management 100 students spent 158 hours in the three high-rise 

lobbies, talking to residents and encouraging them to sign a pledge to save 

energy during the competition period. Additionally, three promotional events 

were staged to increase awareness; a neon-themed launch party, a second talk 

from Katherine Gajewski and a petting zoo on the grass between the three high-

rises.  
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The results of the second competition were somewhat disappointing. While the 

team managed to collect 846 signed Energy Pledges, this improved commitment 

was not reflected in the figures. Only Harrison realized the targeted 5 percent 

reduction in energy consumption, Harnwell’s decrease was minimal, while Rodin 

increased their use by 1.7 percent during the competition period. There were 

further complaints that the Wharton students failed to sufficiently involve the 

Eco-Reps in the planning and creative processes, and that the promotional 

materials did not clarify the format of the competition to residents. However the 

one major positive gained was a drastic increase in awareness of the competition 

on campus due to the hard work and high visibility of the team.  

 

Goals for Spring 2011: 

This semester offered a final opportunity to continue developing the competition 

in its existing guise. Without the participation of the Management 100 students 

or Harnwell College House, who did not respond to repeated invitations, focus 

shifted to fixing the shortcomings of the second semester and building a more 

sustainable model: 

1. Build strong relationships with RAs, GAs and Eco-Reps within Harrison 

and Rodin College Houses, involving them from the outset of the creative 

and planning stages of the competition to foster a greater sense of 

ownership within the high rises. 

2. Achieve a 5 percent reduction in energy consumption against the baseline 

measurement in both College Houses over the two-week competition 

period 
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3. Target residents on a floor-by-floor basis, through RA/GA organized 

promotional events and giveaways.  

4. Continue to develop relationships with College House Deans, House 

Offices, Eco-Reps and members of the Penn Environmental Group (PEG) 

to encourage participation in future competitions. 

 

Marketing and Outreach: 
 
An organizing committee was created in the second week of the semester, 

consisting of volunteer RA/GAs and Eco-Reps from each house, PEG 

representatives and Mateo Rando and Adam Moll. The committee met once a 

week for the duration of the competition and was responsible for planning all 

promotional materials and events.  

 

A giveaway was organized in the week leading up to the competition, in which 

cookies and goody bags were distributed. The bags contained a CFL light bulb, a 

door hanger, a bottle opener and some tips on how best to conserve energy. 

Between the two Houses, the RAs and GAs distributed almost one thousand bags 

to residents, which data suggest had an immediate impact on reducing energy 

use that was sustained throughout the competition period. Additionally, each 

House organized its own event at which food and competition information was 

provided. While Harrison’s event, a tie-dye night, was extremely well attended, 

Rodin’s karaoke night struggled to maintain interest once the food on offer had 

been devoured. Following its success in the Fall semester, a second petting zoo 
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was staged which again proved extremely popular with students, families and 

passers-by and provided a great opportunity to enlighten residents on how they 

could individually contribute to their House’s effort.  

 

After deliberating with House Deans, it was decided that a prize that could be 

enjoyed by all residents would be preferable to the previous individual lottery 

format. To further encourage a sense of participation among residents, a survey 

was created and uploaded to the competition’s Facebook page, allowing students 

to vote for their House’s potential prize. Of the ten available options, Harrison 

residents selected an air hockey table, while Rodin opted for a new treadmill. A 

series of eye-catching, posters and flyers, emphasizing the confrontational 

nature of the competition, were designed and placed on every floor in the week 

prior to the launch date (see examples below). During the competition period 

daily updates were posted in the lobbies of both Houses.  
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Results: 
 
Spring 2011 Competition Standings: 
 

1. Harrison: 7.1% decrease 

2. Rodin: 5.0% increase 

 
 Harrison Rodin Overall 
Baseline Period 
Average Daily 
Energy Use 
(kWh) 

6,099.5 6,410.3 12,509.8 

Competition 
Period Average 
Daily Energy 
Use (kWh) 

5,666.1 
 

 
6,091.7 

11,757.8 
 

Baseline Period 
Total Energy 
Use (kWh) 

85,393 89,744 175,137 

Competition 
Period Total 
Energy Use 
(kWh) 

79,326 85,284 164,610 

Energy Change 
Over 
Competition 
Period (kWh) 

- 6,067 - 4,460 - 10,527 

% Change - 7.1% - 5.0% - 6.0% 
 
 

The results of the Spring 2011 competition were overwhelmingly positive as 

both Houses set personal bests and realized the targeted 5 percent reduction. 

The overall decrease of 6 percent was by some distance the most successful 

return for the competition with over ten thousand kWh saved during the two 

week period, enough energy to drive a Tesla Roadster electric car twice around 

the circumference of the Earth.  
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For the majority of the competition, the two Houses were extremely close with 

the lead changing frequently, a factor that helped sustain interest from residents 

who would see performance updates each time they entered or exited their 

building. Both House Offices were extremely proactive in displaying the latest 

standings, not only on the monitors in the lobby but also doors of the main 

entrances and their respective House websites.  

 

Spring 2011 Conclusions: 
 
The final semester of the Energy Showdown in its current format was a hugely 

positive experience and suggests potential to achieve even greater reductions in 

future years. The active involvement of College House RAs, GAs, Eco-Reps and 

staff was undoubtedly critical to its success, facilitating dialogue with residents 

on a more personal level than events organized in previous semesters had 

managed. The participation of College House residents on the organizing 

committee made a major difference in better integrating the competition in the 

high rises and their experience was invaluable to improving outreach efforts. 

The floor-by-floor goody bag giveaways were particularly successful and the 

distribution of CFLs appeared to have an immediate effect on consumption 

levels, although the lack of micro-level data hinders a thorough analysis of the 

level of impact.  

 

The competition also benefited from the marketing campaign undertaken in the 

Fall 2010 semester, as most residents were already aware of the competition 
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thereby allowing resources to focus on promoting specific minor behavioral 

changes within the high rises. With the possible exception of Rodin’s karaoke 

night, the events were well attended and provided great opportunities to talk 

face to face with residents.  

 

Recommendations for Future Competitions: 

Managing the Energy Showdown has often been a process of trial and error. We 

have experimented with various communication, promotion and outreach efforts 

to better engage with and educate the high-rise community on the benefits of 

making minor adaptations to their daily routines. Based on our experience over 

the past three semesters, we would offer the following recommendations for 

administering future energy efficiency competitions at Penn: 

 

1. Continue to involve College House RAs and GAs, Eco-Reps and PEG members 

throughout the creative and planning stages 

RAs and GAs not only provide a direct channel of communication with residents 

on a floor-by-floor level, they also offer a wealth of experience on the inner 

workings of each House and on promoting and staging successful events. It is no 

coincidence that the greatest reductions were achieved in the semester in which 

advisors from both Houses were most involved. This relationship should be 

actively maintained, with RA/GAs “recruited” at weekly staff meetings at the 

earliest stage possible. Similarly Eco-Reps and PEG members bring experience of 

the challenges of promoting environmental causes on a campus cluttered with 

interest groups. 
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2. Maintain strong relationships with House Deans and Offices 

Alongside the RA/GAs, College House employees have been crucial to the 

competition’s outreach efforts. As well as distributing competition information 

via House email listservs, both House Offices were proactively involved in 

keeping residents updated on their performance. Since House Deans tend to be 

extremely busy, forging good working relationships with House Coordinators 

should be a priority in ensuring information is disseminated to residents. 

 

3. Improve the availability and quality of data 

There are significant shortcomings with the level of data available, since each 

high-rise possesses just one meter containing electricity usage for that College 

House and at least one other building on campus, including Van Pelt, Class of 

1925, Dubois and ATO. These meters have to be read manually every day and 

subtracted from the high-rise figures, which placed a huge strain on FRES 

employees. Having one meter for each building containing eight hundred 

students hinders the sense of ownership for individual residents since their 

personal efforts will have virtually no effect on the daily reading. In the long-

term, floor-by-floor data could go a long way towards increasing both ownership 

and active participation among College House residents.  

 

4. Sustaining interest at events 

While the inclusion of RA/GAs in event planning undoubtedly benefited the 

competition’s outreach efforts, engaging residents at events continues to prove 
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challenging. The promise of free food will always draw a crowd but many 

students will, if given the option, simply fill their plate before returning to their 

room to eat. Future events in the high-rise sky lounges should be aware of this 

eventuality and seek to engage with residents before they access any food. 

Harrison’s tie-dye event was successful because most attendees wanted to 

participate in the activity itself and therefore stayed after the meal. Highly visible 

events, such as the petting zoos on the grass between the buildings, have 

generally proved more successful than those in the sky lounges, hidden from the 

view of most residents. 

 

5. Stage the competition annually 

With numerous other initiatives in operation on Penn’s campus, we experienced 

some “environmental fatigue” from College House staff and residents alike. Since 

the majority of students remain in the same lodgings for duration of the 

academic year, it would be more prudent to reduce the frequency of the 

competition to once per year and reduce the potential for jaded apathy. This 

would also allow more time and resources to be focused on planning each 

competition and ensuring outreach efforts are enthusiastic and effective.  

 

6. Maintain the Energy Showdown brand 

Over the past three semesters the Energy Showdown has established itself as a 

recognizable brand on campus. One hundred percent of (27) respondents to a 

survey administered in December 2010 listed the Energy Showdown when 

asked to name an energy efficiency competition involving their College House. 
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While there are unlimited possibilities to change the theme and overall look of 

future promotional materials, keeping the name itself could reduce the need to 

re-promote the nature of the competition to such an extent, particularly as 

turnover in the high-rises is relatively low. 

 

7. Make better use of the internet to promote the competition 

Greater focus could be placed on marketing the competition online. A website 

(www.energyshowdown.com) was created but has not been maintained and 

while the Facebook page has been kept updated with progress and 

announcements, its membership remains small. Providing a more engaging 

online experience, such as interactive forums or even games, could create new 

communication channels to connect with residents and increase participation.   

 

 

http://www.energyshowdown.com/

