
Using behavioral science to speed the 
adoption of climate safe buildings





How To Talk To Developers & Home Buyers

How much time exists between the 
investment and the ability to sell in 
various market segments? 

What’s going to happen to the business 
that makes a lot of investments and 
then can’t find customers? 
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Reduced manufactured cost? No. 

Code? Not yet, no.  

At what point does demand rise 
10x or more? 
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Because this market is going to be built one decision at a time. 

It’s costly to rely on assumptions about these people. 
We need to see what’s behind their decisions. 
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We use many sources of information and a rigorous process. 

● Peer reviewed behavioral studies 
● Financial analysis
● What you tell me
● Interviews with the decision maker

We plug this information into the behavioral models and we get a pretty good picture of 
what’s driving the person or population. We uncover many things that can help us. 



Finding The Market

A decision  a flash 
…but a more like a train that follows a track and is 
diverted one way or another by switches along the 
way. Looking at those tracks and the switches 
along the way will show us what we need to do.



Finding The Market

The Theory Of Planned Behavior 
is an evidence-based theory designed to predict if an individual will perform 
a certain behavior. It also can be used to develop mechanisms to elicit a certain behavior.
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Because

● It allows us to find specific populations who want this product

● We can see exactly where the barrier is and what we need to do

● It shows us precisely what is not working in the market and points to opportunities 
that might not be seen otherwise.

● It tells us who is sitting across from us in a prospect meeting.

● The information about the decision maker tells us what value is being assigned to the 
different attributes of passive building and why.

● It allows us to use science, not hunches

●  



Finding The Market

There is an established process for how to develop these levers and it’s been 
applied to a number of different areas. The process is 

.  

Retirement 
savings

College 
enrollment 

Medical 
self-exams

Smoking 
cessation

Water 
saving
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The client output machine: 
Is it a good system or a lousy one? 

How many passive clients does this system output? 
What is the production rate? What are the parts of 
this system? How much do you put into this system 
and how much do you get out of it? If either of these machines is deficient, 

the firm may not be viable. 

A firm is two comprised of two machines, each with inputs and outputs. 
One produces clients, the other produces buildings. 
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Here are a few metrics to see if 
this system is a good one. 

·       Conversion rate %
·       Time to contract
·       Durability of commitment
 

Things that don’t count. 
·       Number of enthusiastic responses
·       Number of meetings
·       Number of designs
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Only a  of the prospects presented with the 
option of building a passive or zero energy home each year 
end up opting for a passive house. 
 

Architects, builders, manufacturers, and the home buyer. 
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What would a flawless cost 
benefit analysis machine do? 

It would weigh long and short term benefits 
and costs and make a decision with the best 
possible outcomes. 
 

Now What Do People Do?
● We don’t do a full cost benefit analysis
● We exclude many variables from 

consideration, boiling things 
down to a small set of criteria

● We choose the familiar over the unfamiliar 
even if the unfamiliar 
is measurably better

● We favor short term rewards 
over long term ones

● We rely on feelings informed 
by shortcuts and biases
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System 2

● Deliberate
● Within our conscious control
● Slow
● Energy intensive
● Used sparingly

System 1

● Automatic
● Beyond conscious control or awareness
● Fast 
● Effortless
● Produces a feeling 
● “Scripts” and shortcuts
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“People tend to stick with what they know even when a better 
alternative is available to them (Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 
1988). This makes it hard to motivate switching behavior – 
status quo bias suggests consumers have a built-in aversion 
to change and feel regret if they make an active choice and it 
goes badly (Kahneman & Tversky, 1982).” 
-  “Having the Energy to Make Better Consumer Decisions”
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People focus on what is easy and not what is important.  

“When objects are evaluated separately rather than 
jointly, decision makers focus less on attributes that are 
important and are influenced more by attributes that are 
easy to evaluate. The less-is-better effect suggests a 
preference reversal when objects are considered 
together instead of separately”. 

-  2018



Finding The Market

Behind every behavior are promoting and inhibiting pressures. 

We often focus when thinking about a product on promoting 
pressures – energy savings, air quality – without ever looking at 
the inhibiting pressures – aversion to the unfamiliar, hyperbolic 
discounting, uncertainty, noise in the decision process, upfront 
costs, increased planning burden. 
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Without being aware of it we often assume that 
“knowing is enough” or that “ knowing is half the battle.”

 Giving a person a piece of information is not enough to change 
behavior. 

This is why certain efforts to educate people about this technology is unlikely to do very much 
to increase the rate of adoption. 

There are no shortage of expensive education campaigns that had little to no effect. 



Finding The Market

We need to identify what else is behind a behavior in order to elicit it. 

Hospital hand washing 9% 90%

Testicular self exam 23% 42%

Smoking cessation 5% 15%
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Home buyers unconsciously dismiss certain variables 
and underweight others:
 

● Bias toward the familiar 
● Hyperbolic discounting reduces the perceived value of attributes 
● No technique to make this decision or reduce its complexity 
● No objective measures about what makes a good house 
● Home buyer often unable to differentiate between expert and non-expert advice 
● Decision is not based on long term outcomes 
● One to one comparison between passive and conventional homes.

 
These are all barriers to a person opting for a passive house. 
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It’s a way to structure the architect’s meetings with the home buyer.
 
It breaks down the meeting to a number of stages and uses a variety of means to increase the likelihood a home 
buyer will opt for a passive house. 

Pre-Meeting 
Evaluation

Introductions Criteria: Defining 
the choice and 
learning what is at 
stake 

Collecting 
information about 
the prospect’s 
desires

Implementation 
intentions and next 
steps
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Make The Decision Easier: A Technique With Objective Measures
A checklist provides them with a number of objective measures and these measures tie the choice 
to specific and salient life outcomes. 

By looking at a house one criteria at a time, and applying each criteria independently (as opposed to considering 
them all simultaneously and then producing a general intuition about how well the house satisfies those criteria). 

The contrasts along several dimensions makes the decision easier and prevents the person from making one to one 
comparisons between a conventional and a passive house. 

Lastly, pledges and public commitments are employed to used to get the subject of this intervention to follow through 
with their stated implementation intentions to use these criteria when evaluating a house. 

Make what is presented to the person easy for them to process. 
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Consider the experience of the gym trainer. 
What must he or she do? What is their role?

What can he or she do to prevent things from standing in the way of the person’s 
own long term interests and stated goals? 

The gym trainer must be the guardian of the person’s long term outcomes. 
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Perceived as working in 
prospect’s interest 

Perceived as a working 
in own interest 
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 due to objective 
measures, salience of 
criteria and use of 
contrasts 

 due to complexity 
and lack of objective 
measures 
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 due to pledge to 
use criteria, connection 
between criteria and 
outcomes  

 due to poor 
weighting of variables
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 due to reduced 
number of alternatives 
and reduced barriers 

 due to high number of 
alternatives and high 
number of barriers 
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● More clients
● More passive houses
● Stronger and more durable commitments from clients
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What value do clients assign to your services? 

 is that through your product or service you produce X value for 
the customer and you capture some portion of that value in revenues (Y). 

X (value) x Y (% of value captured)= 
For example: $1,000,000 (value) x 5% = $50,000
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What percentage of the population that is now saying 
no will this convert to a yes? 

What percentage of the users will evaluate the 
criteria independently from each other? 

What will be the change in perception? 
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Climate Action, 
Building by Building
Today you can build a healthy zero carbon building 
that makes economic sense.
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Developing 
Green Buildings 
Can Feel Like 
Risky Business.
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We Focus on 
Certainty

NK ARCHITECTS
PASSIVE HOUSE 

Certainty in Building 
Performance

ECO PROFORMA

Certainty in Financial 
Performance

THE NK WAY

Certainty in Delivery 
and Quality



The Goal
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Get Mission-Driven 
Developers to Use 
Passive House



The Hurdles
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Familiarity Bias
1:
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Identity as Prudent 
Steward of $

2:
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“Green Project Teams Do 
It Like This.”

3:
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Fear of Loss of Control 
Over Process

4:



The Hurdles
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Perception of 
High Cost

5:



WHAT GOT US TO “YES?”

Case Study
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Birth of The 
“Monster Deck”
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• Address Relevant Beliefs
• Show Developers Variables They 

Haven’t Considered Before
• Push Toward Desired Behaviors
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Proof of 
Work 
Slides
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Philosophy 
Slides
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Benefits 
Slides
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What Is It? 
Slides



PASSIVE HOUSE

Optimizing The 
Parts
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1:
WALLS

2:
AIR 
SEALING

3:
THERMAL 
BREAKS

4:
WINDOWS

5:
HVAC

6:
HOT WATER
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#1
Walls
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#2
Air Sealing
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#3
Thermal 
Breaks
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#4
Windows
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#4
Windows
(Cont.)
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#5
HVAC



Nicholson Kovalchick Architects / nkarch.com

#5
HVAC
(Cont.)
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#6
Hot Water
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Appliances



It Worked.
Why?
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The New Beliefs 
That We Want
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• Less Familiarity Bias
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The New Beliefs 
That We Want
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• Less Familiarity Bias
• “I Understand How Passive House 

Works.”
• Expand “Prudent Steward” Identity to: 

“I Know a Great Opportunity When I See 
One.” (FOMO)

• “Smart Project Teams Know the Power 
of Passive House.”

• “Passive House Provides Me Flexibility.”
• “Savings in Mechanical Can Help Pay for 

a Better Building.”



Ideas for
Improvements
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Improvement: 
Quotes to Provide 
“Social Proof”
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“I use Passive House on all 
my projects because I care 
about quality.”

“As an engineer, I can tell you 
that Passive House design allows 
me to dramatically reduce 
equipment size and complexity.”

“Simply put, this is the 
way to build in the 21st

Century.”



Improvement: 
Illustrate the 
New Identity
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Improvement:
Demonstrate 
PH Design 
Flexibility with 
Dashboard
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Improvement: 
Illustrate 
Savings/Cost 
More Clearly
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Improvement: 
Illustrate 
Contrast with 
LEED
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Improvement: 
Illustrate 
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● # of PH building contracts to close
● To convert higher % of clients to PH
● Higher % of employees trained in PH
● # of new clients

● Increase % of prospects who 
go to contract       

● Reduce the time it takes to get 
a client to go to contract

● YOY % increase in PH revenues

What do you want out of the next 12 months? 
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● Coordinated response to the market 
● Market based efforts to spur demand now
● Efforts aimed at decision makers  (home buyers, renters, 

developers, lenders, institutional investors)
● Fill in the pieces necessary for there to be a robust 

market for passive buildings
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We have three options if 
we want to get an 
individual or a population 
to choose passive buildings 
over conventional ones. 

 
via policy or code changes

to developers, home buyers 
and others

that drive up demand 
for these buildings
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Behavioral 
interventions team

Financial 
instruments team

Media team Community team
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Executive Director

Program Designer

Materials & Experience Design

United Nations

GO Logic

IBTS

River Architects

Behavioral Alchemy

Lantern Group
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Send a text or email to set up 
a time to discuss further. 

James@Erase40.org

Text: 917-803-3888

mailto:James@Erase40.org

