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Student Switch Off 

Student Switch Off is a behaviour change campaign that uses small prizes and competition between 
student halls of residence to encourage students to undertake small energy-saving actions, such as 
switching off lights and computers or cooking with lids on pans. Founded by Dr Neil Jennings at the 
University of East Anglia (UEA), it ran for pilot year at UEA in 2006-7. Through partnerships with Ben 
& Jerryʼs, Powergen, and the National Union of Students amongst others, it subsequently expanded 
to 43 different universities by 2011-12. A key element of the campaign is to measure energy savings 
through meter readings, and these show that, since its pilot year, Student Switch Off has helped to 
save almost 7,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide and over £1.1m through reduced energy bills. This 
innovation history charts the rapid expansion of Student Switch Off, highlighting the key issues faced 
along the way. 

Key Insights 
For the CISE project, Student Switch Offʼs innovation history is especially interesting because, 
throughout its development it has exhibited many features that may be important to how community 
energy projects grow and diffuse. In particular, it illustrates that:  

• Far from being separate from the mainstream energy system, community energy projects 
can be fundamentally shaped by it, as both success and failure in funding competitions can 
serve to radically alter their development trajectories. 

• Whilst intermediary organisations are critical in helping community energy initiatives to  
learn from the experiences of others, these relevant experiences donʼt always, or even 
necessarily often, come from within the energy sector.  

• Community energy initiatives that focus on behaviour change may diffuse in quite different 
ways to community energy initiatives that focus on forms of renewable energy technology. 
In particular, behaviour change diffusion may flow differently through different socio-
demographic groups and may be more or less effective at different stages in peopleʼs lives. 

• A simple and streamlined model can help with the wide and rapid diffusion of community 
energy initiatives, but this model needs to be sufficiently flexible to be made appropriate to 
different settings. 

• Finally, in addition to replication, scaling-up or translation, community energy initiatives may 
also diffuse through forms of diversification. That is, by crossing traditional sectoral 
boundaries, such as between energy, water and waste. 
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The Community Innovation for Sustainable Energy Research Project 

The combined pressures of climate change, peak oil and threats to energy security are increasingly 
seen as demanding a fundamental transition in the energy system. In this context, there has been a 
surge of interest and activity in small-scale, sustainable energy projects led by local communities. 
Examples include insulation clubs, energy awareness and behaviour change networks, and co-
operatively-owned small-scale renewable energy systems. Whilst these projects have experimented 
with a wide range of different sustainable energy solutions, previous research has highlighted the 
profound challenges community energy projects face in growing, diffusing or even simply surviving. In 
particular, there is a tendency to treat them as marginal and parallel to mainstream energy systems 
and, as such, little is known about how or why community energy projects do or do not spread or 
grow into wider society, nor about their potential influence on wider low-carbon transitions.  

The Community Innovation for Sustainable Energy (CISE) research project engages with this gap in 
knowledge by examining the processes under which community energy projects have spread and 
grown within the UK. We do this with a view to providing independent advice to policy-makers, 
community groups and energy businesses about the merits and processes for supporting community 
energy. To achieve these aims, the CISE project is undertaking a variety of research activities. These 
activities include working with 12 community energy projects in-depth to explore the key challenges 
being faced on-the-ground, the extent of networking and learning between projects, and whether this 
is assisting in the diffusion of community energy.  

Inspired by the Institutional Learning and Change Initiative and by Bath Universityʼs ʻLowcarbonworksʼ 
project, the individual reports on each of the 12 projects are being presented as ʻinnovation historiesʼ. 
Unlike conventional case study reports, innovation histories aim to gather human stories of what 
happened during project development to provide a multi-voiced account of the innovation process. 
They encourage key individuals to reflect on their own actions and how they are linked with the 
actions of others, and therefore make it possible for external parties to learn from othersʼ real-life 
experiences. Rather than privileging the perspective of the researcher, innovation histories are 
presented in a narrative format that juxtaposes quotes from core participants, the researcherʼs own 
reflections on key developments, and wider theoretical insights relating to the innovation and diffusion 
of community energy. These are based on accounts gathered during in-depth interviews with project 
members and project meetings and information gained from published materials and the project 
website. Participant and project anonymity has been respected where requested. 

Participant 
quotes 

Researcher 
reflections 

! !

Participant 
reflections 

! !

Theoretical insights  
 

!



Student Switch Off: An Innovation History 

 4 

Student Switch Off: An Innovation History  

 Origins – October 2005 
Whilst conducting a climate change-related PhD at the University of East Anglia (UEA), Neil Jennings 
began to think more carefully about what to do next. Passionate about trying to help the environment, 
Neil was weighing up different possibilities, such as staying in academia to continue his work on 
climate change or trying to get a job working to make the 2012 London Olympic Games more 
sustainable, when he saw an advert for a competition being run by Ben & Jerryʼs (the ice cream 
makers) for a ʻClimate Change Collegeʼ. The concept of the college was to take people with exciting 
and innovative ideas about how to reduce carbon emissions and provide them with training and 
support to help them either to get their ideas off the ground or to make them grow further. Despite 
having no previous experience of running environmental campaigns, nor of running his own business, 
Neil was inspired by the advert to come up with the Student Switch Off campaign. 

The original idea for the campaign was borne out of Neilʼs personal experience as an undergraduate 
student where, because of all-inclusive bills for University accommodation, there was no financial 
incentive to try and save energy. Beyond this concern, Neil also recognised that going to University is 
an important time in peopleʼs lives where, as they settle into new surroundings often away from their 
families for the first time, new habits are established that may last a lifetime. Having recently been a 
student himself, Neil felt he knew how to engage with students and therefore was quite well-placed to 
design a campaign encouraging them to act on climate change. Thus, Neil felt that setting up an 
energy saving competition between student halls might be a good way to motivate students to take 
action.  

When discussing the idea with his PhD Supervisor, partly to get the ʻall clearʼ to apply, his supervisor 
recommended talking to CRed (Carbon Reduction) – an organisation based at UEA that encourages 
individuals and businesses to take actions to cut their carbon footprint. They felt it sounded like a 
good idea and pointed him towards UEAʼs accommodation manager who, again, encouraged him to 
try and get the campaign set up. Further, as he was conducting his PhD alongside other PhD 
Students who were researching climate change communications and behaviour change initiatives, 
Neil was well aware that (at the time at least) many climate change campaigns made sometimes bold 
assumptions about how much carbon dioxide theyʼd managed to save without ever actually 
attempting to formally measure it. 

Together, these insights gave Neil the initial idea for the Student Switch Off Campaign as a 
competition between student halls to save energy, with small prizes to incentivise energy saving 
action, and that used quantifiable evidence from meter readings to determine the prizewinners.  

He applied for Ben & Jerryʼs Climate Change College in October 2005 but was unsuccesful, failing 
even to get through the first stage of application. 

 

“The idea was that [Ben & Jerryʼs] took 
a couple of people from the UK who 
they provided with mentoring…for a 
year, to take an idea which they had 
and to just make it run or scale it up.” 
(Neil Jennings) 

I was struck by how, all it 
seemed to take to get 

Student Switch Off going was 
for Neil to see an advert for a 
ʻclimate change collegeʼ. 
Small things clearly can 

trigger big processes. A case 
of right place, right time 

perhaps? 
!

!

“Student Switch Of is an energy saving 
campaign. It gets halls of residence 
within the University to compete against 
each other to save energy over the 
course of the year providing prize 
incentives at the individual and 
communal level to encourage people to 
take actions.”  (Neil Jennings) 

Student Switch Off is an 
unusual kind of ʻcommunity 

energyʼ initiative, as it targets 
newly formed and forming 

student communities, rather 
than pre-existing place-based 
communities as is often more 

common. I wonder if this 
makes things easier or harder?  

!
!

To get Student Switch Off 
going, Neil turned first to his 

immediate social network that 
fortunately contained many 

relevant experts. Maybe other 
community energy projects 
could benefit from an easily 

accessible network of 
experienced and trusted 

experts.  

!
!
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Carrying On – The Pilot Year  
Having failed with his initial application, Neil was faced with a choice of either abandoning the idea 
altogether or of perservering with the idea on an individual and voluntary basis. Drawing on the 
encouragement heʼd received at UEA, from CRed, the accommodation manager, his PhD supervisor 
and fellow students, he decided to give the idea a go to see what happens. So, as a first step, as well 
as securing the necessary support and permissions at UEA, he began to contact different companies 
asking them for sponsorship and prizes. He focussed particularly on local companies for whom 
students are an important market and on national or international companies who he thought might be 
interested in supporting a campaign to tackle climate change. In each case he wrote them a letter 
asking them to provide sponsorship or prizes for the campaign, with the promise of positive 
advertising to fairly large numbers of students in return. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 An excerpt of Neilʼs letter to Ben & Jerryʼs asking for sponsorship 

Fortunately, several companies responded positively, including: the local Odeon Cinema who 
provided free tickets, the local bus operator – First – who provided free bus passes, the Independent 
Newspaper and the energy company Powergen (now E.On) who provided various different prizes, 
and Ben & Jerryʼs who provided vouchers for free ice cream.   

Gathering together all the necessary persmissions, sponsors and prizes took the best part of a year 
(2005-6) but meant that Neil was ready to launch the campaign to new students at UEA in September 
2006. Calling in favours from friends and colleagues, at the Fresherʼs Fair, Neil got more than 100 
students to provide their email addresses, thus signing-up to participate in the campaign as ʻEco-

I was really impressed by 
how, despite no campaign 
experience, no business 

experience, no promise of 
financial reward and still 

trying to finish a PhD, Neil 
persevered with the idea. 

This must have taken a lot of 
courage.  

!
!

“The most stressful stuff was certainly 
initially when I was trying to sort out the 
business model and didnʼt quite see 
how I could both finish-off my PhD, 
have enough time to do a decent job 
with Student Switch Off and then have 
enough money to have a living wage off 
it, which did end up being fine, but that 
was definitely the most stressful bit.“ 
(Neil Jennings) 

I was struck by how, despite 
running an energy saving 

campaign, Neil managed to 
win support from companies 

with no apparent link to energy, 
such as the Odeon cinema. 
This must have demanded 
quite a talent in identifying 
relevant connections and 
making the most of them. 

!
!

 

 
 

 
 
Dear Sirs, 
 
Re: University Energy Reduction Scheme Sponsorship 
 
I am organising an energy saving competition, “The Student Switch-off” between Halls 
of Residence at the University of East Anglia due to commence in September 2006. I am 
currently looking for companies to provide prizes for the Hall that reduces their energy 
usage by the greatest amount. I applied for your Climate College scheme last year but 
was unsuccessful. I am therefore aware of Ben & Jerry’s interest in climate change and as 
a company that offers products that are particularly appealing and popular to students, it 
seemed obvious to approach you first. As well as illustrating your commitment to 
tackling climate change, sponsorship of the scheme also offers strategic benefits as 
follows: 
 
• Advertising to 3,000+ new students in their welcome brochure 
• An introductory talk to all new students in their induction week outlining the scheme, 

the sponsors and the prizes on offer 
• Advertising in the University newspaper, ‘Concrete’, with a readership of over 10,000 

students, academic and support staff 
• Advertising in the Union on billboards and plasma screens 
• Advertising via interviews with myself on the university radio 
• Potential advertising in the local newspapers 
• Transmittal of positive advertising to many more via word-of-mouth 
 
I am sure you will agree that this offers an excellent opportunity to reach students during 
the formative years of their life and to be associated with a worthwhile scheme. The 
scheme has the full backing of the Student Union and the relevant authorities at the 
University and is being run in conjunction with the Carbon Reduction (CRed) 
programme. The prizes I have in mind would be ice cream vouchers for the residents of 
the winning hall (with up to 500 residents). 
 
I would welcome the opportunity to work with Ben & Jerry’s on this scheme and can be 
contacted through the details given above 
 
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Yours sincerely 
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Power Rangersʼ. Signing-up basically meant Neil could send them emails to engage them in the 
campaign. 

At around the same time, a year on from his initial unsuccesful application to the Ben & Jerryʼs 
Climate Change College, Neil applied again. His application was very similar to that heʼd submitted 
before, so he was surprised to learn that, this time round, heʼd been succesful. As a result,  
throughout the year 2006-07, whilst running the campaign at UEA, he received support and 
mentorship from Ben & Jerryʼs to help him develop the campaign.  

The initial year of the campaign was a success. Incentivised by small prizes, such as ice cream 
vouchers and free bus passes, and with the promise of an end of year party for the Hall that made the 
biggest savings, the campaign realised a 10% reduction in energy use, from the previous pre-
intervention baseline year, meaning it had saved 90 tonnes of carbon dioxide and £19,000 off UEAʼs 
energy bill. 

The experience of running the campaign in that initial year taught Neil several lessons for how the 
campaign might be improved in future. In particular, he learnt more about the best ways of 
communicating with students. At the time, the social media website Facebook was just beginning to  
take-off, with students being a key source of early adopters, so Neil recognised the potential it carried, 
alongside student newspapers, posters, and emails, to help communicate with students. Further, 
throughout the year, as Neil began to receive support from Ben & Jerryʼs they helped him to refine the 
message of the campaign. In particular, and drawing on their own relaxed and fun brand identity, they 
encouraged him to develop clear and concise messages and not to say too much.  

In addtion, Ben & Jerryʼs worked with Neil to develop Student Switch Off as a campaign and a 
business, including talking through different ways in which it could be turned into a business (in this 
initial year Neil was running the whole thing on his own and voluntarily whilst he completed his PhD), 
and setting him the ambitious target of scaling-up the campaign up to 6 more Universities, 7 in total, 
for the year 2007-08. Over the course of the year Neil developed quite a close relationship with his 
contact at Ben & Jerryʼs – their UK brand manager, and Neil highlights the critical importance of his 
meetings and mentoring sessions with them in encouraging him to keep Student Switch Off going, 
and to turn the initial year into a ʻpilot yearʼ rather than a ʻfinal yearʼ.  As someone with no previous  
business experience, and whoʼd started Student Switch Off not for business reasons, but simply as a 
way to try and encourage people to take action on climate change, Neil suggests that without Ben & 
Jerryʼs involvement and the ambitious expansion targets they were setting him, Student Switch Off 
might simply have stopped altogether. 

Beginning To Grow 
In attempting to recruit 7 Universities (UEA plus 6 new Universities) to run the campaign in 2007-08, 
Neil was apprehensive about asking the Universities for money, thinking that they wouldnʼt want to 
pay for the campaign. Instead, his idea and the business model he operated at this stage was to get 
the majority of the money required to run the campaign from sponsors and then to ask the 
Universities to pay 10% of their overall savings at the end of the year. To make this work, Ben & 

Neil puts his initial failure 
down to an ʻadmin errorʼ, but 
I canʼt help wondering if the 
commitment and motivation 

he showed in getting Student 
Switch Off going without any 

outside help might have 
helped too.  

!
!

Throughout Student Switch 
Offʼs history, I was impressed 
by how it took advantage of 
complementary innovations 

in other fields, such as social 
media. This demonstrates 

real openness and flexibility. 

!
!

“This is around the time, or just before, 
when Facebook was really popular…so 
one of the things I learnt towards the 
end of that year was the potential for 
the use of online social media as a way 
of getting people to engage in the 
campaign.” (Neil Jennings) 

“[Ben & Jerryʼs] are obviously experts in 
communicating a message in a quite 
informal way which is the kind of 
approach we were looking for…. I think 
there is a tendency, particularly for 
people who know too much about an 
issue, to try and say too much. The 
kinds of things they were saying was 
ʻkeep it simple, stupidʼ. Getting clear 
and concise messages.” (Neil 
Jennings) 

“[Without Ben & Jerryʼs] itʼs much less 
likely it would have carried on as a 
business. It probably would have run at 
UEA and then just come to an end.” 
(Neil Jennings) 

Ben & Jerryʼs really helped 
Neil to develop Student 

Switch Offʼs brand identity 
and profile. It strikes me that 

this attention to marketing 
and publicity is quite unusual 

among most community 
energy initiatives.  

!
!
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Jerryʼs recommended Neil set up a company limited by shares as this was the quickest thing to do 
that would allow him to operate as a business. Once set up as a company, Neil managed to secure 
£20,000 worth of sponsorship from the energy company Powergen as the headline sponsor, and got 
all 7 Universities to agree to pay 10% of their electricity savings at the end of the year.  

In recruiting the Universities, Neil mentioned the importance of having a letter of endorsement from 
the Vice-Chancellor of UEA in securing their participation as well as some ʻfortuitous timingʼ. A few 
years earlier, the student campaign group People and Planet had begun to run a league table of 
Universities based on their environmental performance and so several of the Universities that 
participated in the Student Switch Off campaign saw it as an opportunity to try and improve their 
environmental profile. Mat Jane, the Energy and Environment Manager at Winchester University, 
highlights the People and Planet League table, as well as new emissions reduction targets being 
introduced for Universities by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), and the 
Carbon Trustʼs ʻHigher Education Carbon Management Programmeʼ as among a number of reasons 
why Universities were becoming interested in trying to reduce their carbon footprints at the time. 
Nonetheless, with typically small teams of already busy environment managers, Mat suggests that his 
team, like those at other Universities, simply didnʼt have the capacity to try and engage with 
thousands of students as well as trying to engage with staff and improve the energy efficiency of the 
buildings. As such, Student Switch Off appeared at just the right time not least because, as he recalls, 
there were simply no alternatives available at the time. In particular, Mat saw a key benefit of Student 
Switch Off as residing in the manner in which it was run through social media sites like Facebook, by 
people such as Neil who werenʼt long out of University themselves, and that it is based on measured 
and quantified data from energy meter readings which makes it easy to demonstrate real savings and 
thus to justify participation and any expenditure involved.  

For all of these reasons, Neil had little trouble recruiting 7 Universities for the 2007-08 year indeed, 
reflecting on it now, he recognises it was in fact a very ʻgenerous offerʼ. Nonetheless, it was 
successful in helping to expand the campaign and keep it going in its early stages. 

Through further mentoring with Ben & Jerryʼs, and as a result of Powergen acting as the headline 
sponsor, Neil also began to develop Student Switch Offʼs brand-identity as a fun, positive and 
engaging campaign. Powergen commissioned a series of eye-catching marketing photos in which 
Neil dressed up in a green lycra superhero outfit as ʻThe Eco-Power Rangerʼ. This, Neil suggests, 
helped to get peopleʼs attention and get them talking about Student Switch Off. Further, Ben & Jerryʼs 
arranged a session with the sustainability communications consultancy Futerra in which they 
mentioned several principles for good communication about climate change. In particular, Neil felt that 
Futerra were especially important in encouraging him to focus on the positive and fun aspects of the 
campaign – around the idea of competition and winning prizes – and to focus less, or even not at all, 
on climate change as a reason to take action.  

With 7 Universities signed-up, the campaign ran again, this year making more use of Facebook, on 
which each University had itʼs own ʻgroup pageʼ (later changed to ʻfanpagesʼ) through which key 
campaign messages were spread. For example, the campaign began to involve photo competitions in 
which members of the group were encouraged to post photos of themselves performing energy 

“I think that we just saw it at the time as 
thinking that ticks all the boxes really… 
The good thing about it is the way that 
itʼs run very much based around social 
media and stuff like that. Obviously the 
team that run it are all ex-students to 
theyʼre much more in touch with the 
student body than I am…[and the] data 
is the key for the programme…itʼs all 
about the data.” (Mat Jane) 

“From the perspective of a new 
University, it was quite an easy sell to 
them, because I was saying ʻyou are 
not going to have to pay anything up 
front, and at the end of the year you 
only have to pay 10% on everything you 
save. So if you save nothing, you wonʼt 
pay anything. In hindsight it was a very 
generous offer.”  (Neil Jennings) 

I canʼt help feeling that this 
ʻgenerous offerʼ acted as a 

crucial loss leader in getting 
Student Switch Off going. I 

wonder how, or if, other 
community energy 

initiatives could utilise 
similar strategies? 

!
!

“The Futerra stuff was important 
because it helped me move away from 
banging on about the environment too 
much…We donʼt have to try and even 
think about changing [peopleʼs] 
attitudes towards the environment to 
change their behaviours.” (Neil 
Jennings) 

Itʼs a basic marketing principle, 
but given Neilʼs motivations were 
all about climate change, it must 
have been difficult to be told not 

to mention it but instead to 
position the campaign in ways 
that were more likely to appeal 

to the audience. How might 
other community energy 

initiatives similarly re-cast 
themselves?   

!
!

Student Switch Off got going 
just as universities began to 
come under pressure to cut 

their carbon emissions. Timing 
is obviously crucial to the 

success of community energy 
projects. As Student Switch Off 

shows, however, taking 
advantage of windows of 
opportunity demands a lot 

more than fortuitous timing. 
!

!
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saving actions – the more ridiculous the better - with the winning entry decided by which photo 
received the most ʻlikesʼ.  

Overall, for the 2007-08 year, 2800 students signed-up across all 7 Universities, and the campaign 
resulted in 8.9% savings overall against a pre-intervention baseline, which equates to 550 tonnes of 
carbon dioxide and over £100,000 of savings on energy bills. In November 2008, Student Switch Off 
was also highly commended in the Green Awards ʻBest Green Campaignerʼ category. 

Part way through this year, in early 2008, the National Endowment for Science, Technology and the 
Arts (NESTA) which promotes innovation in the UK invited applications for the Big Green Challenge.  
The Big Green Challenge was a £1m prize fund designed to promote community-powered responses 
to climate change. With the winning entries eventually receiving £300,000 to develop their initiatives, 
for the first time this gave Neil the challenge of really thinking seriously about how he might scale-up 
and grow Student Switch Off on a grand scale. At the time Neil was running the campaign entirely on 
his own, so in his application for the Big Green Challenge he began to think about what heʼd do if he 
were able to recruit new, full-time staff members. Although his application was ultimately 
unsuccessful, Neil highlights the process of applying for the Big Green Challenge as significant in 
helping him think more carefully and strategically about his plans for expansion.  

Niche-regime connections 
The development of Student Switch Off was fundamentally shaped by the wider funding environment 
in which it developed. The idea may not have developed at all were it not for Ben & Jerryʼs ʻClimate 
Change Collegeʼ. It may not have got going were it not for Powergenʼs sponsorship, and it wouldnʼt 
have expanded in the way it did without funding competitions run by the UK Government. Whilst 
sustainability transition theories see niches and regimes as distinct and separate from one another, in 
the case of Student Switch Off, no such simple separation appears to exist. Rather, regime players 
and their funding competitions have been very directly involved in the development of the community 
energy niche. 

Whilst Neilʼs formal mentoring engagement with Ben & Jerryʼs Climate Change College had come to 
an end in 2007, he kept in close contact with them and they have remained as sponsors ever since. 
As such, during 2007-08, Neil began to further discuss different business models with them. Not only 
was relying on sponsorship risky, but asking Universities to pay only 10% of whatever they saved was 
also extremely stressful, particularly if savings were looking lower than estimated at particular 
Universities. The model Ben & Jerryʼs suggested was simply to charge Universities an upfront cost of 
£1 per student in halls. To account for this change of business model, Ben & Jerryʼs also advised 
becoming a Community Interest Company (CIC), so Neil Jennings Associates CIC was formed in 
summer 2008. CICs are companies that have pro-social objectives and that have a dividend cap 
imposed on them, meaning that only a fixed percentage of profits can be paid out to shareholders 
whilst the rest have to be re-invested in the business itself or in the community. The shift to a CIC was 
therefore important to help manage the perceptions of new Universities that were coming on board. 

“[Ben & Jerryʼs] pointed out the fact that 
you couldnʼt rely on money for 
sponsorship and obviously it was 
coming up to the time when we went 
into the recession and all the rest of it 
so it was a good call on their 
part…Having all the money up front is 
such an important thing. It means you 
can budget for the entire academic 
year. Youʼve not got to worry too much 
about, you know, if for whatever reason 
youʼre not achieving the savings. It 
saves you a whole lot of stress.”  (Neil 
Jennings) 

“The Big Green Challenge was the first 
time when I started to think more 
strategically about, if I am going to 
scale-up what does that mean in terms 
of finances? The first time I started 
doing the kind of financial planning for 
the scaling-up side of things.” (Neil 
Jennings) 

The Eco-Power Ranger leaps into 
action! One of the marketing photos 
commissioned by Powergen 

Ben & Jerryʼs provided Neil 
with lots of quite generic 

business advice and support. 
It suggests to me that 

community energy projects 
could potentially learn a lot 

from conventional and 
mainstream business 

approaches about how to 
grow and diffuse.  

!
!

!

!

As with the Ben & Jerryʼs 
application, even if 

unsuccessful, the process 
of developing proposals is 

crucial for subsequent 
development. The key 
challenge is having the 
emotional strength and 

stamina to carry on. 
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Neil was also to applying to various funding competitions – such as the Big Green Challenge - to help 
further develop the campaign, and having CIC status was also helpful for these applications. 

As it happened, this change in business model and approach occurred at just the right time as 
Powergen (by now rebranded as E.On) for reasons not explained to Neil, pulled out of the campaign 
and offered no further sponsorship for the 2008-09 year. Whilst the loss of sponsorship was 
disappointing, E.On pulling out was not entirely a bad thing because, during the summer of 2008, 
Climate Camp activists had protested against E.Onʼs involvement in replacing and extending the coal-
fired power plant at Kingsnorth, Kent. The negative media attention that E.On received as a result, 
had led to some student unions asking Neil whether or not he might find a more appropriate sponsor. 
In the end, the change of business model meant he could avoid this potentially difficult problem. 

Ultimately, the new offer of £1 per student in halls was sufficiently attractive that 11 Universities 
signed-up for the 2008-09 academic year, with a retention rate of almost 90%. At this point in time, 
Neil was still running Student Switch Off entirely on his own. As a result, when expanding from 7 to 11 
Universities he strategically targeted Universities that were geographically close to ones he was 
already working with. For example, as he was already working with Birmingham City University so he 
specifically approached Aston University, which is also in Birmingham. This gradual and incremental 
approach also extended to the campaign itself in which the campaign continued to improve year-on-
year as Neil got more used to the specific issues at each of the Universities he was working with, and 
was thus able to make the campaign run more smoothly and efficiently and effectively as he 
developed more experience.  

These gradual improvements again translated into successful results, which, for the 2008-09 year, 
showed 4,980 students signing up and achieving aggregate savings of 1,295 tonnes of carbon 
dioxide (9.3%) and £218,000.  

Government Grants and Rapid Expansion  
Towards the end of the 2008-09 academic year, and based on the success heʼd already 
demonstrated, Neil began to receive considerable interest from others involved in behaviour change. 
For example, the environmental charity Global Action Plan did express some interest in potentially 
buying the Student Switch Off Campaign, although, as Neil describes it, things never got beyond 
having an initial ʻloose discussionʼ.  

Then, in April 2009, at about the same time as learning that heʼd been unsuccessful with his 
application to the Big Green Challenge, Neil was approached by Jamie Agombar, a former UEA 
student who was the Ethical and Environmental Manager for the National Union of Students (NUS). 
Jamie approached Neil as the NUS were planning to apply for some money under the Department for 
Environment Food and Rural Affairʼs (DEFRA) ʻGreener Living Fundʼ which was specifically designed 
to help scale-up proven behaviour change initiatives. Jamie wanted Student Switch Off to be run in 
conjunction with the Green Impact Awards which encourage University Staff to reduce their 
environmental impact, and the student-led, ʻGoing Greenerʼ initiative being run by People and Planet, 
as part of a broad initiative called ʻDegrees Coolerʼ.  

“When we had 7 universities, it was just 
me, so when we went up to 11 
universities the ones I approached then 
were universities who were in the same 
area.”  (Neil Jennings) 

Powergen pulling out when 
they did strikes me as really 
important for Student Switch 

Offʼs subsequent development. 
It really helped to avoid 

potentially contaminating the 
brand. It shows the importance 
both of fortuitous timing and of 

choosing partners carefully.  
!

!

A photo submitted to one of the photo-
competitions 
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Neil was keen on Jamieʼs proposal not least because, he felt that part of the reason heʼd been 
unsuccessful with his Big Green Challenge application was that he was still running Student Switch 
Off on his own. By contrast, if he were effectively sub-contracted to the NUS as part of the Degrees 

Cooler initiative, this would be a much less risky investment for potential funders and would make 
Student Switch Off appear far more credible. As such, and building on the application heʼd put 
together for the Big Green Challenge, Neil applied with the NUS for the Greener Living Fund 
promising to bring on another 12 Universities if successful  

At the time, the NUS were also in discussions with the Department for Innovation, Universities and 
Skills (DIUS, now known as the Department for Business Innovation and Skills [BIS]) to try and get 
funding to expand the NUSʼs environmental work. Here, following an initial meeting with Baroness 
Delyth Morgan at which the NUS had mentioned the Green Impact Awards and Student Switch Off as 
small-scale initiatives that had the potential to be scaled-up, DIUS asked the NUS to develop a 
proposal. As with the Greener Living Fund proposal, Neil proposed to bring on another 10 Universities 
if the funding was granted. 

In the end, both applications were successful and, as the funding could not be crossed-over, it meant 
Neil had to recruit another 22 universities for the 2009-10 academic year and, with them, 3 new 
members of staff. 

Intermediaries without a niche 
Theories of Strategic Niche Management emphasise the importance of intermediaries in helping 
small-scale local projects to grow and diffuse. Intermediaries help in this process by connecting local 
projects with one another, and offering support to often isolated projects to overcome common 
challenges. The theory would therefore suggest that community energy initiatives are more likely to 
succeed if intermediaries connect them with other community energy projects allowing them to learn 
from others experiences as well as their own. Whilst Student Switch Off clearly drew on the help of 
intermediaries (e.g. Ben & Jerryʼs, the NUS), it reminds theory that key connections need not be with 
other community energy initiatives or even with other energy saving initiatives, but rather with other 
businesses (big or small) or with other universities and their energy/environment managers. As such, 
itʼs not entirely clear exactly what niche Student Switch Off operates in. In its current form, therefore, 
the theory might be too restricted in its range of vision and might need to be extended to account for 
unexpected and cross-sectoral connections that stretch beyond the niche. 

Fortunately, Neil was able to get free legal advice in drawing up the contracts for his new staff 
members and for the 22 new Universities from Carbon Leapfrog. Carbon Leapfrog, who arrange the 
provision of pro bono legal and accountancy support for green and social enterprises, were put in 
touch with Student Switch Off by CRed – the UEA based carbon reduction organisation. CRed had 
been doing some work to support a community energy project called ʻAshton Hayes Going Carbon 
Neutralʼ that was based near Chester. The Ashton Hayes project has been set up Garry Charnock 
who was also one of the founders of Carbon Leapfrog. Carbon Leapfrog directed Neil towards the 

“I think we didnʼt get the Big Green 
Challenge funding because it was just 
me and they thought it was a big risk to 
give money to a person running his own 
company. If he gets knocked over by a 
bus or if he goes and runs off to some 
Caribbean country then obviously their 
money would go… So the relationship 
with NUS has been really important in 
the expansion of it because of how we 
are perceived. If anyone else is looking: 
ʻok, well if NUS are going to work with 
you then youʼre obviously a credible 
organisationʼ.” (Neil Jennings) 

“It was a funny one. I think thatʼs often 
the case with central funding. You apply 
for loads of stuff, nothing happens, and 
then suddenly you get two pots of 
funding all at once. We put the 
proposals together expecting to maybe 
not get either and ended up getting 
both…so it went from thinking ʻIʼll have 
to bring on one more member of staff 
and another 10 universitiesʼ to then 
thinking ʻok, I am now going to have to 
bring on 3 more members of staff and 
another 22 universities. So there was a 
massive jump there.” (Neil Jennings) 

Becoming a small part of 
something bigger seems to 
be a good strategy to help 
small-scale often isolated 

community energy initiatives 
to grow. 

!!

The success of Student 
Switch Off appears to owe 

quite a lot to fortuitous timing, 
but I wonder if Neil made his 
own luck through by being 

very professional, networking 
well and making the most of 

opportunities.  

!
!
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legal firm Bird and Bird who helped in drawing up contracts, and with the accountant Andrew Woods, 
who helped Neil with Student Switch Offʼs accounts, and particularly VAT.  

To recruit new members of staff, Neil came up with three ʻRegional Campaign Coordinatorʼ posts. 
Each role would be responsible for running the campaign at up to 10 Universities. As for the staff 
themselves, the succesful applicants needed not only to share Neilʼs passion and commitment to 
tackle climate change, but also to be able to engage succesfully with students, liaise with University 
accommodation managers, work with energy meter data to calculate savings, be prepared to travel 
around to different Universities on a regular basis and to be sufficiently organised and self-motivated 
to be able to work independently. Among the successful applicants were people who had previously 
been involved in running People & Planet, as well as those, such as Emily Thompson-Bell (who 
joined Student Switch Off in August 2009) who had previously been a student officer on the Reading 
University Student Union during which time she had been campaigning on environmental issues and 
heard about Student Switch Off as a result. 

In recruiting 22 new Universities, Neil points to the importance of the Environmental Association of 
Universities and Colleges (EAUC). Each year, he attends the annual EAUC conference to network 
and try and bring new Universities on board and he credits the EAUC, and especially its active email 
network, as crucial for new Universities hearing about and being recommended to participate in 
Student Switch Off. Both Mat Jane and Neil Smith, the University Environment Managers at 
Winchester and Southampton respectively, recall first hearing about Student Switch Off through the 
EAUC. As part of the EAUCʼs South Coast Environment Managers Group they regularly discuss their 
participation in Student Switch Off and share ideas and recommendations among themselves and 
others. Indeed, the effectiveness of these networks means that Student Switch Off is able to spend 
very little money on marketing to recruit new Universities as Neil is regularly being approached by 
Universities whoʼve heard about Student Switch Off via word of mouth.  

With the new staff and Universities recruited, much of the money from DEFRA and DIUS was spent 
on developing new resources and improving the campaign. This included completely overhauling the 
Student Switch Off website, buying Student Switch Off branded coasters with energy saving tips on 
that could be placed in each of the 89,000 student rooms across all 33 Universities before students 
arrived at the beginning of term, and buying a licence to screen climate change films such as the Age 
of Stupid. The results, in the 2009-10 year were again impressive, with 12,052 students signing-up, 
and saving 2,100 tonnes of CO2 (6.9%) and £337,000.  

Continuous Campaign Development 
By 2010-11, in its fifth year, with 3 full-time staff, and 37 Universities participating, the Student Switch 
Off campaign had taken on a shape very similar to that which still endures. The campaign itself 
begins even before students arrive in their University halls of residence as the branded coasters are 
placed in student rooms and posters are put up on the walls encouraging small energy saving 
actions. When students first move in, these messages are therefore extremely visible and prominent 
in an effort to encourage them to establish new energy-conscious habits from day one during this 
period of wider change in their lives. 

“I had been trying to get students 
involved in various environmental 
campaigns during my time at Reading, 
and here were all these students talking 
about the Student Switch Off 
competition – there must be something 
really good about it. I think I met up with 
Neil at the Fresherʼs Fair and he said 
ʻWeʼve got 300 students in your halls 
signed-up to the campaign so farʼ, so 
thatʼs when I started to think this was a 
great campaign to get involved with.” 
(Emily Thompson-Bell) 

“I saw them around on the EAUC 
mailbase. I canʼt remember exactly, 
maybe I saw them at a conference and 
had a chat with Neil and we just got 
involved from there.” (Mat Jane) 
 
 

Student Switch Off owes much 
of its success to the EAUCʼs 
already established network 

and well-used email lists. This 
highlights the importance of 

networking in achieving 
success, and also suggests 

that community energy projects 
may benefit by connecting with 
networks that extend beyond 

energy.   

!
!

The regional campaign 
coordinator roles demand a 
complex mix of skills – being 

good with numbers, with 
people and often working in 
isolation. This must be very 

hard to find, yet many 
community energy initiatives 

rely on one person often doing 
several different roles at once.   !

!

“As soon as students arrive, theyʼre 
bombarded with messages about how 
they ought to be saving energy, the 
sorts of things they can do. So even if 
itʼs not something theyʼve been doing at 
home, itʼs something thatʼs seen as a 
given once they arrive in halls.” (Emily 
Thompson-Bell) 
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The dynamics of diffusion 
Student Switch Off actively applies the ʻhabit discontinuity hypothesisʼ originally proposed by Bas 
Verplanken and colleagues. This hypothesis states that when a change of context, (e.g., getting 
married, moving house, having children, going to university) changes an individuals life, a window of 
opportunity opens up in which new forms of behaviour are more likely to be deliberately considered. 
In short, the suggestion is that there are particular times in a personʼs life when behaviour change is 
more likely to occur and new habits to develop. This is potentially critical when thinking about the 
diffusion of community energy projects that pursue behaviour change as it suggests that diffusion is 
more or less likely to succeed at different points in time. More broadly, this insight implies that 
different kinds of community energy projects (e.g. behaviour change projects as opposed to small-
scale renewables projects) are likely to exhibit very different dynamics and temporalities of diffusion, 
and may work differently with different socio-demographic groups depending on the life-stages they 
are at. 

Within ʻFresherʼs Weekʼ, the first week of a new year, Universities then tend to hold ʻFresherʼs Fairsʼ 
at which new students can join all sorts of different student societies such as different sports, music, 
arts or faith societies. Student Switch Off ensures it has a stand at these Fairs and, alongside giving 
out free merchandise, such as branded re-usable shopping bags, it invites students to sign-up to the 
Student Switch Off Facebook fanpage for their University, often even having laptops ready and 
waiting so students can sign-up on the spot. 

All students who sign-up at the Fresherʼs Fair then receive messages asking them to undertake small 
energy saving actions like cooking with lids on pan or switching things off standby. In recent years, 
however, Student Switch Off has started to run more in-depth training sessions for more interested 
students. At these training events, which occur within the first few weeks of the new term, these 
students are introduced to Student Switch Off in more detail told about the communications strategy 
being employed and how the campaign operates, and invited to get more involved in the campaign by 
acting as Ambassadors. This might mean helping out by putting up posters around the halls, 
organising their own energy saving events and competitions, or even, as at Southampton University, 
setting up their own Student Switch Off society.  

Following the training event, the campaign is based, throughout the year, on what Neil describes as 
ʻregular peaks of coverage and feedbackʼ. So, within the first term there is an online Climate Change 
Quiz that contains some general questions about climate change and energy saving, as well as some 
more localised questions about how their University is taking action more generally, for example 
about their emissions reductions targets and strategies. Then, every 2-3 weeks, there is an online 
photo competition in which students are asked to take a photo of themselves saving energy in the 
silliest fashion, and there are also film showings throughout the year.  

Where available, detailed meter readings are taken throughout the year, and these results are fed 
directly back to students in various ways, such as through the Facebook pages or through articles in 
their local student newspaper. Collecting the data itself can pose quite a challenge for the Energy and 

“Itʼs key to the campaign that weʼre not 
saying ʻdo this, do thatʼ in a nagging 
tone. itʼs only small energy saving 
things that weʼre asking them to do, but 
we want the campaign to be peer-led. 
What we want are students to be 
ambassadors for the campaign, so that 
when weʼre going round on halls visits, 
and even on their own, they can spread 
the campaign message to their peers, 
and then take actions on a slightly 
larger scale.” (Emily Thompson-Bell) 
 
 

“We are very much aware of who our 
audience is and try to make it as fun as 
possible  - for example some of our 
photo competitions are themed 
because we know that students love 
dressing up in fancy dress. That sort of 
thing doesnʼt appeal to everyone – but 
itʼs perfect for students”. (Emily 
Thompson-Bell) 
 
 

I find it very interesting how, 
despite travelling far and wide, 
the success of Student Switch 

Off relies on how well it can 
connect with specific groups of 
students in specific universities. 

Using student ambassadors 
would seem to be a really good 
way of localising the campaign 

in this way. !
!
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Environment Managers at the various participating Universities. Neil Smith, the Environment Manager 
at Southampton University emphasises that when they first became involved in Student Switch Off 
they only had very coarsely-grained data on energy consumption, for example at the level of entire 
halls of hundreds of students rather than floor-by-floor or flat-by-flat. Similarly, Mat Jane, from 
Winchester University, stresses how difficult it is to comparing large halls with smaller student 
houses, or to compare buildings with very different heating systems. In both cases, whilst working to 
improve their metering and sub-metering over time, local solutions have been reached. At 
Southampton, they have used different kinds of metrics to gauge participation such as the number of 
students who sign-up to the campaign or the number of those who take part in the online quizzes and 
photo competitions. Similarly, at Winchester they have offered three separate prizes – in this case 
tickets to the Summer Ball – to account for the different kinds of heating systems across their 
accommodation blocks.  

At the end of the year the data is used to determine the winning hall (i.e. the hall with the biggest 
savings) and they are thrown an end of year party complete with various prizes and games, such as 
free ice cream from Ben & Jerryʼs, bouncy castles and inflatable sumo wrestling costumes.  

Just as the Student Switch Off campaign overall has developed and improved gradually over the 
years, so too has the way it is run at different universities. As experience has developed and 
relationships have been gradually built with university staff, the manner in which the Student Switch 
Off campaign is delivered has slowly evolved to fit better with student audiences at specific 
universities. As a regional campaign coordinator, Emily Thompson-Bell notes several ways in which 
she has got to know the universities and their students better and has thus been able to improve the 
campaign. For example, she notes that whilst student social lives at some of her universities are 
heavily centred around their Student Union buildings, others seem more closely connected to local 
clubs, bars or other venues. Developing this kind of local knowledge is critical in order to make sure 
that students attend the events Student Switch Off runs, such as the end of year parties.  

Similarly, as they increasingly get to know their universities through time, the Student Switch Off team 
have gradually learnt key differences between different institutions and have thus been able to tailor 
the campaign to different places in order to ensure the best results. Both Neil and Emily point, for 
instance, to the key differences between campus-based universities and those that are more 
dispersed across city centres. They note that, often, campus-based universities have more of ready-
made sense of community that means students know one another better and are thus more prepared 
to discuss the campaign with one another and to publically perform the various actions the campaign 
asks of them. By contrast, at city centre-based universities Student Switch Off sometimes has to work 
a little harder to try and foster a sense of community where none automatically exists. Similarly, Neil 
points out that a difference also tends to exist between universities that have large numbers of 
Environmental Science or Geography students compared with universities that do not offer these 
courses. Where there are Environmental Science or Geography students, Neil suggests that Student 
Switch Off does not have to spend so much time establishing the basis for the campaign as more 
environmentally-aware students already know that they perhaps should be taking action to save 
energy, even if they do not necessarily know how to or are not already doing so.  

“We also talked about how we divvy up 
the halls, to get more competition 
between halls, and that depends on 
where the data is. Whilst our metering 
is getting better weʼre still not there with 
being able to divvy up some of our large 
halls into smaller units which would be 
much better from a competitive point of 
view.” (Neil Smith) 
 

“Sometimes …you talk to the students 
and realise [the Student Union] is 
actually not a popular venue. So, if the 
Students Union isnʼt a place where 
students are going, thereʼs no point 
having the end of year party there.” 
(Emily Thompson-Bell) 

“Campus-based universities certainly 
feel like theyʼre a community. The 
students really get into the rivalry 
between halls…whereas in cities I 
found you have to work harder to get 
the students involved in the 
competition. It doesnʼt mean city 
universities are less successful at 
saving energy, but I donʼt think the 
competitive element between the halls 
is as strong.” (Emily Thompson-Bell) 

Community plays an 
interesting role in Student 

Switch Off. In some cases it 
really helps to build the 

campaign e.g. at campus 
universities, whilst in others, 

itʼs almost as if Student 
Switch Off has to build the 

community first.  
!

!

An end-of-year party for the winning hall 



Student Switch Off: An Innovation History 

 14 

In addition to the improvements being made by Student Switch Off campaign staff, various measures 
are also being taken by different universities themselves that are helping to improve the campaignʼs 
overall effectiveness. Both Neil Smith at Southampton University and Mat Jane at Winchester 
University mentioned that they are gradually improving their metering and sub-metering and that this 
is helping to improve the feedback they are able to give to students and therefore serves to motivate 
them further. Beyond metering itself, Mat Jane mentioned that Winchester have recently introduced 
the ʻWinchester Passportʼ in which students can gain various credits for undertaking actions around 
the university campus and, added up, these help to improve student CVs. Student Switch Off is being 
included in the Winchester Passport scheme for the first time in 2012-13 and this, it is hoped, will 
further serve to boost student motivation to participate.  

Reflecting on these improvements, Emily Thompson-Bell suggests three key ways in which she has 
learnt to ensure that the Student Switch Off campaign runs effectively at different universities. First, 
this involves working closely with all of the relevant stakeholders at different universities including the 
energy and environment managers, accommodation and halls managers and student union 
representatives. Since joining Student Switch Off in August 2009, Emily has started to hold meetings 
with all key stakeholders at the beginning of each year to make sure theyʼre on-board with the 
campaign and know what to expect over the year. Second, it involves gradually tailoring the campaign 
to different institutions as you learn more about the specificities of each place, itʼs staff and its 
students. Third, it involves learning better ways of working closely with student residents to engage 
them in the initiative. This means encouraging them to come to the training sessions at the beginning 
of each year and then providing them with good support when they undertake initiatives of their own.   

How do community energy projects travel? 
Innovation theories highlight that in order for innovations to diffuse it is essential that they can be 
packed-up and abstracted or generalised into a simple, transportable model. At the same time, for 
diffusion to succeed, this model must then be unpacked and embedded to fit-in with its new 
surroundings when it arrives somewhere new. Diffusion therefore requires at least two things: first, 
technical or social tools or ideas that can travel easily, and second, context-specific knowledge, 
expertise and skills that make it possible to unpack these tools or ideas and make them work in local 
settings. The success of Student Switch Off is testament to its ability to be packed and unpacked time 
and again without losing essential features. The model is very simple and streamlined – using 
competition and prizes to incentivise small energy-saving actions – yet it can be easily applied and re-
invented in countless ways to make it appropriate for different settings.  

Overall, these developments have helped to ensure that Student Switch Off continues to realise 
substantial energy savings. Indeed, in 2010-11, 15,351 students signed-up across 37 universities, 
resulting in savings of 1,522 tonnes of carbon dioxide (6.9%) and £232,000. Although these results 
appear to be lower in absolute terms than the 2009-10 results (though with the same % saving), this 
is because several universities were improving their metering and sub-metering during this year 
meaning that no metering data were available from these institutions. This success was maintained, 

“We have whatʼs called a Winchester 
Passport…itʼs almost like a CV 
booster…One of the things weʼre going 
to be putting in is having a Student 
Switch Off representative so theyʼll 
have a job description…and just 
publicise it among the student body…. 
As we move forwards we are learning 
as we go really.” (Matt Jane) 

By helping to drive these 
improvements in metering 

systems, Student Switch Off has 
been able to change its own 

context in beneficial ways. This 
suggests that context shouldnʼt 

necessarily be seen as 
something thatʼs ʻoutsideʼ of 
community energy initiatives, 
but rather as something that 

theyʼre an active part of. 

!
!

I wonder if some of this 
learning might be transferable 

to other community energy 
projects. Especially around 
tailoring initiatives to their 

audience, establishing good 
relationships with key 

stakeholders, and maintaining 
good communication to ensure 
all parties are working towards 

the same aims. 

!
!
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yet again, in 2011-12, with 19,430 students signing-up across 43 universities (almost half of all UK 
universities) resulting in savings of £220,000, 1,405 tonnes of carbon dioxide (5.7%). Importantly, 
whilst the absolute savings fell slightly, this was because Student Switch Off agreed to move the 
baseline at institutions that had hosted the campaign for a few years. Nonetheless, as Mat Jane 
points out, whilst the metering data is critical to the success of the initiative, the outcomes of the 
initiative also extend beyond the kilowatts or carbon emissions being saved. In particular, he 
highlights that the success of the campaign also needs to be judged in terms of how it engages with 
students with environmental issues.  

 

 

 

 

Diversification 
The continued effectiveness of the Student Switch Off campaign to realise significant savings in both 
carbon dioxide emissions and money spent on electricity bills saw it win several awards in 2010-12, 
including the National eWell-being awards (June 2010), the ʻBest Energy Saving Ideaʼ prize in the 
People and Environment Achievement (PEA) Awards (March 2011) and as a finalist in the Climate 
Week Awards ʻBest Campaignʼ category, and as a winner of the Ashden Awards in May 2012. Neil 
Jennings puts success in these awards down to having demonstrable evidence of the impacts of the 
campaign based on meter readings. 

At the same time as achieving this recognition, in 2011 the DEFRA and BIS funding came to an end 
meaning that Student Switch Off had to become self-financing which has involved raising the overall 
charge per student to £1.60 per student in halls in 2011-12 and further to £1.70 in 2012-13.  

To continue its growth, as well as aiming to run the campaign at 50 universities in 2012-13, Student 
Switch Off has also began to diversify its operations. To date, three core areas of diversification have 
been explored. First, towards halls that are privately-owned and run by accommodation providers 
such as Unite, Viridian or Liberty Living. Here, it is the private accommodation providers themselves 
that pay for the campaign rather than the universities, yet Neil suggests that, at least in some cases, 
they have been enthusiastic in their engagement with the campaign and have even helped by 
providing prizes.  

“Weʼve now moved to a model where, 
in the absence of any government 
funding or other funding we should be 
self-financing.” (Neil Jennings) 

“It certainly gets students talking about 
environmental issues I would say. For 
example, we always do a Fresherʼs Fair 
and Iʼm usually the guy in there who is 
in suit and sandals that everyone gives 
a wide arc to, but because with Student 
Switch Off weʼre telling them about 
prizes and stuff like that it certainly gets 
students involved in that conversation 
talking about environmental issues. 
(Matt Jane) 

Collecting a PEA Award 

!
!
Year No. of 

universities 
No. of 
students 

Tonnes 
CO2 
saved 

£ʼs saved 

2006-07 1 130 90 19,000 
2007-08 7 2,800 550 100,000+ 
2008-09 11 4,980 1,295 218,000 
2009-10 33 12,052 2,100 337,000 
2010-11 37 15,351 1,522 232,000 
2011-12 43 19,430 1,405 220,000 

!
!

Year 
Uni
ver
siti
es 

No. of 
Studen

ts 
Signed 

up 

 % electricity 
reduction 

Tonnes of CO2 
Saved £ Saved 

2006-
07 1 130 10% 90 £19,000 

2007-
08 7 2,800 8.9% 550 £100,00

0+ 
2008-

09 11 4,980 9.3% 1,295 £218,00
0 

2009-
10 33 12,052 6.9% 2,100 £337,00

0 
2010-

11 37 15,351 6.9% 1,522 £232,00
0* 

2011-
12 43 19,430 5.7% 1,405 £220,00

0 

 

Student Switch Offʼs results so far 

!
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Year No. of 

universities 
No. of 
students 

Tonnes 
CO2 
saved 

£ʼs saved 

2006-07 1 130 90 19,000 
2007-08 7 2,800 550 100,000+ 
2008-09 11 4,980 1,295 218,000 
2009-10 33 12,052 2,100 337,000 
2010-11 37 15,351 1,522 232,000 
2011-12 43 19,430 1,405 220,000 
!
 
Date Award 
May 
2012 

Ashden Awards Winner 

March 
2011 

Climate Week Awards: 
Finalist in Best 
Campaign category 

March 
2011 

People and Environment 
Achievement Awards: 
Winner, Best Energy 
Saving Idea 

June 
2010 

National eWell-Being 
Awards: Highly 
commended, Energy 
Efficiency category 

Nov 
2008 

The Green Awards: 
Highly commended, 
Best Green Campaigner 

!

Year 
Uni
ver
siti
es 

No. of 
Studen

ts 
Signed 

up 

 % electricity 
reduction 

Tonnes of CO2 
Saved £ Saved 

2006-
07 1 130 10% 90 £19,000 

2007-
08 7 2,800 8.9% 550 £100,00

0+ 
2008-

09 11 4,980 9.3% 1,295 £218,00
0 

2009-
10 33 12,052 6.9% 2,100 £337,00

0 
2010-

11 37 15,351 6.9% 1,522 £232,00
0* 

2011-
12 43 19,430 5.7% 1,405 £220,00

0 

Student Switch Offʼs Awards and Prizes 
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Second, in 2011-12 and funded by DEFRA, Student Switch Off ran waste reduction and recycling 
pilots at a number of universities. Using the same idea of providing small prizes and competition 
between halls to incentivise positive pro-environmental actions. For example, the waste reduction 
pilots have involved rewarding recycling behaviours by leaving chocolates as prizes in student 
kitchens. Neil plans to expand the waste and recycling pilot to 10 universities in 2012-13, with each 
being a university that already hosts the Student Switch Off energy campaign. 

Third, in addition to diversifying the campaigns run at Universities, Student Switch Off has also begun 
to expand into other sectors, including running a pilot of School Switch Off in March 2011. This pilot 
was run in collaboration with People & Planet and involved 20 schools across Oxfordshire (People & 
Planet are based in Oxford) that competed against each other for one day to see which school could 
achieve the biggest savings resulting in an average 28% reduction. 

 

Alongside these plans for continued expansion through both growth and diversification, in early 2012 
Neil agreed to sell Student Switch Off to the National Union of Students (NUS). Under the terms of the 
agreement, the Student Switch Off team would continue to run and grow the campaign, but would be 
acting as part of the NUS. For Neil, whose aims have always been about cutting carbon dioxide 
emissions, selling the campaign to the NUS improves the chances that the campaign will expand and 
diversify more quickly as the NUS has a more established reputation, has more resources and is 
better connected with universities and major companies both in the UK and internationally.  

Diffusion by diversification 
Niche theories highlight that innovations diffuse in three main ways, through scaling-up (i.e. growing 
bigger); replication (i.e. being repeated elsewhere) and translation (i.e. being adopted and adjusted to 
operate in mainstream settings). In general, Student Switch Off has followed a model of diffusion by 
replication, but these recent efforts at diversification suggest that niche innovations might diffuse in 
this way too. Accounting for this fourth form of diffusion, suggests that niche theories may need to 
focus less on the internal dynamics of niches and more on how niches interact with and influence one 
another in ways that re-define traditional sectoral boundaries (e.g. energy, water, waste etc.). 
Alternatively, this may suggest that theories based on traditional sectoral boundaries may need to be 
re-thought to account for bottom-up, community-led, grassroots innovations that do not necessarily 
operate within or even recognise these boundaries.  

Future Challenges 
Although Student Switch Off has grown considerably since its origins in 2005 and has delivered 
sustained success, several challenges also ensure that, despite the improved resources and backing 
the campaign will receive from its new owners – the NUS – it must continue to develop and improve.  

“This year weʼve piloted a waste project 
which is similar…using the competitive 
element between halls of residence and 
we can do it at universities where they 
weigh the recycling on a hall level which 
some of them are starting to do now 
…That seems to be running quite well. 
A lot of students know about it and have 
specifically been doing more to recycle 
in order to try and win these small 
prizes. The idea is then to try and 
expand that.” (Neil Jennings) 

“[Selling to the NUS] should increase 
the chances of things expanding 
quicker because theyʼve got more 
resources, in terms of greater links to 
other organisations, greater potential to 
bring in sponsorship…The guys there 
are quite ambitious in terms of what 
they want to do.” (Neil Jennings) 

I was impressed by how 
versatile the Student Switch 
Off campaign, and its team, 
has been making the same 

core approach work in different 
areas. But I wonder what 

properties the Student Switch 
Off model has that help it 
adjusts so well to different 

contexts? Simplicity? 
Flexibility? Robustness?  

!
!

Neil was happy to try and 
improve the diffusion and 

growth of Student Switch Off 
by selling the campaign to the 

NUS. I wonder, however, if 
other community energy 

pioneers would be so able to 
let go and allow others to take 

control over their initiatives.   

!
!
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Emily Thompson-Bell highlights the rapid developments in social media and metering technologies as 
a key area in which Student Switch Off needs to stay alert and continue to innovate. Facebook, for 
example, recently introduced a new ʻTimelineʼ feature and Student Switch Off, has to ensure its own 
online profile and the manner in which it engages students stays in touch with these developments. 
To try and stay in touch with these developments, Student Switch Off has begun to more carefully 
monitor its online communications, tracking the number of clicks that different posts receive and the 
number of times particular pages or images are viewed. Similarly, she highlights the increasing 
installation of smart meters – meters that can automatically communicate energy use data in real time 
– across university halls as another area in which Student Switch Off needs to keep innovating. For 
example, she suggests it might be possible to begin providing students with direct and almost real-
time feedback. 

A final challenge exists as universities may begin to try and run the initiative for themselves, using 
similar principles. Neil Smith, the environment manager at Southampton, mentions that some 
members of the EAUCʼs South Coast Environment Managers Group have begun to do this, with 
students offering to run the campaign by themselves for a smaller fee than Student Switch Off would 
charge, though he is unsure how succesful this has been or is likely to be.  

Despite winning awards, expanding to new universities, diversifying into new areas and realising 
significant financial and carbon dioxide savings along the way, it remains true that if it is to maintain 
its success, Student Switch Off must keep on developing, improving and innovating.  

 

 

“Itʼs something that weʼve been looking 
at recently with the changes that are 
happening to Facebook. Looking at 
what sort of posts get people clicking on 
them so if itʼs a picture for example then 
youʼre more likely to get people clicking 
through because they can see what it 
is, whereas if itʼs a sort of one-line 
update then itʼs difficult to tell if people 
have actually engaged with that.” (Emily 
Thompson-Bell) 

“Their students are starting to run it 
themselves, so they moved up the 
chain model but the student union said 
we can do this for you cheaper…Itʼs the 
same model, still the same, using 
Facebook, using competitions to sort of 
engage with the students. I have to say 
I havenʼt seen anything else out there 
that comes close to it.” (Neil Smith) 
 


