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Bristol Green Doors 

Bristol Green Doors is a community interest company that promotes energy efficiency through retrofit 
measures on existing homes. It does this by organising eco-open homes events in Bristol, in which 
homes that have already undertaken retrofits – such as installing various forms of insulation or 
microgeneration systems – are opened to the wider public so that people can learn about the retrofit 
process and get advice on how they might do something similar themselves. It started in 2010 and 
has since run several eco-open homes events, opening more than 50 homes across Bristol and 
receiving thousands of visitors. This innovation history charts the history and development of Bristol 
Green Doors, highlighting the many challenges faced along the way and how these have been 
overcome. 

Key Insights 
For the CISE project, Bristol Green Doorsʼ 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:  

• Networking with a diverse range of partners is extremely important for developing 
community energy projects, and that places with particularly dense and vibrant ʻgreenʼ 
networks, such as Bristol, can really help community energy projects flourish. 

• Community energy projects can benefit significantly by working with ʻboundary 
organisationsʼ (organisations that help to draw connections between otherwise distinct 
areas) who can help to protect them from the rules, regulations and bureaucracy of the 
mainstream energy system. 

• There is significant potential to enhance the diffusion of grassroots innovations by working 
with pro-active intermediary organisations – organisations that connect local community 
energy projects with one another - to generate shared experiences and common 
approaches. 

• Emotional strength and stamina is crucially important in running community energy projects 
even though it is often underplayed. 

• Learning-by-doing is extremely important in developing community energy projects, but 
does not just happen. Rather it must be consciously and strategically done. 

• Mentoring other groups is a good way to encourage the diffusion of community energy 
projects through replication. At the same time, however, replication is far from 
straightforward and new projects must always undertake important work to ensure they are 
appropriate to their local context. 

• Becoming a self-sustaining enterprise is a significant challenge for community energy 
initiatives as it may involve a fundamental shift in aims, activities and skills. It can also risk 
undermining much of the informal work in building networks and trust that underpins the 
success of community energy projects as community projects. At the same time, becoming 
self-sustaining enterprises is often crucial to keep projects going. 



Bristol Green Doors: An Innovation History 

 2 



Bristol Green Doors: An Innovation History 

 3 

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  
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Bristol Green Doors: An Innovation History  

Origins  
The initial idea for Bristol Green Doors emerged in 2009-10 when one of its founders - Dan 
Weisselberg – conducted some renovation of his own home to make it more energy efficient. During 
the process of adding internal wall insulation, underfloor insulation, between-floor insulation, a solar 
hot water heating system and a green roof, Dan found that lots of his friends and neighbouts were 
very interested in what was involved in this sort of work and in the sorts of savings it could realise. 
Responding to this interest, at a meeting of Transition Montpelier – part of the Transition Towns 
Network – Dan floated the idea of opening his home to the wider public in order to tell them more 
about what heʼd done, and also of getting other Transition Montepelier members to open their own 
homes. The aim would be to open a range of homes that undergone different kinds of eco-retrofit 
measures to the wider public in order to demonstrate what was possible, how it had been achieved 
(and at what cost) and thereby encourage others to do something similar in their own homes. 

At the time, Dan was taking a MSc course in Advanced Environmental and Energy Studies (AEES) at 
the Centre for Alternative Technology (CAT) in Machynlleth, Wales. Following the interest from other 
Transition Montpelier members, he got talking to a fellow student named Jo Hamilton who mentioned 
that sheʼd been involved in an event called Open Eco-Homes Oxfordshire run by Oxfordshire 
ClimateXchange that had run every year since 2007. Hearing about what was possible and how 
others had done it encouraged Dan to pursue the idea further, so he began talking to several other 
fellow students including Kate Watson.  

Kate was also taking the MSc AEES course and having recently taken voluntary redundancy after 5 
years working in property management at a corporate financial institution was looking for an 
opportunity to put some of her learning into practice. On accepting the redundancy package, Kate had 
set herself some personal terms to encourage her to do something that she found useful and 
interesting with the redundancy package sheʼd received. As such, when Dan mentioned the idea of 
an open homes-type event and asked if sheʼd be interested in helping, she agreed. 

As well as talking to Kate, Dan spoke about the initial idea to several other people at CAT and also to 
different groups based in Bristol, including Steve Marriott the leader of Bristol City Councilʼs 
sustainability team and Ben Ross of Forum for the Future who at the time was working on a project 
called ʻRefit Westʼ that aimed to help private homeowners reduce the energy and resource 
consumption of their homes. The Refit West project had identified three crucial areas that required 
attention - demand, delivery and finance - and had already begun to talk to others across Bristol to try 
and develop a knowledge-sharing or ʻseeing is believingʼ style event. As such, Dan and Kateʼs aims 
aligned perfectly with the work Ben was already involved in. Ben was also an alumnus of the CAT 
MSc that Dan and Kate were completing at the time. It happened, also, that the City Council were in 
the process of producing a Climate Change and Energy Security Framework and, in relation to this, 
had set up a small grants programme called the Community Challenge Fund managed by the Bristol 
Green Capital Partnership – a longer-standing partnership of local private, public and third-sector 
organisations that aims to create a low-carbon Bristol.  

“Dan had done some work on his own 
home…and during the process, or after 
doing that, you know, there were a 
number of people who were quite 
interested in finding out what he'd 
done.” (Kate Watson) I was constantly struck by 

how influential CAT had been 
in the development of Bristol 
Green Doors. It seemed not 
only to have provided a real 

impetus to undertake the 
project in the first place, but 
then also provided countless 
links and networks that really 

helped.  
	  

	  

“Dan ended up speaking to Jo Hamilton 
and found out that she had done the 
open homes event in Oxfordshire. 
Theyʼd had a couple of those events. 
So he had a long chat with her and I 
think in his mind, sort of, the idea to do 
an open homes event crystallised at 
that moment in time.” (Kate Watson) 

“I had said to myself ʻI donʼt mind if you 
donʼt go and work as long as you do 
something useful and interesting with 
this money. If youʼre sitting round on 
your backside getting bored, go and get 
a job!ʼ” (Kate Watson) Like CAT, Bristol and its 

active ʻgreenʼ scene also 
struck me as really important 
for the development of Bristol 
Green Doors. Kate and Dan 
constantly seemed to draw 
on different Bristol networks 
and connections. I wonder if 

other places are able to 
support community energy 

projects so well? 
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Kate Watson mentioned the importance of the supportive and relatively close-knit ʻgreenʼ community 
within Bristol at the time, and also among ex-CAT students, in helping to get the initial idea for Bristol 
Green Doors off the ground. Specifically, she mentioned Bristolʼs long-standing engagement with the 
green movement through organisations such as Sustrans (the sustainable transport charity), the Soil 
Association, the Centre for Sustainable Energy and the Create Centre (an environment centre that 
hosts different exhibitions and also an EcoHome) amongst others. The City Council was also very 
supportive of the low-carbon agenda having recently published reports on peak oil and on local food 
production. Furthermore, this green network was already internally well-connected through events 
such as the Green Monthly Mingle a networking event designed to promote collaboration between 
different organisations.  

Networking and green niches 

Innovation theories often stress the importance of networking, of drawing in a diverse range of 
partners and supporters and aligning their interests with those of the new innovation being created. 
Indeed, the importance of networks is of paramount importance throughout the Bristol Green Doors 
story. In particular, Bristol Green Doors regularly drew support from the wider green networks in 
Bristol and from the network surrounding the MSc course at CAT. The Bristol Green Doors story 
clearly indicates that these are extremely dense, vibrant and useful networks. Indeed, with respect to 
Bristol, Kate suggests that the network ʻgenerates itselfʼ by continually attracting new people and 
organisations to the area. This sort of green context clearly supports community projects in Bristol, 
however it seems unlikely that it could simply be created from scratch in other parts of the world, 
particularly given its long history.  

This implies that grassroots innovations – whether based around energy, food, transport or whatever 
- may be more likely to succeed in these sorts of ʻgreen nichesʼ than in other areas. In turn this 
suggests that future research could try to systematically map these green niches, identify their shared 
characteristics (and how they differ from other places) and thus seek to understand how they might 
be generated elsewhere. Complementary research might also attempt to identify aspects of 
grassroots innovations that are not so dependent on a local green niche and that might therefore take 
root in localities where community networks are different. 

Whilst this relatively close-knit community encouraged Dan to keep going with the initial idea, Dan 
and Kate also drew on their other informal personal networks to find out more about other eco-open 
homes events that had been held around the country. Through Jo Hamilton they had become aware 
of the Oxford event, as well as events in Stroud and Brighton, and of the ʻOld Home Super Homesʼ 
network that connects homes across the country that have undergone retrofit work to make them emit 
60% less carbon dioxide. Through speaking to different others, they learnt about similar sorts of 
events occurring in London, Lewes, the Mendips and Norfolk, and in many cases spoke to the 
organisers of these groups and/or got copies of reports on the events to work out what had been 
successul and what hadnʼt in order that they could develop their event without reinventing the wheel. 
As it happened, at around the same time – in early 2010 – the Energy Saving Trust was beginning to 

“Itʼs a nice city to live in. Itʼs got this sort 
of counter-culture thatʼs quite visible 
compared to a lot of cities and it attracts 
people, so more people come and itʼs 
generating itself.” (Kate Watson) 

I was impressed by how the 
Energy Saving Trust was 

trying to draw lessons from 
across different local 

experiences and even paying 
groups to run events to help 
further develop this learning. 
This is a really proactive sort 
of intermediary work that can 

unlock and tap into the 
creativity of groups working in 

different places.   	  
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conduct some research into eco-open homes events to try and establish whether or not there were 
particular principles behind the more successful events. Working with the Energy Saving Trust, Dan 
and Kate managed to secure £12,000 of ʻseed fundingʼ to conduct this research, which also allowed 
them to test the more ʻsuccessfulʼ approaches through the initial Bristol Green Doors event. 

In undertaking this research, Dan and Kate quickly identified that all of the previous events run around 
the country had occurred on a small scale – with only around 20 or so open homes, for example – or 
had had formal organisational backing, for example the London event was run as part of the much 
larger Open House London weekend, the Norfolk event was run by the Campaign to Protect Rural 
England (CPRE), and the Brighton event was sponsored by the local council and the Brighton 
Permaculture group. By contrast, they wished to organise a much larger scale, city-wide event and 
wished to run it in a more independent and bottom-up manner. 

All of this initial prepartory work occurred between February and April 2010. By April however, Dan 
came up with the aim to host an event in Bristol in September of that year (to coincide with the wider 
national Heritage Open days events – a scheme which also provided them with free publicity and 
insurance) at which 100 eco-homes would open their doors to the public. This gave them just five 
months to prepare. 

Getting set up 
With a target of 100 homes and only five months to organise the event, the two key challenges were 
to recruit householders to take part and to raise funding and sponsorship to pay for the various 
publicity and information materials that would be required. At this point, Dan and Kate split their 
responsibilities such that Dan essentially worked on securing funding. Here, his previous skills and 
experience developed in music marketing  were seen as potentially useful. Kate worked instead on 
recruiting householders, drawing on her previous experience of project management and developing 
long-term relationships with clients that she gained whilst working in the interior refurbishment 
industry. 

Once theyʼd agreed to run the weekend, one of the first things they did was secure some hot desking 
space, at Hamilton House a local community hub  that aims to respond to the needs of its community 
by supporting ʻinnovative solutions for allʼ. With this secured, Dan set about getting funding for the 
project. 

Funding, Sponsorship and Partners 

In addition to the seed funding secured through working with the Energy Saving Trust, Dan gave a 
presentation to the Bristol Green Capital Partnership who were managing the Community Challenge 
Fund. Mark Leach, a member of the City Council Sustainability Team recalls Danʼs presentation fitting 
exactly with what the council and the Green Capital Partnership were attempting to achieve. This 
pitch resulted in a further small grant from the council (less than £10,000) although, as Mark Leach 
observes, whilst the financial sums involved in small grants might not be all that large, they can also 
provide access to a wide range of networks and support services. 

“Dan was in touch with the Energy 
Saving Trust, who happened to be 
doing some research on Open Homes 
events at the time. They were very 
interested in the approach that we were 
taking, compared to the other people 
that they knew about…So we got some 
seed funding from the Energy Saving 
Trust which essentially allowed us to do 
the event.” (Kate Watson) 

“Dan did the most incredible pitch and I 
think by the end it even got a round of 
applause out of people, which is not 
really the sort of format. He was just so 
energetic and passionate and also 
hitting the nail on the head.” (Mark 
Leach) 

“Itʼs not just money, it also opens up 
relationships. It opened up contact with 
the [Green Capital] Partnership. I mean 
they then got pro-bono in terms of 
various different business skills and so 
forth.” (Mark Leach) 

It struck me that Danʼs 
energy and passion clearly 

played a major part in 
winning this grant, and this 

makes me wonder how often, 
on other cases, this passion 
and energy is lost or diluted 

through arduous grant 
application procedures.   

	  
	  

“Dan has a huge amount of enthusiasm 
and optimism. He does that incredibly 
well and really brings people on board 
[whereas] Iʼm very good at managing 
relationships once theyʼre set up, 
keeping people on board, I hope!” (Kate 
Watson) 

I was struck by Mark Leachʼs 
point that there can be much 

more to grants than just 
money. I wonder if the recent 
loss of many grant schemes 

for community energy 
projects has therefore had a 
bigger impact than simply 

reducing funding. 
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Despite this success in winning small grants, further funding was also required, so Dan began to seek 
further sponsorship from a range of local businesses. Each of the financial sponsors was brought on 
board in very different ways. Some, such as global renewable energy consultancy Garrad Hassan 
(based in Bristol) for example, were secured through personal contacts that Dan or Kate already 
knew. Others came on board as much through luck as by design, for example, one of the 
householders signed-up to show her home was also the owner/directoy of Bristol-based renewable 
energy company called Ecocetera who sponsored the event. And still others were recruited through 
cold-calling a range of relevant local businesses. For example, Kellaway Building Supplies – a local 
independent builders merchants – were recommended by one of the householders (Simon Lewis), 
leading Dan to make contact with them. They decided to sponsor the event not because they already 
knew about retrofitting or were already working in it, but because they saw Bristol Green Doors as an 
opportunity to learn about it.  

Eventually, the following 13 organisations agreed to sponsor Bristol Green Doors financially: Garrad 
Hassan; Ecocetera; Kellaway Building Supplies; Positive Enterprise Ltd (local energy assessment 
advisers); Out of Hand Ltd (graphic designers and printers); Mott MacDonald (global engineering and 
development consultants); Footprint Building (a local eco-refurbishment company); Kindle Wood 
Burning Stoves (a local stove manufacturer); Solarsense (local renewable energy specialists); Your  
Power (local sustainable energy experts); and Urbane Sustainable Building (local sustainable building 
specialists).  

In addition to these financial sponsors a wide range of other organisations agreed to become partners 
with Bristol Green Doors by providing other resources such as information leaflets, space to use as 
community hubs, publicity or other help. For the initial weekend, these included:  

• Bristol City Council  
• The Bristol Green Capital Partnership 
• Heritage Open Days (an organisation that arranges annual open days of Britainʼs historic 

buildings, normally in September) 
• The Federation of Master Builders (a building trade association) 
• The Centre for Sustainable Energy (a national sustainable energy charity) 
• Refit West (a consortium of environmental groups promoting eco-retrofits)  
• Transition Bristol (part of the Transition Towns network) 
• The Sustainable Energy Academy (a charity that promotes eco-refurbishment) 
• Easton Energy Group (a local community energy group)  
• EcoJam Bristol (a local green and ethical online network)  
• The Green Register of Construction Professionals (a not-for-profit membership organisation 

providing advice on sustainable building) 
• Coexist (who run Hamilton House) 
• Grand Designs Great British Refurb Campaign (a national campaign for eco-refurbishment) 
• The Create Centre (a local environment centre) 
• Pedal Walla (a local bicycle rickshaw company) 
• Ecomotive (a local social enterprise promoting sustainable lifestyles and communities) 

“Dan spoke to [Kellawayʼs] originally 
and they just said: ʻWell, we donʼt know 
anything about sustainable building and 
all that stuff. But actually, I think itʼs 
something we need to know, and 
maybe by being involved with you that 
will work for us.ʼ So theyʼve been quite 
good supporters.” (Kate Watson)  

The sheer number of partners 
and links Kate and Dan made 
really impresses me. Whilst it 

does make me wonder if 
Bristol is something of a 

special case, it also clearly 
shows that Dan and Kate are 
really good at networking and 
at aligning their interests, aims 
and objectives with those of a 
range of other organisations.  
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• The Energy Saving Trust (a national charitable social enterprise providing advice on carbon 
reduction) 

• Thali Café (a local green and ethical Indian restaurant) 
• Forum for the Future (a national sustainable development charity) 
• Bristol Beer Factory (a local independent brewery) 
• The Architecture Centre (a local organisation promoting a better built environment) 
• Constructing Excellent South West (a regional organisation promoting better construction 

practices) 
• Knowle West Media Centre (a local media arts charity and limited company that supports 

cultural, social and economic regeneration) 
 

Organisational Structure 
As this funding, sponsorship and partnership was initially being secured, both Kate and Dan began to 
think more about the organisational structure of Bristol Green Doors. This was in part prompted by 
sponsors and others asking Dan who they should make cheques out to, but also because Kate, 
drawing on her previous project management skills, had started to think and plan more carefully about 
how the weekend would be run and recognised there would be a need for them to set up their own 
bank account. 

When Kate and Dan initially discussed this Dan suggested they run the organisation through 
Transition Bristol, making use of their already established bank account and organisational structure. 
Kate, however, was unsure about this approach. Not only was she concerned that it would be 
logistically very difficult to run an organisation through another organisations financial processes – for 
example, this might involve frequently requesting someone else to pay invoices – she was also 
concerned about being too closely connected to the Transition Towns network preferring, instead, 
that Bristol Green Doors should be independent.  

Whilst Kate firmly supports the Transition Towns network, and Transition Bristol played an important 
role on the steering group for Bristol Green Doors, she was also keen for Bristol Green Doors to 
retain its independence from Transition. This stemmed in part from her concern that, with its strong 
environmental focus, the Transition movement may alienate those who donʼt already consider 
themselves to be environmentalists. By contrast, she was keen that Bristol Green Doors appealed to 
as wide an audience as possible. 

As a result, Kate and Dan had a discussion, in the hot-desking area of Hamilton House, about what 
sort of organisational structure might be most appropriate. As they were discussing the need to be 
independent from Transition Towns and relative merits of different kinds of social enterprise, they 
were overheard by someone sitting at a nearby table who introduced himself as Tom Beale, and told 
them he was a freelance social enterprise advisor. He asked them if he could offer any help or advice. 
They got chatting with Tom, and variously discussed the advantages and disadvantages of becoming 
a charity, an industrial and provident society, a limited company or a community interest company 
(CIC)  

I was impressed by the fact 
that Kate and Dan simply got 
on with organising the event 
and worried about things like 
organisational structures as 

they went along. Iʼm sure 
others can become paralysed 

by all the detail and never 
quite get to the action. I 

wonder how others could be 
encouraged to be similarly 

action-oriented? 	  
	  

“I think Dan spoke to somebody and 
they just said ʻWell how are you set up 
because, you know, no oneʼs going to 
write out a cheque to Dan 
Weisselburg!” (Kate Watson)  

When I first heard it, bumping 
into a freelance social 
enterprise advisor in a 

canteen struck me as an 
enormous coincidence. But, 
this was about being in the 

right sorts of places and 
surrounded by the right sorts 
of people. Due to the vibrancy 
of Bristolʼs green scene, this 

was perhaps easy to do. 

	  
	  

The benefits of networking are 
often highlighted and are clear 

to see with Bristol Green 
Doors, but the potential pitfalls 
are less discussed. Itʼs hard to 
say whether Kateʼs decision 
not to associate too closely 
with Transition Bristol was 

right or not, but it does show 
the importance of choosing 

partners (and managing your 
image) carefully. 	  
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Following this conversation, Dan and Kate asked around some of their personal networks, discussing 
potentual organisational structures with Ben Ross whoʼd been involved in setting up the Refit West 
project as a CIC, and also to others who theyʼd met through CAT. They decided that a CIC was the 
best structure for them. The reasoning behind this decision was that becoming a charity was too 
onerous, involving appointing a board of trustees and being complex to administer, whereas the CIC 
structure was more flexible, allowing them to pay themselves as a group of directors (if and when 
possible), and simply required identifying some social aims for the organisation and a social 
beneficiary who, in this case, was Transition Bristol.   

The decision to become a CIC led to Dan and Kate appointing themselves as Directors alongside 
three others whoʼd helped them get to this point. Tom Beale whoʼd advised them on organisational 
structure, Ben Ross an ex-CAT student who works as a Senior Sustainability Advisor for Forum for 
the Future and saw mutual benefits in collaborating with Dan and Kate to further the aims of both 
Bristol Green Doors and the Refit West project, and Ele Weeks-Bell who had many years of 
experience in fundraising including working at Sustrans (and now works for Bristol University).  

Ben Ross stresses the strong and highly complementary mix of skills amongst the directors, variously 
including project management, marketing, managing client relationships, sustainable buildings 
expertise and fundraising. Further, he mentioned the importance of having a shared background (with 
Kate and Dan at least) in the CAT masters programme as giving them more credibility. 

Through his own connections into national level debates around the Green Deal and community 
energy, Ben Ross was also able to put Bristol Green Doors in touch with Carbon Leapfrog – a 
business-led charity that helps to arrange pro bono legal, financial, marketing and consultancy 
support for community energy projects. Through this connection, Bristol Green Doors has received 
help with their website, networking and promotion through Paula Owen (their project manager at 
Carbon Leapfrog) as well as accountancy advice from financial firm Grant Thornton and legal advice 
on trade marking and intellectual property from Bird & Bird solicitors. Bristol Green Doors also directly 
approached legal firm Clarke Wilmott who helped them draw up conteact agreements for all of the 
project sponsors.  

Ultimately, the result of these discussions was that Bristol Green Doors was established as a CIC on 
30th June 2010. 

 

“CICʼs are quite nimble. Essentially itʼs 
just a limited company and weʼre limited 
by guarantee rather than share, and all 
you have to do is write in the social 
aims of the organisation and, should 
you wind yourself up or make a surplus 
or a profit, you write in who your social 
beneficiary will be. And, with the CIC, 
as a group of directors you can actually 
pay yourselves.” (Kate Watson)  

The importance of having 
access to a wide range of 
different skill-sets is clear 

here. For Kate and Dan, and 
in Bristol, this seems fairly 

easy to have drawn together, 
but I wonder if other 

community energy groups 
may struggle with this. 

	  
	  

“One thing we did right, and did very 
well…is to get the right sets of skills 
together…Between the directors we 
have very complementary skills and 
sort of different approaches to work and 
stuff like that. So thatʼs actually been 
very good for the organisation I think.” 
(Ben Ross)  

“I think them having done that Masters 
course gave me confidence in them. It 
gave a bit more credibility in my eyes to 
what they were trying to do.” (Ben 
Ross)  
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Niche-regime connections and boundary organisations 

In theories of Strategic Niche Management, radical innovations are said to occur in niches that are 
separate and ʻprotectedʼ from the dominant ʻregimeʼ of mainstream markets, policies, social and 
cultural trends. At the same time, however, and as Bristol Green Doorsʼ work with Carbon Leapfrog 
indicates, niche organisations cannot escape the legal and financial rules and regulations imposed by 
the wider regime. It is here that Carbon Leapfrog plays a vital role as a boundary organisation that 
helps to ʻprotectʼ community energy projects against these demands. Boundary organisations are 
those that sit between two different worlds (in this case the niche and the regime) and can be 
accessed and made use of equally by both. In short, Carbon Leapfrog helps to protect community 
energy projects by translating their niche aims and needs into the conventional financial and legal 
concerns of the mainstream regime. As a boundary organisation, Carbon Leapfrog thus plays a 
crucial role in protecting the community energy niche by allowing radical innovators to get on with 
innovating without having to become too bogged-down by the bureaucracy of the regime.  

Recruiting homes 

To recruit homes for the September weekend, Kate sought actively to learn from other eco-open 
homes events. In particular, she learnt that houses that were isolated and a long way from other 
homes involved in eco-open homes events tended to receive fewer visitors. As a result, Dan and Kate 
jointly decided to organise the houses around particular neighbourhoods.In particular, they felt that 
organising houses into particular neighbourhoods would help visitors to go and see houses that were 
similar to their own, so they could see a real-life example of how they might be able to improve their 
own home as well as encouraging them to walk or cycle between different homes they would be close 
together. This approach led them to try and make use of the pre-existing network of community 
energy groups in Bristol. Here, their thinking was that different community energy groups could each 
take charge of a particular ʻneighbourhood hubʼ. These hubs could then act to point visitors towards 
the different homes in their neighbourhoods whilst also acting to raise the profile of the local 
community energy group. In this respect, the event was based very much on the Artist Open Homes 
events that had been running across different neighbourhoods Bristol for over 20 years. 

The result was that the homes were split into 11 distinct neighbourhoods each with its own 
neighbourhood hub: Westbury-on-Trym, Clifton and Clifton Wood, Redland and Cotham, Bishopston 
and St. Andrews, St. Werburghs, Fishponds and Fenchay, Easton, Montpelier, Totterdown and 
Knowle, BS3 and Long Ashton.  

Within each neighbourhood the aim was then to have a diverse range of different kinds of eco-
refurbishment technologies open and on display during the weekend. Here, there were 14 different 
categories of technology, including: lifestyle, low-energy lighting, draught-proofing, insulation, glazing, 
heating systems, solar photovoltaic (PV), solar thermal, passive solar, recycled and reclaimed 
materials, natural materials, water saving, living roofs, and other. 

“We did use all the reports from the 
other open homes events to try and 
tease out what hadnʼt worked for them, 
why it hadnʼt worked…how we were 
going to do it differently.” (Kate Watson)  

I was impressed by the amount 
of time Kate devoted to learning 
about previous experiences of 

eco-open homes events to help 
improve Bristol Green Doors. 

She had support from the 
Energy Saving Trust to do this 

research, but Iʼm sure other 
community energy groups 

simply donʼt have the resources.  
	  

	  



Bristol Green Doors: An Innovation History 

 11 

To ensure that the homes on display were suitable, each home that wished to open had to meet a 
number of criteria both of its own ʻecoʼ credentials, and those of its owners. For example, as a 
minimum the homes had to have loft and (where appropriate) cavity wall insulation, the owners also 
had to demonstrate that they at least tried to live eco-friendly lifestyles, and the owners also had to 
agree to have their home open for at least two out of the four ʻopenʼ sessions planned for the 
weekend. 

With these plans and criteria in place, Kate and all involved in Bristol Green Doors directors then went 
around as many of the networks they could think of to try and get householders to agree to open up 
for the weekend. This involved going through the networks of Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, the 
Royal Institute of British Architects; the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors; the Bristol Social 
Forum network; the Transition Towns network as well as an email going out to Environment Agency 
staff (which has its headquarters in Bristol). In addition, there was an article in the local newspaper  - 
the Bristol Evening Post – as well as Dan going on local radio. Even despite drawing on all of these 
networks, however, Kate reflects that the majority of homes that opened on the weekend came 
through personal contacts.  

When households expressed initial interest, they then received a letter in the post informing them that 
a member of the Bristol Green Doors team would come and visit them in their home, take some 
photos and ask them some questions about themselves and their home. The information collected on 
these visits would then be used by Bristol Green Doors to produce short case studies about each 
home participating that were to be made available to visitors on the weekend.  

Eventually 52 homes were recruited and all householders were invited to a householders event so 
they could get to know one another and the Bristol Green Doors team. Kate reflected on the 
motivations for householders to participate in this sort of event. In addition to learning more about 
eco-refurbishment, she suggested that a key motivation was to help them feel normal about having 
spent sometimes very large sums of money on refurbishing their homes by connecting them with 
others who had either already done similar things or were interested in doing so. 

Organising the initial weekend 
Alongside securing partners, sponsorship and recruiting households, during the five months of 
preparation before the initial weekend in September 2010, Dan and Kate also thought very carefully 
about the branding and identity of Bristol Green Doors and about the practical logistics of organising a 
city-wide event in which potentially thousands of visitors would be entering 52 eco-refurbished homes 
spread across Bristol.  

Branding and design  

From early on in the process, both Kate and Dan were aware that Bristol Green Doors needed to 
appeal to a wide audience. Aware that Bristol is known for its film, TV and graphic design industry 
they therefore worked hard to ensure that their materials, branding and publicity were completed to a 
very professional standard that would appeal to the media-savvy Bristol audience.  

“We were very clear about 
criteria…they needed to have loft 
insulation and cavity wall insulation 
…as a minimum…and then we had a 
list of 10 behavioural items and we 
asked that they did at least four of 
those…It wasnʼt really difficult, [things 
like] ʻI try to buy local, organic foodʼ, ʻI 
wash my clothes at 30 degrees or 
lowerʼ. So they had this idea that itʼs not 
just about sticking some PV up.” (Kate 
Watson)  

“I think for some of them it is around 
making them feel normal. Because 
theyʼve spent a lot of many doing this 
work, theyʼre seen as a bit weird…why 
would you spend £20,000 on doing wall 
insulation and not buying a nice car or 
going on holiday? …So then they 
suddenly have a whole bunch of people 
coming round, interested in what 
theyʼve done, not thinking itʼs weird, and 
actually get hooked up.” (Kate Watson)  

“When we were starting off we were 
looking at everybody elseʼs stuff and we 
were like ʻoh god, look at the graphics 
on that!...one with really folksy little 
pictures with solar panels on a little 
cottage and a windmill in the 
background.  We were like, ʻlook, we 
live in Bristol…youʼve got a huge 
amount of graphic designers coming 
out of this place…We have to have 
something that is going to appeal.” 
(Kate Watson)  

Bristol Green Doors paid a 
great deal of attention to their 

branding and identity and 
thought very carefully about 

how to communicate with the 
wider public. I wonder how 

successful other community 
energy groups could be, and 
what help they might need to 

communicate beyond the usual 
suspects. 

	  
	  

I found it really interesting how, 
through things like the 

householders event, Bristol 
Green Doors not only 
acknowledged why 
householders were 

participating and supported 
them in this, but also tried to 

build a community of like-
minded people. This is good 

relationship building. 
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To help, with this branding and design, they consulted existing literature and organisations involved in 
sustainability communications, including Futerra and Campaign Strategy. In particular, Futerra had 
recently published a pamphlet called ʻWords that sell: how the public talks about sustainabilityʼ that, 
for example, advised against using language such as energy efficiency, microgeneration, renewable 
energy or low-carbon living. Instead, it suggested using terms like smart appliances, in-house 
generation and independent energy. Futerra had also done research that advised focussing on the 
positive aspects of solutions to issues such as climate change, rather than on the potential negative 
aspects of the problem, and also to focus on making solutions seem personal and relevant to people. 
Similarly, Campaign Strategy made it clear that different people are attracted to initiatives for very 
different reasons and, therefore, that a range of different communications strategies, presenting 
information in a range of different ways could help to attract a wider audience.  

To help develop a recognisable and appealing brand, they commissioned local illustrator Andy 
Council to come up with their logo and he developed the ʻPlanet Bristolʼ graphic which is a globe 
made up of famous buildings and landmarks from across Bristol (see front cover). 

Materials 

Bristol Green Doors consciously applied their learning about communications in the design and 
execution of the various materials produced for the initial weekend. The main materials they produced 
were a website, publicity posters and flyers, city and neighbourhood maps and case studies for each 
of the participating households.  

The website was initially designed by a friend of Danʼs – Ed Mitchell, who is also the web manager for 
the Transition Towns network – and run through free web-hosting service Wordpress.com. As more 
information was gathered from the participating homes, the website was updated with help from a 
digital agency company called Circle Interactive (that had their offices in the Create Centre – one of 
Bristol Green Doorsʼ partners). Circle Interactive converted the site into a Drupal open source website 
that is backed by a substantial database and customer relationship management (CRM) system. 
Circle Interactive undertook this work for free on the basis that the system they were building had 
huge potential to be developed into a future revenue source. For example, the new system, with 
some further work, would be capable of automatically creating case studies about the homes, running 
a booking system for household visits, tracking click-throughs and referrals to other websites and, 
furthermore, the system would be easy to replicate for other organisations and groups. At this stage, 
however, this additional web-development was not needed.  

The maps were produced with help from a friend of Kateʼs, graphic designer Stuart Watkin. In addition 
to an overall city map that gave overview information on Bristol Green Doors itself, the different 
neighbourhood hub locations and the different eco-technologies being displayed in each 
neighbourhood, a further 11 neighbourhood maps were produced. These again provided overview 
information on Bristol Green Doors and also showed the location of each of the open homes in that 
neighbourhood, details of what technologies they were displaying, as well as public transport and 
accessibility information for each home.  

“So image is important, words are 
important, you know. I think in this one 
we do talk about CO2 emissions, but we 
also talk about things like make your 
home warmer, more confortable, nicer 
place to live. So itʼs not all doom and 
gloom, oh my god the worldʼs going to 
end!” (Kate Watson)  

“We had a city map that was based on 
where the hubs were and then we had 
localised maps for each area, which 
had the houses and the hub on for 
those areas.” (Kate Watson)  

I was amazed by how, as well 
as being well-connected with 
Bristolʼs green networks, Kate 

and Dan also managed to 
secure lots of free help and 
support from other sources, 

often through personal 
connections. This shows a real 
skill in identifying opportunities 
in often unusual places and in 

aligning other peopleʼs 
interests with their own.  	  

	  

One of the neighbourhood maps, showing 
the hub (H) and open homes in Easton 
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Finally, each participating home was the subject of a case study. Information for the case studies was 
gathered during the initial home visit and included background information on the home and on the 
decision to undertake the eco-refurbishment, information on what had been done, how much it had 
cost, as well as actual or estimated savings, as well as potential next steps. To help with this, Kate 
enlisted three friends, all of whom happened to be ex-CAT students, to visit the homes and gather the 
necessary data. Applying learning from both Campaign Strategy and a lecture given during the MSc 
AEES course by Dusty Gedge about different learning styles and how different groups of people are 
attracted to different kinds of messages, the household case studies attempted to present information 
in as many different ways as possible, for example through facts and figures, graphical information, 
quotes from the householders, photographs and by presenting the benefits of the eco-refurbishment 
in terms of both money and carbon saved as well as other benefits.  

Preparing these materials, Kate suggests, was one of the more difficult and time-consuming aspects 
of putting on the initial weekend. This was because different households had provided different levels 
of information, with some providing next to nothing and others providing vast amounts. In both cases, 
producing case studies with a consistent level of information across all of the 52 homes and that were 
also interesting to read involved a great deal of analysis and thought. In addition to the help sheʼd 
received in gathering the data from three ex-CAT students, Kate also enlisted help from two further 
volunteers to develop the technical details for the case studies together – Chris Puttick (who had also 
been instrumental in setting up Eason Energy – another local community energy group) and Josh 
Bullard, both of whom work for Mott MacDonald and gave about a week of their time as pro bono 
assistance. 

Logistics and publicity 

At the householders event, Kate was approached by one of the householders, who happened to be 
an ex-Policeman, who asked her what Bristol Green Doors was doing with regards to security and 
insurance. For example, if a householder had an unwanted guest turn up during the weekend, how 
should they cope with that? Similarly, how had issues such as wheelchair access and risk 
assessment been dealt with across the 52 open homes? To address security concerns, Dan had a 
conversation with his local neighbourhood police officer who gave some useful information on the 
rights of the householder and an emergency contact number for householders to call should there be 
an incident at their home. With regards to insurance, under the broader Heritage Open Days scheme 
they were covered by this insurance policy. Finally, with regards to wheelchair access, Kate had to 
find out which of the homes had step-free access already, or could be made accessible without too 
much difficulty.  

To help mitigate potential risks, it was also recommended households were staffed by at least two 
people at any one time. Whilst, in some cases, this was easy to coordinate as people had friends or 
family members who could help them. In other cases, volunteers had to be found who were happy to 
assist. Volunteers were also needed to act as stewards at the neighbourhood hubs. To help recruit 
and manage these volunteers Kate and Dan received help from Gus Hoyt (an ex-CAT colleague and 
now Green Party councillor for Ashley Ward) and Maddy Longhurst (who has a background working 
in not-for-profit organisations promoting social and environmental aims in Bristol) who helped to 

“Some people give you loads of 
information, which is great. Some 
people give you virtually nothing and 
trying to produce something simple and 
interesting from nothing is quite a 
challenge.” (Kate Watson)  

“One of the things we didnʼt do right at 
the beginning was wheelchair 
access…We need to be inclusive, we 
have public money given to us…So we 
had to indicate which homes were 
either totally or partially accessible to 
wheelchairs.” (Kate Watson)  

The sheer number of 
bureaucratic and logistical 
barriers that Bristol Green 

Doors had to negotiate really 
surprised me, and Iʼm sure 
would serve to put lots of 

other groups off trying to do 
similar things. Iʼm sure both 

that better help could be 
provided to community 
groups and that some 

barriers could be removed. 	  
	  

“Our recommendation was that you 
werenʼt in your home on your own. 
Now, if you didnʼt have a family member 
or a friend that could help, we could try 
and get you a volunteer…and we 
needed people to be in the hubs as 
well…That was a task unto itself, 
because volunteers could volunteer at 
certain times but that wasnʼt necessarily 
when the homes where open.” (Kate 
Watson)  
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organise which volunteers needed to be where and when. The volunteers themselves were often 
found through personal networks and other ʻgreenʼ networks in Bristol, with many being friends from 
CAT or staff of the Environment Agency.  

Alongside all of these logistical challenges, Kate and Dan also needed to publicise the event across 
Bristol to ensure that the 52 homes actually received visitors during the weekend. To achieve this, 
alongside the publicity flyers and posters that had been distributed across the city, they managed to 
secure the help of Helen Burley who was at the time doing public relations work for the Green 
Building Council. Whilst she was paid for some of her time, she also donated a lot of time for free. In 
this time she managed to get Bristol Green Doors slots on local radio stations and newspapers as 
well as getting an article about the weekend and a picture of Kate in a wood-fired hot tub in the 
Environment section of the Observer on 5th September 2010, the weekend before the event.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Finally, with all of these hurdles more or less cleared, the final significant logistical challenge was 
distributing the thousands of maps, leaflets and information to the relevant hubs and homes across 
Bristol.  

Before this could be done, however, Dan noticed that one of the key partners – the Create Centre – 
had been missed off the maps. To address this, friends and volunteers were enlisted to help put 
Create Centre stickers on all of the relevant publicity materials, a process that took 2 days. Once this 
was complete, the necessary and relevant information had to be collated before it could be 
distributed. For example, the Energy Saving Trust and Centre for Sustainable Energy had given some 
free leaflets about particular technologies and, to ensure relevance, these were to be distributed to 

“Of course then [Dan] looked at the 
maps, and he was like “Oh, you've 
missed off the Create Centre” and it 
was like that heart-sinking moment 
when something was going to give, 
there we go, that's what's given. So, he 
managed to recruit a load of volunteers, 
and we had a stickering party, for two 
days.” (Kate Watson)  

The amount of work Kate put 
in was amazing, and this must 

have been physically and 
emotionally extremely draining. 
Particularly when Dan went on 

holiday during the summer. 
The emotional stamina 

required to run these sorts of 
events is impressive, so I 
wonder what support and 

encouragement could be made 
available to others.  	  

	  

Coverage in the Observer the weekend before the event 

NUMBER OF BEDROOMS: 

OCCUPANTS:
 
CONSTRUCTION: 

KEY FEATURES:

SPONSORS

HOUSE 
NUMBER

CASE 
STUDY

The home
This house is one of the pilot 

properties on the council’s improved PRC 
(precast reinforced concrete) Woolaway 
repair programme and has been subject  
to a number of improvements as part of 
the scheme. These include repairing the 
concrete frame, cavity !lling, external 
wall insulation and the upgrading of 
windows and have resulted in signi!cant 
improvements to the energy e"ciency of 
the home.

The council will soon begin the 
improvement programme of its own 
stock and there is an opportunity for 
those considering undertaking the 
improvements on their own property, to 
use the council’s appointed contractor 
whilst they are on site in their street.

If you are interested in improving 
your own property and using the 

council’s contractor, you 
will need to register 

your interest as 

soon as possible as, once the contractor 
has completed the phase in your street, 
they will not be able return to do the work 
for private owners.

To support these works, a £1,000 
grant to carry out an essential structural 
engineer’s report and a low cost loan up to 
£15,000.

The story
As part of the pilot scheme, tenant 

Paul, is enthusiastic about the project 
and is proud to be in an energy e"cient, 
comfortable home.

Paul ensures that he does not exploit 
his e"cient home to fuel an ine"cient 
lifestyle. Using standby saver technology 
and additional curtains to combat 
draughts, he makes a conscious e#ort to 
lead an e"cient lifestyle. What changes 
has all this made? Well, Paul shared 
his answer with us “we now only use 4 
radiators out of the 7 in the house, and it’s 
more comfortable”.

 

                                                    3

 
 
Post WW2 semi-detached PRC

Successful pilot home for Bristol City
Council Woolaway PRC retro!t 
programme now available to private
houses

Measures installed Product Disruption Total cost Potential Bene!ts
Concrete Frame Repairs In-house design l  l  l - Structural
Cavity Wall Insulation Platinum eco-bead l  l  l - Potential £135 save / year

External Wall Insulation Stenni l  l  l - 1930kg/CO2 save per year

New Roof Tiling l  l  l - Increased heat retention

Whole House Retro!t Including new windows l * l * l * £16,000 N/A

Costs as quoted by the contracted builder, future quotes may vary            *Level of disruption: * Low   * * Medium   * * * High             For more information, see http://www.bristolgreendoors.org/case-study-explanation-2012        

Post WW2 Semi-Detached. Lawrence Weston.

For more information contact 
Jan Hamilton on (0117) 3533864 

or 

jan.hamilton@bristol.gov.uk

The exterior insulation surrounding one of Paul’s 
windows

SPONSORS

20
12

www.bristolgreendoors.org

One of the household case studies 
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the homes and neighbourhood hubs where those technologies were available to view. In itself, this 
was quite a significant collation challenge. 

This process was only finally complete a few days before the weekend event, giving a short amount 
of time to distribute all of the materials. Enlisting help from friends with cars, and working flat out 
themselves, Dan and Kate spent the last few days before the event driving round Bristol delivering 
boxes of maps, leaflets and information, as well as signs to put up giving people directions to the 
hubs and houses. 

Kate reflects that actually organising all the information and volunteers and then distributing it across 
Bristol was in fact a ʻhuge logisticalʼ challenge. Here, she points to her previous experience working in 
the interior refurbishment industry. This, she suggests gave her good experience of making quick 
decisions whilst juggling lots of time-contingent processes alongside one another. Nonetheless, Kate 
still worked 12-16 hour days for much of the summer, particularly whilst Dan was on holiday, and this 
work was unpaid. In fact, with the weekend costing about £21,000 in total, both Kate and Dan 
temporarily subsidised the event with Kate giving about £1000 and Dan £2000.  

The weekend (11th and 12th September 2010) 
The weekend itself was a significant success. Householders recorded 2500 visits in total with each 
house receiving around 50 visits. Whilst there were one or two issues to sort out, such as volunteers 
that didnʼt turn up or who didnʼt work well together, in general Kate reflects that the weekend ran fairly 
smoothly. Whilst Dan was busy as he opened his own home, Kate spent some of the weekend trying 
to have a visitor experience, travelling between the open homes with a photographer to capture 
photos of the event. 

During the weekend, every open home was equipped with some fairly detailed feedback forms. These 
forms contained a wide range of different questions in an attempt to reflect the various interests of 
different event sponsors and partners. Specifically, the forms contained some questions from the 
Energy Saving Trust, others from the Sustainable Energy Agency, and still others for the 
householders designed by Kate to help develop future events, and which she was also planning to 
use for her MSc thesis as, whilst all of this was ongoing, she was still a student at CAT. The result 
was that feedback on the event was very extensive. Dan, with help from some of the volunteers, 
pulled together some of the feedback which revealed several areas in which the weekend might have 
been improved.  

“We've got 52 houses, we've got 
photocopies of case studies of each 
house to go in a box; we've got loads of 
sponsors and partners information…so 
that had to go in appropriately, 
depending on what technologies were 
on show.…and then all manner of bits 
and pieces, balloons for indicating 
where the houses were open, signs to 
say “This way”... We had to get that 
round 52 homes across the city. Some 
people didnʼt get them till 6:30 the night 
before they were opening, you know, it 
really was down to the wire.” (Kate 
Watson)  

A note to visitors at one of the open homes 
during the first weekend 
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Most notably, the feedback forms suggested that people had disliked the number of maps that had 
been produced. Not only did they feel this was a waste of paper – even though Kate had chosen to 
have the maps printed on Forest Stewardship Council accredited recycled paper – but it also made it 
challenging to actually locate homes. Not only did visitors need an overall city map to see what was 
on offer in each of the 11 city neighbourhoods, they then needed a further map for each of the 
neighbourhoods they wished to view open homes in.  

In addition, the feedback suggested that the neighbourhood hubs hadnʼt worked so well because 
rather than take a detour via a hub visitors preferred to go straight to the open homes themselves. 
Furthermore, the neighbourhood hubs didnʼt work so well because visitors werenʼt necessarily so 
concerned to see a house that was similar to their own (which had been the rationale for organising 
the homes by neighbourhood), but rather had a wide range of different reasons for visiting different 
homes. In many cases visitors fed-back that they wished to see a particular technology and ask 
questions about it. In other cases, they simply wanted to look inside a house as theyʼd seen it being 
renovated and wanted to see the results. In short, people were more interested in the houses 
themselves and what they were showing, than in whether or not these houses were similar to their 
own, meaning that the hubs hadnʼt worked as well as had been hoped. 

Whilst the feedback was extremely valuable and helped significantly to improve subsequent events, 
Kate did also reflect that it can be hard to accept feedback in a constructive manner and not take it 
personally, especially after months of hard work without any financial reward. Here, she reflects that 
to some extent, Bristol Green Doors may have been a victim of its own success. By adopting such a 

Underlying Bristol Green Doors 
story was a constant sense of 
learning, and in lots of different 
ways. From conducting initial 
research on other groups, to 

receiving detailed feedback to 
simply learning-by-doing. 

Bristol Green Doors seems to 
have been very conscious and 

strategic about this learning 
process,  

	  
	  

“It was just too many maps. If you 
wanted to go to four different 
neighbourhood areas, you had to get 
four neighbourhood maps. So it didn't 
work and there was quite a lot of 
criticism of us, about the amount of 
paper we used in the process…What 
people really wanted to do is to plan 
their route for the weekend, or for the 
day. So they wanted one map.” (Kate 
Watson)  

“People didnʼt want to go to the 
hub…they just wanted to go to the 
houses…They're interested in things 
because they want to see a solar PV 
[or] a ground source heat pump [or 
because] they've seen that house…and 
they're just nosey about going to see 
that one…They don't necessarily want 
to see the same house as the one they 
live in.” (Kate Watson)  

“When our visitor feedback forms came 
back, some of the comments on them 
were a bit disheartening, you know. 
Having spent 2½ months working my 
backside off, not earning any money 
and not having a social life, and then 
youʼve got people going ʻwell you could 
have done this, you could have done 
thatʼ …youʼre sitting there going, ʻI 
mustnʼt take this personallyʼ.” (Kate 
Watson)  

A green roof on display during the first weekend 
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professional approach and having such strong branding, communications and publicity they may 
have given the impression of being a larger organisation that was backed by more resources than 
was in fact the case. By contrast, had they spent less time on their branding and identity they may not 
have raised visitor expectations to the same extent. 

Following the initial weekend, the Energy Saving Trust hired both Kate and Dan as consultants to 
help them draw together a report on eco-open homes events, as well as some short advice videos 
(for event organisers, trades-people and for householders).  

Intermediation 
Theories of Strategic Niche Management highlight the important roles played by ʻintermediariesʼ in 
helping local innovations to diffuse. Intermediaries, the theory suggests, look across a wide range of 
different local instances of innovation and attempt to identify and draw together common sets of 
experiences as well as identifying potential solutions to common problems. In the case of Bristol 
Green Doors, the Energy Saving Trust conducted this intermediary work very proactively by funding 
the initial event and explicitly requiring that feedback was collected and that this was fed-back into 
subsequent research about eco-open homes events. Although the eventual outcomes of this 
intermediary work are not yet clear, the fact that this research has been conducted and that common 
experiences and learning has been shared more widely offers real potential for subsequent eco-open 
homes events to realise more success more quickly as they can learn from the mistakes of others.  

Carrying on: events in 2011 
Based on the feedback from the initial weekend, Kate and Dan planned to do two smaller technology-
focussed events in early 2011. Drawing directly on the feedback, these would focus on the 
technologies visitors were most interested in and resulted in an event focussed solely on insulation – 
the Insulation Celebration – on 20th March 2011, and an event focussed solely on solar energy – 
Solar Saturday – designed to be run during Bristolʼs ʻGood Living Weekʼ on June 10th 2011. In 
addition to these smaller events, Dan and Kate planned to run another full-size city-wide event in 
September 2011 to coincide with Bristolʼs Big Green Week. 

Before these events, in January 2011, Kate elected to take January off from Bristol Green Doors in 
order to concentrate on developing her MSc thesis. She returned in February and March, however, to 
help organise the insulation and solar events. 

Partly learning from the difficulties involved in putting on the initial weekend, both the insulation and 
solar events were run at a much smaller scale, involving just 8 and 12 homes respectively and, in 
most cases these houses had also been involved in the initial weekend meaning that case studies 
simply needed updating. Further, rather than running the days as ʻopenʼ events in which visitors were 
free to come and go and browse the homes at their leisure, these events were bookable, with visitors 
booking in advance to specify which house they wanted to visit at a designated time during the day. 
Not only did this make the event much easier to organise, it also ensured that the homeowners could 

In summer 2012 the Energy 
Saving Trust had not yet made 
these videos available, nor had 
Kate received feedback on her 
input. The Energy Saving Trust 

did publish a report on eco-open 
homes events in March 2011 
but it is currently too early to 

judge its impact on subsequent 
events.  

	  
	  

“We decided to put on two smaller 
events [in 2011], so we did an insulation 
event in March…and then we did a 
solar event to coincide with Bristolʼs 
[Good Living] Week, [in June] …They 
were much smaller, we had 8 homes for 
the insulation event and we had 12 
homes for the solar event and it was 
bookable, so it wasn't an open homes 
event.” (Kate Watson)  

Successful energy saving 
open homes events
An organisers guide

The Energy Saving Trustʼs guide to eco-
open homes events 
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prepare tours for visitors who would attend in groups of up to 6-12 at pre-set times. The booking 
system itself was enabled by the customer relationship management system that had been previously 
built-in to the website by Circle Interactive and, although Kate had to do a bit of juggling appointments 
after people tried to change their bookings, in the main the events ran smoothly.  

Whilst on a significantly smaller scale than the initial weekend, these events still offered a variety of 
different housing and material/technology types, allowed visitors to ask questions of homeowners 
and, in the case of the Solar event, to meet some solar technology manufacturers. As a result, a large 
portion of the designated visiting times were fully booked for both events. 

Between these two events Dan became ill and was forced to take some time off. At the same time, 
however, Kate was busy moving house, organising the solar event in June, and trying to complete her 
MSc thesis. As a result, whilst she was able to take charge and make sure the solar event stayed on 
and ran fairly smoothly – although Kate does reflect that not having Dan involved so closely meant 
the marketing wasnʼt as successful as it might have been - she suggested that they cancel the big 
event planned for September 2011. 

Emotional stamina 
Innovation theories highlight the wide range of resources and skills that innovators require to be 
successful and to see their ideas diffuse more widely. They also place emphasis on the kinds of 
rational experimentation and learning processes that innovators often need to go through to ensure 
that their innovations work across different contexts. At the same time, however, these theories tend 
to downplay the emotional and affective aspects of the innovation process. The Bristol Green Doors 
story clearly emphasises the immense emotional stamina required to keep going with community 
energy projects, especially when times are difficult. Such challenges seem particularly acute in the 
community sector because so much work is undertaken voluntarily and therefore alongside the other 
pressing concerns of everyday life.  

Initially, the other directors resisted Kateʼs suggestion to cancel the event. Instead they suggested 
recruiting a new project manager to run the event. Kate, however, was resistant to this suggestion as 
whoever the new person would be, he or she would need to be constantly talking either to Dan – who 
was supposed to be taking time off – or to her – whilst she was supposed to be finishing her MSc 
thesis – because all of the relevant information for the event was in their heads or on their computers. 
Eventually the rest of the directors agreed that cancelling the event was the best course of action so 
meetings with the sponsors – and particularly the City Council that had remained as a major sponsor 
following the success of the initial weekend – were arranged. Fortunately, the Council and other 
sponsors were understanding and because in many cases theyʼd signed year-long contracts which 
didnʼt expire until the end of the tax year on 31st March 2012, it was actually fairly straightforward to 
postpone the event until March 2012.  

Dan becoming ill shows the 
potential fragility of many 

community energy projects. 
Fortunately, Bristol Green Doors 

were able to cope with it 
because they had a strong team 
of directors and understanding 

sponsors. This shows the 
importance being resilient and 
not relying too much on one 

person. 
	  

	  

Throughout this story I was 
constantly impressed by the 
amazing things Bristol Green 
Doors achieved. As such, I 

was even more impressed at 
Kateʼs ability to recognise her 

own limits and preparedness to 
postpone the second weekend. 
Flexibility seems really crucial 

here. 

	  
	  

“We've got an event to deliver in a 
month and then we've got a full event to 
deliver in another 3 months…and I've 
got an MSc project to hand in at the end 
of July. I'm moving tomorrow, I haven't 
done anything on my MSc project for 3 
weeks…I woke up in the middle of the 
night and I sent this long text through to 
someone just going ʻI think we should 
cancel the September event!ʼ” (Kate 
Watson)  

“We had a year contact running from 1st 
April [2011] to the end of March 
[2012]...so we could do it in the same 
year. The [sponsors] werenʼt too 
worried. We had to allocate various 
people to speak to various partners and 
sponsors but actually all of our 
sponsors were fine.” (Kate Watson)  
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The planned September 2011 event was therefore cancelled allowing Dan to take time off and Kate to 
complete her dissertation which was eventually entitled ʻEco Open-homers: who are they and why do 
they retrofit?ʼ  

The second weekend (17th-18th March 2012) 
Although the second weekend was postponed until March 2012, this did not mean there was a hiatus 
of activity for Bristol Green Doors. Indeed, in December 2011 Bristol Green Doors put together an 
application for a Local Energy Assessment Fund (LEAF) grant that was being run by the Department 
for Energy and Climate Change (DECC). This fund aimed to promote understanding of local energy 
efficiency and renewable energy generation issues and, from a £10m fund, it was expected that 
projects would receive an average of £50,000 each.  

Kate and Dan looked carefully at the criteria for LEAF projects and noticed that one was around 
exemplar buildings. At the same time, however, they recognised they were unlikely to receive funding 
to carry on doing what they were already doing. As such, they decided to move away from simply 
opening homes and allowing people to learn about what others had already done, and instead to 
propose a practical intervention in which theyʼd install solid wall insulation on four neighbouring 
privately-owned terrace homes in Bristol. The rationale for this being that, to meet government 
targets, a roughly ten-fold increase in the amount of solid wall insulation installations is going to be 
required. Such an increase, Kate suggests, demands moving beyond a one-home-at-a-time approach 
and thinking instead about street-by-street or neighbourhood-by-neighbourhood retrofitting. As such, 
their proposal, which was granted funding, sought to examine the challenges involved in coordinating 
a group of neighbours to have their their homes retrofitted with solid wall insulation at the same time. 
As part of the project, which had to be complete by the end of March 2012, the proposal also said the 
homes would be open to the public during at the second Bristol Green Doors weekend. 

The result of winning the LEAF funding was that Kate stepped away from the March event. Here, she 
was able to draw on her previous experience of working in the interior refurbishment industry, whilst 
she left the organisation of the March weekend to Dan and the rest of the Bristol Green Doors team. 
Due to Kateʼs lack of involvement, the team of directors elected to appoint a project manager – Chris 
Johnson - and a volunteers coordinator – Gail Francombe - both of whom they were able to pay from 
the sponsorship money. Once appointed, Kate and Dan essentially handed Chris the organisational 
templates and processes they had worked with for the first weekend in 2010 and let him apply it and 
improve it where he felt necessary.  

With an initial target of 50 homes for the March event, due to some drop-outs, it ended up that 42 
homes were involved. Of these, 20 had been involved in previous Bristol Green Doors events 
meaning that case studies simply needed updating rather than starting from scratch. As such, only 
around 20 new case studies needed to be produced. Furthermore, they manage to recruit an intern  - 
Stuart Gray - from the University of the West of England, Bristol for a work placement and he was 
able to spend 6-8 weeks producing the new case studies. 

I was struck by how much easier 
it seemed for Bristol Green 

Doors to put on their second 
weekend. This is testament to 
the amount of work they put in 

first time round and how 
organised they were, and also 

shows the importance and value 
of learning-by-doing. 

	  
	  

Bristol Green Doors were really 
good at aligning their aims and 
interests with those of others. 

Even if this meant adapting their 
agenda slightly, such as to win 

LEAF funding. Pragmatism 
seems really important for 
community energy groups. 

	  
	  

“The LEAF funding came up at the 
beginning of December [2011]. We had 
a look at the criteria and it was around 
micro-renewables, energy efficiency, 
solid wall insulation and exemplar 
homes. We were already doing 
exemplar homes so they werenʼt going 
to give us any more for doing an 
exemplar open home event. So how do 
we get money in to do something else?” 
(Kate Watson)  

“We took on an event manager and I 
handed the programme over and said 
well, just basically you need to kind of 
apply this…Weʼd done a lot of thinking 
from the results weʼd got from previous 
events, about things we needed to do 
better, when we needed to get 
information out, marketing, all that sort 
of stuff. So weʼd done a lot of that work 
and then to get a fresh pair of eyes 
coming in was great.” (Kate Watson)  

“We ended up getting 42 homes…now 
20 of those were homes that had been 
involved before. So we needed to see 
whether theyʼd done anything since 
theyʼd been involved before and 
update, but apart from that we had all 
the information on them, so actually 
weʼre only going to see 20 [new] 
homes.” (Kate Watson)  
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A few other improvements were made to the design of the March event, such as having only one 
opening slot each day, from 12 noon until 6pm, rather than separate morning and afternoon slots. 
This made it easier to coordinate volunteers and to communicate opening times to visitors. Overall, 
Kate reflects that it was easier to put the second main weekend on because a lot of the initial ground 
work had already been done and relationships established in preparing for the previous events.  

Learning-by-doing 

Strategic niche management theories emphasise the importance of experimentation, learning-by-
doing and continual improvement in maximizing the potential of new innovations. The relative ease 
with which Bristol Green Doors put on their second weekend bears out the importance of such 
learning-by-doing. At the same time, however, this learning-by-doing did not ʻjust happenʼ, but rather 
had to be consciously pursued by Bristol Green Doors. By conducting research into others, engaging 
with the Energy Saving Trust, and designing and analysing in-depth feedback on the initial weekend, 
Bristol Green Doors actually put a great deal of effort into learning-by-doing. In short, learning-by-
doing has to be actively done, and this takes time, resources, persistence, as well as the emotional 
strength to cope with criticism and to enact changes.  

The weekend itself was again a success, with almost 2000 visits to the 42 open homes. In total, the 
event cost roughly £30,000 which allowed the project manager, volunteers coordinator and Dan to 
received some payment.  

Mentoring and going forwards 
Building on their learning from the events they have run so far, both Kate and Dan have been actively 
engaged in mentoring and helping other community groups around the UK to develop their own eco-
open homes events. To date, alongside their work for the Energy Saving Trust, they have helped 
Bath Homes Fit for the Future (now rebranded as Bath Green Homes), Transition Solihull, Transition 
Town Shrewsbury, Cambridge Carbon Footprint as well as groups in the New Forest and County 
Leitrim (Ireland). Alongside this mentoring activity, Bristol Green Doors are also involved in 
discussions with the Energy Saving Trust, DECC and the Sustainable Energy Academy about setting 
up some kind of eco-open homes network that could help other groups to set up and thus help to 
achieve ambitious Government targets for retrofitting.   

In addition to providing assistance with practical issues like publicity and writing press releases, 
creating case studies and general logistics, developing this mentoring activity has enabled Kate to 
reflect on what she sees as the key challenges of putting on eco-open homes events and these are 
the issues she gets other groups to consider when running mentoring workshops with them. The key 
issues she highlights are the need for other groups to have realistic ambitions especially with regards 
to timescales and the number of homes they wish to open; the challenges of managing volunteers 
and how these might be overcome; the need to think very carefully about organisational structure and 
budget (for example whether it is a one-off event or something longer-term); the different aims and 
agendas of the organisers themselves (such as whether the event is principally about tackling climate 

“It was a lot easier this time round 
because we had a lot in place already 
and it wasnʼt as much work.” (Kate 
Watson)  

“We paid somebody to do my job, [for 
the 2012 events in March]…and we had 
some money from the Community 
Challenge Fund round 2 or 3, 
specifically to pay for a volunteers 
coordinator, so we had someone there, 
and we paid Dan a small stipend for the 
work that he'd put in. Nothing really 
compared to what the amount of time 
and energy.” (Kate Watson)  

“What we try and do is say: this is why 
weʼve done it, this is what worked for 
us, this is why it worked for us, but you 
need to put this within the context of 
your community, what works for that 
and also what you as a group can 
deliver.” (Kate Watson)   
 
 

A single map for the March 2012 weekend 



Bristol Green Doors: An Innovation History 

 21 

change, saving people money, or installing new energy saving technologies); and also the need for 
each event to be appropriate to its own local context.  

Mentoring, replication and context 

By mentoring other eco-open homes events, Bristol Green Doors has actively sought to share its 
experiences and help others learn from them. In so doing it has helped to diffuse eco-open homes 
events more widely by essentially replicating itself in new places. The early attempts to develop a 
network of eco-open homes events also evidence a desire to cooperate and share experiences in a 
manner that seems likely to significantly boost the potential for further diffusion. At the same time, 
however, one of the key lessons that Bristol Green Doors stress in their mentoring programmes is the 
need to make each eco-open homes event appropriate to its own context. Even though various 
problems and challenges might be shared across contexts, and even though common models and 
approaches might be identifiable, making these work in different places is far from straightforward. 
Replication always requires important on-the-ground effort to contextualise innovations and make 
them work in new settings. In turn, this requires on-the-ground resources and skills that may not be 
available everywhere.  

Whilst this mentoring activity is developing, however, and Kate and Dan are advising others on how 
to develop their own events, following the March 2012 event Bristol Green Doors itself has arrived at 
a difficult juncture. For Kate, after almost two years of work on Bristol Green Doors for very little pay, 
she suggests she needs to find a new source of income and that whilst sheʼd love to carry on doing 
Bristol Green Doors, for this to happen it would need to become a self-sustaining organisation able to 
pay her properly.  

A number of ideas and avenues to further develop the organisation have or are already being 
explored. In particular, one potential source of revenue would be through developing the website. 
Here, because of the advanced database and customer relationship management the website is 
based on, there is a possibility of enabling easy replication that could help other event organisers use 
a similar system. Further, there is the possibility that with some further development the site could 
automatically create case studies of households which would save a good deal of the labour involved 
in putting on open homes events. Finally, a third potential avenue is to utilise the statistics and 
analytics on click-throughs (i.e. when a visitor to the website clicks on a link) that the website already 
stores to begin charging for referrals. For example if Bristol Green Doorsʼ website directs visitors 
towards particular suppliers of insulation or solar panels they might be able to claim some kind of 
finders-fee or commission on subsequent purchases.  

At present, however, these are all simply ideas and, indeed, an initial cost estimate for the kind of 
web-development work that would be required suggested it would be in the region of £55,000 which is 
currently too expensive. Kate also recognises that the third idea, of generating revenue through click-
throughs and referrals, is potentially very risky as it could compromise the organisationsʼ impartiality.  
Furthermore, Kate questions whether or not she or the other directors actually possess the necessary 
skills required to develop Bristol Green Doors into a successful and long-term business. As such, 

“I would really like to do Bristol Green 
Doors. To try and get this to be an 
organisation that goes forwards, thatʼs 
self-sustaining, that I can do. But I 
cannot do any more for no money. At 
the end of July I donʼt know what Iʼm 
going to be living off.” (Kate Watson)  

“[Developing click-throughʼs and 
referralsʼ is a business development 
issue. Iʼve never run a proper business 
before…Thereʼs five directors with a 
huge knowledge-base and skill-set, but 
what weʼre finding now is there are 
some quite gaping holes in our skill set 
when it comes to running a sustainable 
business.” (Kate Watson)   
 
 

Although typically seen as 
distinct from one another, Kate 

made the point that the 
community sector actually does 
a great deal of work to underpin 
and support the private sector. 
Bristol Green Doors is a prime 

example of this. It seems critical 
that this is better recognised and 
that community groups get the 

rewards they deserve.  
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Bristol Green Doors currently finds itself in a tricky position of trying to work out exactly what its 
longer-term path should be.  

For the time being, however, Bristol Green Doors has received some further funding to develop their 
mentoring activity through the EU-funded ʻReady for Retrofitʼ scheme run by Regen South West and 
the Energy Saving Trust. This will help to further develop their mentoring programme and increase 
activity on energy saving open homes across South West England. They are also pursuing something 
similar in the West of England as part of the West of England Collegesʼ Regional Growth Fund to 
improve ʻgreen skillsʼ training, apprenticeships and jobs for those working in associated industries. 
Further still, with the recent launch of the DECCʼs Green Deal (designed to promote and help fund 
retrofits), they are trying to develop a programme to showcase ʻGreen Dealedʼ homes and promote 
the policy more widely to encourage greater uptake. For the time being therefore, Kate has been able 
to stay on to manage these projects as Bristol Green Doors continues to evolve. 

 

Sustainable enterprise 
Theories of strategic niche management have typically been developed through research on product 
development in a market or business context. In this setting, the goal of innovation is clear from the 
outset – to become market ready and ultimately to generate profit. By contrast, community energy 
innovations emerge in the community or third sector and their aims and goals are not always (or even 
often) about profit-generation. As the Bristol Green Doors example shows, becoming a business 
demands a qualitative shift in aims and activities and this potentially risks undermining much of the 
informal work in building up networks and trust that has been the basis of their success to date. In 
turn, becoming a successful and long-term enterprise may demand fundamentally different skills from 
those necessary to succeed in the community sector. To understand grassroots innovations, 
therefore, strategic niche management theory may need to be adapted to better account for situations 
in which the aims, objectives, approaches and contexts of operation for innovations are dynamic 
rather than stable. 

 

“[Weʼre at a fairly uncomfortable 
juncture at the moment. One of the 
other directors has said ʻwhat is this, a 
little community organisation or is it a 
self-sustaining business?ʼ Thatʼs a very 
pertinent question. We might not know 
until we try to make it a self-sustaining 
business that itʼs actually not.” (Kate 
Watson)   
 
 


