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Abstract: In addition to formalized leadership roles within organizations, leadership can also influ-
ence members through informal channels. This work argues that multifamily residential buildings
can be viewed as organizations and, as such, explores the influence that informal leaders can wield
in shaping culture around the motivation for conserving energy. This work draws on qualitative
fieldwork conducted in a Brooklyn cooperative building. Findings indicate that the study building
benefitted from the leadership of a long-standing board member, which contributed to the imple-
mentation of a number of energy efficiency initiatives. Interestingly, this leadership also led to a
culture of cost efficiency over environmental concern as the motivating force behind these initiatives.
This narrative was well disseminated, with most residents reporting that the building does not have
a culture of conservation, despite a strong energy efficiency leaning. Thus, this work posits that
leadership can greatly shape perception and culture around energy but can also be leveraged to craft
a more environmentally-motivated conservation culture. It also argues that leadership can be com-
plementary to decentralized organizational structures, and that creative mechanisms in residential
buildings can capitalize on both, allowing members at all levels of the organization more influence in
shaping the building’s culture.

Keywords: residential buildings; energy efficiency; leadership; behavior; organizational culture

1. Introduction

Organizations can be viewed as an important scale of analysis for understanding and
ultimately reducing energy use [1,2]. Leadership in traditional organizations is typically
formalized through roles such as manager or supervisor. These structured positions are
important; indeed, strong leaders play a key part in shaping outcomes and influencing
behavior in organizations [3–7]. However, leadership need not always be through formal
pathways; it can also be informal and ad-hoc, influencing outcomes through non-traditional
organizational mechanisms and non-traditional organizations. For example, this work
argues that residential multifamily buildings in urban areas can function as organizations
and have similar characteristics and operational structures [2]. This lens taps into the social
component of residential buildings, and acknowledges a possible network of influence
among various actors within the building [8–11]. To that end, some buildings may have
residents that embrace an informal role as a leader within the building, and this can
have significant influence on culture, perception, and social norms among residents. Ad-
hoc leaders in buildings may make use of non-traditional mechanisms of influence. In
particular, social norms and culture in the building may be shaped by informal conversation,
interactions, and narratives.

This work seeks to better understand the role that leadership can play in shaping
organizational culture surrounding energy conservation in buildings. It draws on quali-
tative fieldwork conducted in a small New York City cooperative building in early 2015,
including a survey of residents and in-depth interviews with cooperative board members.
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In particular, this research attempts to understand the culture and perception surround-
ing energy and environmental initiatives in the building, the role leadership has had in
shaping this culture, and, finally, the effectiveness of the mechanisms used for influencing
perception. It also seeks to understand the role of the building’s organizational structure in
supporting or hindering the ability of a leader to influence a culture of energy conservation
in the building.

This research contributes to existing work by offering new contributions to organi-
zational research by framing the building as the organization, and by exploring energy
outcomes through this lens. Some researchers [2,9,12] are bringing an organizational frame-
work to the study of energy in buildings, but this approach is still new, and more work
is needed.

1.1. Leadership and Organizational Culture

Influential residents in multifamily buildings who take on roles as “peer leaders”
may exhibit characteristics that help engage moral and ethical aspects of decision making,
key characteristics of strong leaders in the pro-environmental sphere [13,14]. Leadership
plays an important role in shifting behavior in groups and organizations [3,7]. Impor-
tantly, positions of informal leadership may create compelling narratives of environmental
responsibility around energy conservation.

In public policy research it is known that narratives are a widely used tool to bolster
legitimacy on issues and set the agenda for policymaking [15]. This lens can be extended
to organizations. Broadly, narratives make use of language to convey facts and shape
understanding, opinion and perception [15,16]. In organizations specifically, which is the
lens used here, organizational leaders make use of language and narratives to shape the
organizational view of problems and projects, and these narratives impact project outcomes
and the ways in which members tackle issues [17]. These authors note the importance of
language in shaping reality, especially when situations in organizations are uncertain or
ambiguous. Narratives used by leaders tend to be more influential and successful when
the individual has organizational legitimacy [18]. Leaders will likely be perceived as more
legitimate “messengers” than non-leaders.

Buildings offer an interesting site to convey message and meaning around energy
efficiency. When the organizational unit is a residential building, the types of interaction
between organizational members are quite different than they would be in a traditional
organization (e.g., an office). Individual members (residents) interact in informal, casual
and more intimate ways. Culture and social norms are conveyed in hallways, elevators,
lobbies, shared recreational space, and roof gardens. These settings differ from the typical
office space, and the interactions differ from the typical boss-subordinate role. In particular,
they offer opportunities for less formal, somewhat incomplete, and “unrehearsed” culture
sharing and narratives. Such incomplete narratives could be a good way to assess the
diffusion of new and unestablished practices and programs [19].

1.2. The Importance of Building Type

The type of building is likely to play a role in the effectiveness of an informal leader’s
influence. For example, influence is likely to be more effective in buildings that are owner-
occupied, and in particular those that rely on a collective ownership structure, such as a
cooperative, where all residents are responsible for capital improvements and building
maintenance over time. In addition, these owner-occupied buildings have more interaction
among residents and more shared decision-making and governance.

Owner-occupied urban housing units in multifamily buildings have historically been
(and continue to be) particularly popular in New York City [20–22]. Condominiums and
cooperatives share many characteristics of governance and legal structure, but cooperatives
are a unique and distinct form of ownership, and pre-date condominiums in the United
States [21–23]. New York City is the only metropolitan area in the U.S. where cooperatives
exceed condominium units [22]. As Low [20] reports, over 80% of all U.S. co-ops are
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located in New York City. Cooperative buildings are legally structured as corporations and
governed by a board comprised of residents and owners, with governance conferred based
on shares owned [21–23]. Although condominiums also have a board governance system
to manage building finances and common area repairs and maintenance, cooperatives
typically have more legal power and responsibility because they collectively own the entire
building, not just common areas [21–23].

Cooperatives can also be distinguished from condominiums by their buyer selection
and acceptance process, in which the board serves a strong role as “gatekeeper.” In co-
operative buildings, all sales and purchases must undergo approval by the board and all
potential buyers and incoming residents must undergo thorough financial, professional,
and personal checks. Although legally cooperatives cannot discriminate against qualified
buyers based on any non-financial characteristics, Low et al. [21] explain that cooperative
boards need not ever provide any explanation for reasons for rejection of a potential buyer.
Thus, cooperative buildings are much more tightly controlled and “exclusive” residential
structures, and there is a good amount of self-selection that occurs with the decision to
locate in a cooperative.

1.3. Social Norms for Energy Efficiency

Individuals rarely make decisions to engage in pro-environmental behavior for purely
altruistic reasons. Instead, influencing factors include cost savings, physical or psychologi-
cal comfort, habits, and/or social norms [24,25]. Parsing these motivations is a complex
undertaking. Some measure of social norm is included by various researchers in theoretical
frameworks for decision-making and pro-environmental behavior [26–30]. Social norms
can be defined as an influence of one’s peer group on behavior and action, and such
norms can be assessed in a variety of ways, including measures of perceived peer expecta-
tions, perceptions of socially acceptable behaviors, and responses to feedback mechanisms
about behavior.

Energy efficiency researchers [3,31,32] have reported success with conservation mea-
sures that induce such norms by creating mechanisms for households to compare their
behavior to neighbors, and in recycling research outside of the U.S. some success has been
reported with residential feedback measures [33]. Evidence from the energy industry indi-
cates that inclusion of a notification in monthly energy bills comparing a resident’s electric-
ity consumption to that of his/her neighbors was effective in lowering energy consumption
3–5% [31,32]. Importantly, competition has been found to induce more sustainable actions
even in individuals who are less concerned with environmental problems [34].

Given the knowledge about the success of norms in influencing behavior, leaders can
leverage norms to shape outcomes and culture surrounding energy efficiency.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Analytical Approach

The overarching methodology for this work is a qualitative case study. The goal of
this analysis is to provide a more in-depth understanding of the types of energy efficiency
initiatives the building has undertaken, the motivations for undertaking them, and opinions
and culture surrounding them. In addition, an aim of this work is to provide context about
the organizational structure of the building. In particular, this work explores the role of
key leader(s) in the building, and the impact these individuals may have had on culture
and perceptions among others. This will be explored using a combination of survey and
interview data.

Because only a single building is analyzed as a case study, results are triangulated
between a survey and in-depth interviews, with the goal of connecting similar themes
and looking for contextual clues and nuance in responses. Although surveys are typically
quantitative in nature, the small sample size and single-building research site presented
here lend themselves to purely descriptive and qualitative results; no statistical analysis
is feasible in this work. To that end, triangulation is very important, as it helps to con-
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firm findings. The interviews were coded for important language and themes and then
connected to relevant theory and other empirical evidence in the field.

Additionally, given the single case and site studied here, findings should not be
generalized to all cooperative buildings, or even owner-occupied units more broadly [35,36].
More data and research are needed before replicability can be determined. However, case
study methodology is an important part of qualitative research that can offer valuable
insights to the unique and situational context of the case at hand [35–37]. It was the opinion
of the author that this particular case and building (which was part of a larger study) was
unique and merited closer study.

2.2. Site and Site Selection

The site for this research is a small cooperative building located in the Prospect Heights
neighborhood in the borough of Brooklyn in New York City. The property was built in
1909 and is a pre-war brick-exterior multi-family walk-up building with 16 residential
units and 4 floors. The building contains a mix of two- and three-bedroom units. The
property is approximately 13,000 SF and also contains a shared basement facility with
laundry and storage, and a shared backyard with outdoor amenities such as a grill, seating,
and children’s toys. The building does not have a centralized ventilation system for heating
and cooling; heat is provided by natural gas (after a switch from oil approximately 6 years
ago), and residents rely on window air conditioners during summer months. The property
converted from a rental to a cooperative building in 1988. To protect resident privacy, the
address of the building and some identifying details have been anonymized.

The selection of this single-case building was derived from snowball sampling in
order to derive a sample of 10 buildings for a larger research study. Of the ten buildings,
this was the only cooperative building. The ten buildings were selected in part due to site
access and the willingness of the building community to participate in this research. Given
the difficulty with gaining access to private residential properties in New York City, and
the role of gatekeeper played by the building manager and/or concierge, availability of
access was a key driver in the overall sample selection and the use of this building as a site
for research [36].

2.3. Methodology

A survey was conducted building-wide during February 2015 via an online website
link that was circulated to residents by a board member on their online Google message
board portal (so as to ensure that all resident emails remained private during this data
collection process). The survey consisted of three parts and a total of 21 questions; it
took approximately 5–10 min to complete. The survey remained open for a three-week
period. All adult residents of the cooperative building (24 individuals) were invited to take
the survey (even those from the same household), and 12 responses were received (50%).
Residents were offered the chance to enter a drawing for one $50 Amazon gift card for
completing the survey in full by entering their email address on the last page of the survey
(which was not connected to individual survey responses).

The survey was developed in two key ways: (1) First, overarching research questions
that were identified for the larger research study of which this was a part pointed to the
need to further analyze owner-occupied properties in general and cooperative buildings
in particular, with leadership and organizational structure providing key insights. This
led to careful crafting of survey questions around these themes. (2) The question wording
and development was informed by well-cited social science and survey research, both
methodological and empirical, including [35,36,38], and [30,39]. For example, the section
of the survey that assessed residents’ level of concern for the environment focused on
biophilic values [40]. This work is highly cited, and was informed by numerous prior
studies, including [30,41,42]. Additionally, prior published work by the author made use
of similar questions and scales [24]. Once the survey was developed, it was reviewed by
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subject-matter experts, and then piloted among a small group of test respondents to assess
question clarity, coherence and flow.

The three parts of the survey covered three different sets of questions. Part A consisted
of questions about the occupant’s perception of and opinion about the building, their
neighbors, and the cooperative board. Part B consisted of questions about the respondent’s
energy and environmental opinions in the building and their household. Part C asked
respondents for information about their demographics. The survey instrument is available
as Appendix A.

The survey questions were validated in three ways: (1) First, they were assessed
for alignment with similar empirically tested research that intended to measure similar
constructs (see those mentioned above); although questions were modified to fit the unique
context of this single case [35] questions were determined to be well aligned with existing
precedents. (2) Questions were vetted by subject-matter experts prior to distribution of the
survey; and, (3) multiple questions were included in the survey that were intended to test
the same measures, which aligns with guidance from [38].

Although twelve responses is a low number and does not allow for robust statistical
analysis, given the size of the building this 50% response rate represents a good portion of
the residents, and still provides valuable qualitative insight in to their interactions with
one another and the cooperative board.

Social desirability bias can be problematic with any survey data; to ameliorate this
issue, a few strategies of survey design were employed. First, questions asked about
specific behaviors in clear and simple wording, and in many cases used simple Likert
scales, which typically garners more accurate responses from participants than more vague
wording (e.g., “have you ever . . . ”). Second, individuals are known to be more honest
in responses if they can take surveys in private, rather than face-to-face with a survey
administrator; thus, surveys were administered online, not in-person, giving respondents
more freedom to answer honestly [38].

In addition to the building-wide survey, three in-depth (1 to 2 h) open-ended inter-
views were conducted [43]. Two were conducted with the same resident (the first about her
opinions and experiences in the building more broadly, and the second follow-up interview
concentrating on her time as prior years’ board president and vice-president), referred to
here as Resident, and one was conducted with the long-standing (25+ year) board treasurer
who was one of the original sponsors of the cooperative conversion, referred to here as
Treasurer. No other residents volunteered to be interviewed.

2.4. Participants

The building houses 16 apartments, of which two remained low-income rent-controlled
rentals after the cooperative conversion in the 1980s. In addition, residents elected to retain
one basement unit as a market rate rental to generate additional income for the building
instead of using this unit as an on-site superintendent residence. In total, the building
houses 27 adult residents, of which 24 are owners of the remaining 13 cooperative units.
The co-op board is comprised of 5 members. The board has full voting power for all
on-site decision-making, and votes must be majority (not unanimous) in order to enact new
policies or implement new initiatives. Any resident in the building is welcome to suggest
ideas. The board meets offsite at Treasurer’s law office in Manhattan.

The building is comprised of young, well-educated professionals with above-average
incomes. Resident explained that residents include movie producers, artists, and people
who work for nonprofits. Of the twelve survey respondents, eleven were between the ages
of 30–39 (with the remaining resident reporting their age as between 40–49). Only two
respondents (18%) reported an income below $100,000, and one reported an annual income
above $300,000. The remaining respondents were evenly split, with 4 reporting annual
incomes between $100,000 and $199,000 and 4 reporting annual incomes between $200,000
and $299,000. Gender was nearly even, with 7 male respondents and 5 female respondents.
Most respondents (50%) reported a household size of two people, but responses ranged
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between one and four residents. Anecdotally, it was reported in interviews that many
owners currently have small children or often have children after purchasing in the building.
All twelve respondents (100%) reported their political orientation as somewhat or very
liberal. All respondents reported a college education, with 42% holding a bachelor’s degree
and 58% holding a master’s or other advanced degree. Residents were not asked to report
race or ethnicity on the survey, but anecdotally it was reported in interviews that nearly
all cooperative owners were white while the residents of the two rent-controlled units
were black.

Of the interviewed individuals, Resident is a female in her late-30s who has lived in a
2-bedroom unit in the building with her husband and dog for approximately 3 years. In
two of the three prior years of her tenure in the building she has served as both president
and vice-president of the board. Treasurer is a male in his mid-60s who owns the most
shares in the building and has been the board treasurer for nearly 3 decades. He was one
of the original sponsors of the co-op conversion, and he is a lawyer.

3. Results

Findings from fieldwork can be summarized into three high-level outcomes. First, the
building operates in a highly decentralized and transparent manner, with all residents fa-
miliar with their neighbors, board members, and building decision making; social cohesion
is high. Second, the building has undertaken a significant amount of capital improvement
to address energy efficiency. Third, one ad-hoc leader in the building has effectively shaped
a narrative of cost-efficiency as the motivation for energy efficiency investments; as a result,
residents do not report that the building is environmentally conscious. These findings will
be outlined in turn below with supporting evidence from surveys and interviews.

3.1. A Decentralized and Transparent Building

Findings regarding the property and its overall operations indicate that the organi-
zational structure of the building is highly decentralized, residents know each other well,
and decision-making is transparent. There is good social cohesion in the building. These
findings are well-supported by surveys and interviews, outlined below.

Tenure in the building is generally steady, and residents are not highly transient. Nine
out of twelve respondents have lived in the building for 3 or more years, with 5 respondents
reporting their tenure at 5 years or longer. Only two of the twelve respondents have lived
in the building less than a year.

Most respondents reported a high amount of interaction with their neighbors. Seven
respondents (58%) reported daily interactions with other residents, and 3 reported interac-
tions once or twice a week. Only 2 respondents reported interaction with other residents
1–2 times a month, and zero respondents reported that they never interact with other
residents. See Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Resident interactions with other residents in the study building.

Residents answered a set of seven questions that attempted to assess their opinions
about the strength of the relationships formed in the building and their sense of belonging
and inclusion. Answer choices for all seven questions were organized along a Likert scale
with five response categories ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. See Table 1
for a list of all seven questions and the survey results reported by residents on this section.

Table 1. Social connections and relationships among residents of the study building.

Strongly Agree Agree Neither Agree or Disagree Disagree Strongly Disagree

I have formed a strong
friendship with at least one

person in the building
41.7% (5) 41.7% (5) 0.0% (0) 8.3% (1) 8.3% (1)

I have formed casual
acquaintances with many

people in the building
58.3% (7) 41.7% (5) 0.0% (0) 0.0% (0) 0.0% (0)

My building encourages me
to get to know my

neighbors through social
activities, shared spaces,

projects in the building, and
other on-site activities

33.3% (4) 33.3% (4) 8.3% (1) 25.0% (3) 0.0% (0)

I feel a sense of connection
and belonging in

my building
50.0% (6) 25.0% (3) 0.0% (0) 16.7% (2) 8.3% (1)

I am aware of discussions
that are made for/about my
building by the co-op board

41.7% (5) 33.3% (4) 0.0% (0) 0.0% (0) 25.0% (3)

I am included in the
decision-making of

the building
16.7% (2) 16.7% (2) 16.7% (2) 25.0% (3) 25.0% (3)

My opinion matters in the
decision-making of

the building
16.7% (2) 41.7% (5) 16.7% (2) 8.3% (1) 16.7% (2)
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The results indicate that nearly 83% of respondents (10 respondents out of 12) reported
that they have formed at least one close friendship in the building, while all twelve
respondents reported that they have formed casual friendships or acquaintances with many
residents in the building. Two-thirds of residents (8 respondents) agreed or strongly agreed
that the building helps facilitate getting to know neighbors. Three residents disagreed
with this statement. Nine out of 12 respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they felt a
sense of belonging in the building. Similarly, in interviews Resident reported a number of
close friendships in the building, explaining that two other couples in the building have
spare sets of her keys, and that they often do things together as couples. She also explained
that the building has weekly Sunday backyard gatherings in warmer months where any
resident who is available and wants to join can come hang out in the backyard with a bottle
of wine.

The final three questions in this set asked respondents if they agreed or disagreed that
they were aware of decisions made in the building, included in the decision-making in the
building, and that their opinions about decisions mattered. Responses to these questions
were more evenly dispersed across the strongly agree to strongly disagree spectrum.

When asked how important their social relationships in the building were relative to
social relationships outside of the building, half of the respondents (6 occupants) reported
that their social relationships in the building were just as important as those outside of the
building. Half reported these relationships were less important. None reported that the
relationships in the building were more important.

Of the twelve respondents, 5 had served on the board at some point during their
tenure in the building, while 7 had not. All respondents reported knowing their board
members either a little or very well. No respondents reported wanting less input in the
decision-making of the building than they currently have. Seven respondents reported
they are satisfied with their current amount of input in the building, and 5 reported they
would like more input.

In Resident’s follow-up interview about her time as board president and vice presi-
dent, she explained that the monthly maintenance price every resident must pay—which
supports functions like common areas, superintendent, and supplies—is based on number
of shares owned. She pays approximately $700 per month. Those with more shares (based
on square footage) pay a higher monthly co-op fee. Common areas include the basement
bike room, storage space, laundry room, backyard (which has lights and cameras), front
yard (which is rarely used), and hallways. Laundry machines are reduced but not free,
and money from those machines is added into the building’s operating account, which is
used to purchase light bulbs, gardening supplies, and other necessities. When asked who
purchased those necessities she replied:

“Whoever. If you notice it, you can buy it. You just submit your receipt and get reim-
bursed. Or you can tell the super. He has an account at Home Depot for our building.”

Entry into the building requires a full board packet with 6 months of financials and
bank statements along with references. However, the board has not rejected anyone in the
last 10 years.

3.2. Energy and Environmental Findings

Findings regarding energy and environmental initiatives in the building indicate that
the property has elected to invest in a significant number of capital improvement projects
to help the building operate more efficiently. These projects have also saved a significant
amount of energy. However, most residents do not report that the building engages in
energy efficiency initiatives. These findings will be explained below.

According to Resident and Treasurer, a number of capital improvements have been
made that have greatly increased the energy efficiency of the building. The building
replaced the boiler in 2000 to dual-fuel equipment and decided to switch to oil (from gas);
they have subsequently switched back to gas due to lower prices. Windows in the building
have been mostly all replaced and are highly insulated. Individual residents must opt to
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replace windows in their unit, but the building pays for one-third of the cost. Treasurer
also explained that the building recently installed a more sophisticated “heat computer” to
replace the older heat timers that only measured the outdoor temperature if it was below
55 degrees F, which created steadily high indoor temperatures near 80 degrees with no
more sophisticated way of controlling the heat system. Most residents complained often of
being too hot. Resident said:

“We couldn’t control the heat. All we could do was turn the radiators off. Now we have
staggered sensors at opposite ends of the building. Our system is so old. We have all been
so much happier.”

Half of the respondents (6 respondents) reported that they try to conserve energy
at home every day, and an additional 4 respondents (33%) reported that they try to save
energy at home 1–2 times a week. Only 1 respondent reported that they try to conserve
energy at home 1–2 times a month, and only 1 respondent reported that they never try to
conserve energy at home.

When asked about building-wide efforts to conserve energy and resources, only
one individual responded that the building actively tries to encourage conservation of
resources, and this individual reported that this is primarily done through informational
methods (e.g., posting notices in lobby, sharing information on the Google portal). All other
residents responded either that the building does not actively try to encourage conservation
of resources, or that they did not know.

When asked if there was a “culture of conservation” in their building, answers were
mixed. No respondents strongly agreed. Thirty-six percent of respondents (4 individuals)
agreed, and another 36% felt neutral (neither agreed nor disagreed). The remaining three
respondents either disagreed (2 individuals) or strongly disagreed (1 individual). Resident
felt slightly differently. She explained:

“We’ve been taking small steps to make the building more energy efficient. I’d rank
us like a 6 or a 7 on how important it is to conserve in the building. The building
composts. We use it to fertilize the garden. Everyone puts their stuff in it. We buy green
(cleaning products).”

Nearly all respondents (9 individuals, or 82%) reported that they “care a little” about
what others in the building thought about their recycling or consumption habits at home.

3.3. A Culture of Cost-Efficiency

As reported above, the building has undertaken a number of capital improvement
projects that have had an impact on energy costs and consumption. Interestingly, residents
of the building do not report that the building undertakes energy efficiency initiatives or
actively tries to conserve resources. Treasurer has shaped this outcome through a strong
narrative of cost-efficiency over environmental concern, which has been well-distributed
among residents because of his role as a leader in the building.

Treasurer has had a number of years in which to establish this leadership role in the
building. He explained his decades-long role in the property:

“Myself and three other people were the sponsors of the conversion to co-op. Of those
4, one died, and another walked away from his interest. This was in about 1990 when
the real estate market was in really poor shape. Since he left, the management fell to me.
And I’ve been involved in varying degrees since then. There were 3 owner-occupants
when I got involved in the building. Five of the 16 apartments had been sold. And the
owner occupants, with the exception of one person, were not active in the building. So,
the management of it, since we owned 11 apartments, by default the management fell
to me.”

Thus, Treasurer has not only been board treasurer for decades, he was in many ways
running the building in its early days as a cooperative.
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Additionally, as Resident recounts, Treasurer has always been the board treasurer; he
must be voted into that role each year, but people always vote for him. His long-standing
tenure on the board as the treasurer means that, to non-board members,

“He sets what are seemingly arbitrary rules. But people know that if he leaves it would
be so much harder.”

As treasurer, he pays the electricity bills for the common area spaces. In addition to
Treasurer, one other long-standing resident (“Rosie”) always sits on the board, and has
lived in the building since the 1940s. It is often the case according to Resident that board
decisions come down to Rosie and Treasurer “against the young people” on the board.

In addition, although most building residents are not highly transient, both intervie-
wees reported a fairly high amount of turnover because many young families outgrow
their apartments in the building after a few years of ownership. Resident explained:

“I think it’s a very family-friendly building, all of the apartments in the back have 2
bedrooms, so people can start families here, but then they move out. If we had a kid, we
couldn’t be here very long.”

Treasurer explained:

“The situation is that it’s most people’s first purchase, so you know, kids come along, kids
get bigger, then they’re looking for a bigger place. But, you know, it tends to be people
of a similar outlook, and they’re interested in the wellbeing of the building and keeping
costs down. Hopefully there’s some carryover (on the board) and you get more people like
(Resident).”

This leadership role, established over decades and lasting for much longer than the
tenure of other (younger, newer) homeowners in the building, has allowed Treasurer’s
narrative of cost efficiency to be well dispersed among residents. Interviews provided
significant evidence of Treasurer’s leaning towards saving money in the building. He
repeatedly mentioned costs, savings, and prices.

Regarding the switch from gas to oil in 2000, Treasurer noted:

“This sounds a little bizarre,” he explained, “but at the time it was a good decision.
We’ve subsequently converted to duel fuel, and we’ve been running it on gas. The price
of gas has dropped tremendously. The ability to switch fuels has been huge.” He also
explained that the building maintained a separate hot water heater, “but because
of the boiler that was running anyway, we got almost free hot water in the winter.”

In summer months, the building relies on the separate hot water heater. Regarding the
installation of the new, more sophisticated heat computer, this change has had “monumen-
tal impacts” on both comfort and cost, according to Treasurer, bringing the average indoor
temperature down to around 70 degrees, and has reduced heating costs by approximately
a third.

When asked directly what the primary motivation behind these and other initiatives
was, Treasurer said:

“The motivation was not environmental. It was to reduce costs and increase comfort.
Some people may look at it from an environmental perspective. But that wasn’t my goal.”

Regarding common area electricity consumption over the years of his time as treasurer,
Treasurer explained:

“Well, there hasn’t really been any material change except the price has gone up. I haven’t
really seen any change in usage. At some point we replaced the light fixtures, and we
tried to use more energy efficient lighting.”

When asked if he agreed that owner-occupied properties, and cooperative buildings
in particular, are likely to consume less energy, Treasurer said:

“Hmm. If that’s true, it’s that co-op people expect that they will pay for things. They
recognize that they are paying for things. When people aren’t paying for something they
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use more of it. Perhaps people in co-ops are more cost conscious. But, a properly run
rental building will have a cost conscious landlord too. But I guess a co-op board would
be more sensitive to things. You can have an increase in the maintenance charge when
the heat is going up 10% or 15%. A few years ago we had a fuel assessment. It got
everybody’s attention. It made everyone ask what are we doing about it.”

3.4. Interview Summary

As a qualitative case study, the full quotes provided in the prior sections offer context
and nuance, which are necessary insights into this specific case and the goal of this analysis.
However, it is useful to see higher-level summary findings as well. The interviews were
coded to assess language and narratives, and to connect overlaps between the interview
subjects. Table 2, below, summarizes some of the key language and words, themes, and
emphasis deemed important for this work. The supporting findings are organized by the
three high-level areas described above (a decentralized and transparent building; energy
and environmental findings; a culture of cost-efficiency).

Table 2. Summary interview findings organized by theme/finding area.

Theme/Finding Resident Treasurer

Decentralized & Transparent Building

• Use of language such “we,” and
“us” when describing building
decisions and activities

• Clear understanding and
conveyance of board procedures
and decision making

• Descriptions of frequent resident
social interactions

• Mention of other residents by
first name

• Clear understanding and
conveyance of board procedures
and decision making

• Emphasis on building’s small size
and small board

Energy and f
Environmental
Findings

• Descriptions of projects to increase
comfort level(s) (e.g., new windows,
better heat sensors)

• Descriptions of major building-wide
infrastructure projects

• Mention of “green” products
and materials

• Emphasis on efficiency in discussing
all upgrades and projects

Culture of Cost-
Efficiency (e.g.,
Treasurer’s leadership role in shaping
building’s culture)

• Frequent reference to Treasurer’s
knowledge, information, and
history in building

• Frequent use of active language in
first person, such as “I decided,” “I
implemented,” “I felt,” and
“my goal”

• Emphasis on comfort level increase
as primary outcome of
projects/retrofits

• Use of language such as “money,”
“costs,” “cheaper,” “paying for”

4. Discussion

The findings above indicate that the building has undertaken a significant amount
of capital improvement to address energy efficiency. Despite these investments, residents
overwhelmingly report that the building does little to conserve energy, and that there is not
a culture of conservation in the building. These contradictory outcomes can be attributed
in part to the leadership and influence of Treasurer, the board member with the longest
tenure in the building; as board treasurer, this individual has encouraged and actively
pursued energy efficiency investments, while also actively and vocally crafting a narrative
and culture around cost efficiency within the building. It is this culture that informs both
the perceived impetus behind the implementation of energy efficient capital improvements
as well as the perceived lack of a conservation culture or active conservation efforts among
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residents in the building. This research argues that there are two primary reasons for the
success of Treasurer’s influence in crafting this narrative. They will be discussed below.

First, his long tenure has been highly influential for younger, newer, often first-time
homebuyers in the building. As reported by Treasurer, the implementation of many energy
efficiency initiatives over the years was not motivated by a concern for energy conservation,
but by a concern for cost savings. From an economic and organizational perspective, this
makes sense. Implementing capital improvements to save money over the long term in
a cooperative is an efficient and rational decision given shared ownership. It highlights
the lack of principal-agent issues in cooperatives. In addition, it points to the benefits of
this type of ownership structure in reducing transaction costs for homeowners; since they
are members of a collective, they do not have to access and analyze information, weigh
competing alternatives, and make investment decisions for expensive capital improvements
as a single owner of a single-family structure. Additionally, New York City is a special case
given the ubiquitous presence of the cooperative building as a housing type. Since the city
has many decades of experience in the legal structures of co-op ownership, cooperatives
have an even deeper transaction cost advantage over other forms of homeownership, like
condominiums [23]. Thus, although it would make for a compelling story if the building
was motivated by environmental concern alone, for these reasons it makes sense that
the decisions to implement energy efficient capital improvements were borne out of an
efficient and economically rational self-interest. However, this building has the particular
advantage of having the longest-standing board member, who brings with him knowledge
of the evolving history of the property, also serving in the role of treasurer. This individual
is able to understand and analyze financial information in an informed manner and with
an historical perspective other residents may not have, so that the building can make
smart decisions about evolving cost concerns and potential capital improvements over
the long-term. Many residents rely on this individual’s knowledge and expertise, giving
legitimacy to his suggestions and ideas.

Second, the highly decentralized and transparent organizational structure of this
building gave Treasurer an organizational advantage in influencing the “messaging” sur-
rounding capital improvements. It is likely that all cooperative buildings are decentralized
to some extent, given that board membership is comprised entirely of residents, but some
larger cooperatives will have more hierarchical and centralized board structures with a
number of residents who do not participate. In this case study building, however, with only
24 adult co-op owner residents and 13 owner-occupied units with a 5-person board (with
voting on membership occurring annually), everyone in the building at any given time is
likely to either be on the board, living with someone on the board, or friends with someone
on the board. It is unlikely, given survey responses regarding how well individuals know
the board members, how many friendships and casual acquaintances residents have, and
how many individuals have served on the board themselves, that any individual in the
building could have absolutely no knowledge of who is on the board, the decisions they
make, or how they can become more involved. To most residents, the board structure is
both transparent and closely linked to their daily lives, and they feel they have the ability to
impact decisions. Residents are likely to feel a high level of perceived control—an individ-
ual’s perception of the ability they have to take action or bring about change on issues that
matter to them—regarding the operation and decision-making in the building [26,28]. It is
argued here that, taken together, this means residents do not view themselves as outside of
or separate from the decision-making process, but as part of the structure itself [4]. This
creates an important level of visibility and influence for the leadership of Treasurer. He is
not “separate” from the other residents, but a resident himself, well-connected and visible.
He is able to interact with all residents, and all residents are likely to know him and his
role within the building. This, too, has influenced the success of Treasurer’s narrative in
shaping perception and culture in the building.

The above points lead to a few recommendations for research and policy. First, this
work highlights the importance of informal and ad-hoc leadership positions in influencing
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others in organizations. These roles need to be acknowledged as important, just as more
formal managers and supervisors are in traditional organizations. In buildings, this
means giving more weight to the role of individuals other than the building manager.
Acknowledging the role these individuals play highlights the need to better understand the
mechanisms they use to communicate with others, shape culture and norms, and influence
organizational outcomes.

Second, the findings here highlight the ability of leaders to shape culture and percep-
tion. In the study building, Treasurer was able to craft a strong and compelling narrative of
cost efficiency as motivation for undertaking a number of energy efficiency improvements.
This highlights the important potential to leverage existing leadership roles in buildings—
such as that of Treasurer—in order to shift the organizational narrative to one that blends
energy efficiency for cost as well as environmental reasons. The narrative as a tool has
the potential to create a culture of energy efficiency and environmental conservation in
buildings, and this could help make building-wide efforts to conserve energy more effec-
tive. What would the trickle-down effect of this narrative be on building residents and
perhaps in individual households? This remains to be seen, but opens up an important
area for future research, particularly as policymakers and others recognize the need to
tackle energy use in the building stock in order to reach city, state, and national goals for
reduction of CO2 emissions.

Finally, evidence presented here indicates that decentralization and strong leadership
(usually a characteristic of a centralized organizational structure) can be complementary
and synergistic, not contradictory. The high level of decentralization in the study building
was a benefit to the leader’s influence; in a different type of building, such as a rental,
this is likely not the case [2]. However, it could be taken advantage of even further by
capitalizing on the decentralized and transparent structure to encourage and motivate
others to take leadership roles as well. Additional individuals could shape the culture of
energy efficiency through new and different narratives. Thus, in instances where some
organizational factors are already in place—such as a cooperative building with a high-level
of decentralization—policies and programs should be considered that strengthen those
existing characteristics while allowing for synergistic benefits with potentially contradictory
elements. For instance, in buildings with very tightly controlled boards that exhibit a high
level of centralization and solicit little input from other residents, perhaps term limits on
board membership would be effective, or requiring a mandatory year of service from all
residents. Similarly, in buildings such as the study building presented here, where one
individual fills a long-term board role (e.g., treasurer), perhaps mandatory rotation of roles
could become a cooperative board policy.

5. Conclusions

This research presented interesting and important findings about the culture sur-
rounding energy conservation in a small, older cooperative building in Prospect Heights,
Brooklyn. This building operated in a decentralized and transparent manner and has im-
plemented a number of energy efficiency measures. However, most residents did not report
active engagement with building-wide energy efficiency. This outcome was attributable
to the leadership of one long-standing individual who serves as board treasurer and has
shaped the culture for action in the building over prior decades as one of cost efficiency
over environmental concern. In this particular building, the narrative was so successful
because of the organizational structure of the cooperative, and because of this individual’s
role as a legitimate leader in the building.

Low [20,21,44] provides one of the most comprehensive bodies of qualitative and
ethnographic work on cooperative buildings in New York City, but no work, to the knowl-
edge of the author, has attempted to meld this understanding of the social and cultural
aspects of cooperative buildings with evidence regarding energy consumption, opening up
a vast potential for future work.
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One avenue would be to replicate a study such as the one presented here in a coop-
erative building that is larger. This would provide the opportunity to better understand
and distinguish between those factors presented here that have occurred because of the
cooperative’s organizational structure itself or because of the building’s small size. Would
an informal leader’s narrative be so well disseminated in a property with many more
residents? How would that message spread throughout a large building, and what tools
would leaders and others need in order to be effective? This remains to be seen. It would
also allow for a larger sample size, which is a limitation in this research.

Similarly, it would be useful to replicate this study in a building where full-building
energy data is available. Although there is value to the qualitative data presented here and
the in-depth look at the perceptions of residents, it would be helpful to link this subjective
and self-reported data to actual observed energy use.

Finally, it would be interesting to further study a cooperative building that was
designed as a green building or has been retrofitted to now operate as a green building. The
organizational culture is likely to be very different in a green building, as the motivation
behind energy efficiency will surely include at least a moderate amount of environmental
concern, and it would be helpful to observe how this impacts outcomes.
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Appendix A. Survey Instrument

To begin the survey now, click here.
(INFORMED CONSENT WILL APPEAR ON NEXT PAGE—RESPONDENT MUST

CLICK “YES” FOR ELECTRONIC ACKNOWLEDGMENT IN ORDER TO PROCEED TO
THE SURVEY.

(MODULE PART A: FOR ALL RESPONDENTS)
QA1: How long have you lived in your current building?

1. Less than one year
2. 1–2 years
3. 3–4 years
4. 5 years or more

QA2: How often would you say you interact with other residents in your building?

1. Never
2. Sometimes
3. Often
4. Every day

QA3: Do you agree or disagree that you have been able to form social relationships with
residents and neighbors in your building.

1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Neither agree or disagree
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4. Disagree
5. Strongly disagree

QA4: Do you agree or disagree that your building encourages you to get to know your
neighbors through social activities, shared spaces, projects in and around the building, and
other on-site activities?

1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Neither agree or disagree
4. Disagree
5. Strongly disagree

QA5: Thinking about the building overall, would you agree or disagree that you feel a
sense of connection and belonging to your building?

1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Neither agree or disagree
4. Disagree
5. Strongly disagree

QA6: Do you currently or have you previously served on the board of your building at
some point during your time as a resident?

1. Yes
2. No

(If QA6 = 1)
QA7: What position did you or do you currently hold on your board?
__________________________________________________
QA8: How well do you feel you know the board members in your building:

1. I don’t know them at all
2. I know them a little
3. I know them very well

QA9: Do you agree or disagree that you are aware of decisions that are made for/about
your building by the co-op board:

1. Strongly agree (I am entirely aware of all decisions made by the board)
2. Agree
3. Neither agree or disagree
4. Disagree
5. Strongly disagree (I am not at all aware of decisions that are made by the board)

QA10: Do you agree or disagree that you are included in the decision-making for your
building (even if you are not on the board currently):

1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Neither agree or disagree
4. Disagree
5. Strongly disagree

QA11: Do you agree or disagree that your opinion matters in the decision-making of the
building:

1. Strongly agree (my opinion matters very much and is taken into account when the
building makes decisions)

2. Agree
3. Neither agree or disagree
4. Disagree
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5. Strongly disagree (my opinion does not matter at all and plays no role in any decision-
making in the building)

QA12: Would you like to have more input, less input, or about the same amount of input
as you do currently in the decision-making of the building?

1. I would like more input
2. I would like less input
3. I am satisfied with my current amount of input

(END OF PART A: Respondent hits next button)
(MODULE PART B: ENERGY and CONSERVATION)
This next set of questions asks you about your opinions on energy efficiency and conserva-
tion in your apartment and building.
QB1: How often would you say you make a conscious effort to save energy at home?

1. Every day
2. A few times a week
3. Once a week
4. Once a month
5. Rarely/Never

(IF QB1 = 1, 2, OR 3)
QB2: What is the most important reason why you try to save energy at home? Select one.

1. To save money on my monthly electric bill
2. To set a good example for my family, children, or other people I live with
3. To avoid being wasteful
4. To do my part to help lessen energy consumption in my building
5. Other (please specify) _________________________________________

QB3: Does your building (the board, the super or manager, other residents) actively try to
encourage conservation of resources like water and electricity?

1. Yes
2. No
3. Don’t know

(IF QB3 = 1) QB4: How does the building go about encouraging conservation?

1. Sharing information (emails, flyers up in mail room, etc.)
2. Training programs
3. Special events for residents (composting, efficient light bulb giveaways)
4. Financial incentives or penalty (a rebate or a common area electricity/water charge

that all residents must pay)
5. Other (please describe)__________________________________________

QB5: Would you agree or disagree that there is a “culture” of conservation in your building?

1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Neither agree nor disagree
4. Disagree
5. Strongly disagree

QB6: How much would you say you care what other people in the building think about
your recycling habits, or how you use electricity or other resources at home?

1. I do not care at all
2. I care a little
3. I care a lot

(END OF PART B—Respondent hits next button)
(MODULE PART C: DEMOGRAPHICS)
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This last set of questions asks for some information about you and your household.
QC1: What is your age?

1. 18–25
2. 26–30
3. 30–39
4. 40–49
5. 50–59
6. 60–69
7. Over 70

QC2: Which of the following best describes your political affiliation?

1. Very liberal
2. Somewhat liberal
3. Moderate
4. Somewhat conservative
5. Very conservative

QC3: What is the highest level of education you have completed?

1. High school
2. Some college
3. Associates degree
4. Bachelors degree
5. Graduate school—Masters degree, MBA, JD, PhD or MD

QC4: What is your approximate household income?

1. Under $25,000/year
2. $25,000–$49,999/year
3. $50,000–$74,999/year
4. $75,000–$99,999/year
5. $100,000–$149,999/year
6. $150,000–$199,999/year
7. Over $200,000/year

QC5: Are you—

1. Male
2. Female

QC6: How many total people live in your home (including yourself)?

1. 1 person
2. 2 people
3. 3 people
4. 4 people
5. 5 or more people

QC7: What is your apartment type?

1. Studio
2. 1 bedroom
3. 2 bedroom
4. 3 bedroom
5. Other (please describe) __________________________________________________

(END) You have reached the end of the survey. Thank you for your participation!
Click here to submit your survey.
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