How Facilities Managers Can Improve
Building Performance Without Expensive
Upgrades

Summary

How much influence do building occupants really have on energy efficiency? In this
conversation, Stephen Ward of Southface explains why improving building performance isn't
just about new technology or expensive equipment. He shares practical strategies facilities
managers can use to engage occupants, build a culture of stewardship, and reduce energy and
water use through everyday operational practices.

Key Takeaways

e Building performance depends as much on people as it does on building systems.
Engaging occupants can unlock significant energy savings.

e Many organizations can improve energy efficiency through better operations and
maintenance before investing in costly equipment upgrades.

e Facilities managers can create lasting change by building a culture of stewardship and
helping occupants understand how their everyday actions affect building performance.

e Simple operational changes, such as reducing unnecessary water use or encouraging
better building habits, can produce measurable savings.

e Programs like BIT Building and BIT for Resilient HBCUs demonstrate that education,
engagement, and community participation are powerful tools for improving
sustainability.

Transcript Notice: This transcript was generated automatically and may contain transcription
errors. It has been lightly edited for clarity. Please refer to the video for the most accurate record.

Eriqah Vincent: Hello, everyone, and thank you once again for joining us for this Drawdown
Georgia interview series, where we talk with people across the state who are doing fantastic
work in the climate space.

We're so glad to have Stephen Ward with us today. Stephen works with Southface, which I'm
sure many of you have heard of.

Thank you so much for being here.

Stephen Ward: Absolutely. Thank you for having me. I'm excited to be here and talk with
Drawdown Georgia.



Erigah: Wonderful. Let's jump right in.

Stephen, I'd love for you to introduce yourself to our audience and tell us about the work you do
at Southface.

Stephen: My name is Stephen Ward, and I'm fortunate to serve as the program manager at
Southface for one of our programs called the Building Improvement Toolkit, or BIT Building.

| was born and raised in the Bay Area, and | didn't realize how much of a bubble | had grown up
in until | moved to the Southeast. | was fortunate to find Southface and become part of the
incredible work they're doing.

One of the reasons | love Southface is its mission. We try to make sustainability as accessible
as possible and remove the idea that sustainability is only for a certain type of person, a certain
class of building, or organizations with a lot of money. It isn't just for Silicon Valley or, as | like to
joke, "smelly hippies."

| remember being a kid at my grandmother's house in Washington, D.C., during the summer. If |
came inside and forgot to close the door, she'd say, "Stephen, you better go close that door, or
I'm going to get the switch."

That's sustainability. We just didn't call it that.

The word has become something that feels unfamiliar or exclusive, but Southface helps people
reconnect with the idea that sustainability is already part of who we are.

The program | manage really focuses on that philosophy.

Southface works across every stage of a building's life cycle, from design and financing to
construction. My role focuses on the operations and maintenance phase, probably the least
glamorous part, but arguably the most important.

My job is to help people understand how much power they have in their everyday actions and
how those small steps add up.

Instead of saying, "The facilities manager has to fix this," or "We need a new HVAC system," we
help people recognize the role they already play. Everyone has the ability to contribute through
the choices they make every day.

That's what BIT Building is all about. We help people understand the impact they can have and
make building operations something that feels collaborative, engaging, and even enjoyable.

People begin to say, "This is something | want to be part of."

Erigah: Absolutely.



What you're saying really resonates with me. Our audience has heard me mention many times
that I'm originally from New Jersey, so I'm not from the South either.

Being from somewhere else and then coming here to do this work gives you a unique
perspective.

You mentioned the BIT Building program. I've heard of it before, but tell our audience more
about it. What is the program, and what challenges was it designed to address?

Stephen: The BIT Building program was created to help people who are responsible for
buildings but may not have a technical background.

I'm actually not technically trained myself. | have a music degree, much to my father's
disappointment, and a business degree.

Most people working in facilities management probably didn't tell their high school guidance
counselor they wanted to manage buildings for a living. You usually find your way into the
profession, and then suddenly you're expected to manage a building in a more sustainable way.

That disconnect can be intimidating.

BIT Building exists to bridge that gap. We help people who may not have formal technical
training understand the everyday actions they can take and the ways they can engage building
occupants to improve performance.

Organizations often spend thousands of dollars on an energy audit, but then the report sits on a
shelf because no one knows what to do next.

That's where BIT Building comes in.

We help people understand the first step, then the second step, and then how to keep building
momentum over time.

Our goal is to create a sense of community around operating a shared space.
It's not just the responsibility of the facilities team.

The moment you walk into a building, turn on a light, or open a window, you're participating in
the operation of that building.

BIT Building helps people recognize those everyday behaviors and become better stewards of
their environment without making sustainability feel intimidating.

We sit at the intersection of having a good idea and knowing how to put it into practice.

More importantly, we help those practices become part of an organization's culture instead of
something people feel forced to do.



It's about operating buildings for the people inside them.
How we all share a space through our everyday actions.
Eriqah: | think you're exactly right.

We talk a lot on this show about how to connect people to the work without becoming so
technical that we lose them.

People need to understand why this work matters. It's just as important for people to connect
with the purpose behind the work as it is to make sure the building itself is operating efficiently.

Both of those things have to work together.
Stephen: Exactly.
Working in tandem.

Eriqah: Southface often says, "Buildings don't save energy, people do." That's really what
you've been talking about.

What does that mean? Why is it such an important concept, not just for the people who occupy
buildings, but for facilities managers themselves?

Sometimes, when we're immersed in this work, these ideas seem obvious to us. Why is it so
important that facilities managers understand how to connect with people in this way?

Stephen: That's one of my favorite phrases because it reminds us that sustainability is
something we accomplish together.

A building doesn't choose to leave a light on. It doesn't decide to report a water leak or tell
someone that a classroom is uncomfortable. People do.

Technology certainly matters, but technology alone doesn't create outcomes.

I've seen older buildings achieve remarkable improvements simply because the people inside
them recognized the impact of their everyday actions.

For facilities managers, that's an important reminder. They're not simply maintaining equipment.
They're creating spaces where people can learn, work, heal, gather, and thrive.

At the end of the day, people don't really care about buildings.

They care about what a building allows them to do and how it makes them feel.



When facilities managers begin thinking in those terms, the work becomes much more
meaningful. They're not just maintaining a building. They're helping people live, work, and
succeed within it.

That's why we always come back to the phrase, "Buildings don't save energy, people do." It
reminds us why we're doing this work in the first place.

Erigah: That's such an important perspective.

Organizations often assume that meaningful energy savings require expensive upgrades or
major capital investments. We've also talked about how much of the solution comes from people
and their everyday actions.

From your experience, how much improvement can organizations achieve simply by operating
their existing buildings more efficiently?

Stephen: Much more than most people expect.

Part of the challenge is that the word sustainability often makes people think the work is more
complicated than it really is.

Programs like LEED have done a great job raising the standard for building performance, but
they can also seem overwhelming because they're documentation-heavy. Someone who's new
to the field can easily look at that and think, "If that's sustainability, then it isn't for me."

Most people don't come into a building thinking about energy use. They come to work. They
come to learn. They come to spend time with their community.

So the question isn't, "How do we get people to think about energy?”

The question is, "How do we help people accomplish what they came here to do while using
fewer resources?"

That's where the opportunity lies.

Research from the U.S. Department of Energy and other organizations has shown that
improving operations alone can reduce energy use by 5 to 20 percent.

The BIT Building program consistently falls right in the middle of that range. On average,
organizations participating in the program reduce their energy use by about 13 percent, simply
through behavior changes and occupant engagement.

When people understand that turning off the lights behind them matters, or that leaving a
window open while the air conditioning is running has consequences, they begin making
different choices.

As those behaviors spread throughout an organization, the savings add up.



| always like to assume that people want to do the right thing.
I've never met anyone who hates the environment.

People may react negatively to the word sustainability, but that's often because of what they
associate with the term, not because they disagree with the underlying goals.

That's why storytelling is so important.

We can help people see that we're all working toward the same outcome. We may just talk
about it differently.

Our job is to make doing the right thing easy, convenient, and available at the moment people
are making decisions.

When those behaviors become routine, organizations can realize significant savings before they
ever invest in a new HVAC system or other major equipment.

In fact, reducing wasted energy first may allow them to install smaller, less expensive equipment
later.

The other benefit is that people take those habits home with them.

They bring them to their churches, their schools, and other places in their communities.
That's where the impact really begins to spread.

Eriqah: That reminds me of my own experience working in campus sustainability.

Early in my career, | worked with colleges and universities at a time when students were
becoming much more engaged in sustainability. Across the country, students were asking their
institutions to become more environmentally responsible.

One thing we saw over and over again was that schools often assumed they needed entirely
new systems or new technologies.

In reality, many improvements came from using the systems they already had more effectively.

Instead of immediately saying, "We need a larger HVAC system," they discovered that the
existing system performed well once people changed how they used the building.

Once administrators began seeing the financial savings that resulted from those changes, they
became much more interested in broader sustainability efforts.

That's when conversations about LEED certification and higher performance standards started
happening.



But they had to begin with the basics first.

| think that was an important lesson, not only for the institutions themselves, but also for the
students who were learning what leadership looks like in practice.

Stephen: | love that story because it shows the power of community.

People started recognizing that they could accomplish something together, and once they saw
those results, they wanted to do even more.

Instead of sustainability becoming something isolated within one department, it became part of
the culture.

That's what | find so exciting.
People naturally want to be part of a community.
Our job is simply to communicate in a way that helps create those connections.

Instead of saying, "You're sustainable, and I'm not," we help people recognize that they already
care about many of the same things.

They may not think of themselves as climate advocates, but they still want healthier buildings
and stronger communities.

That's a much more productive place to start.

Erigah: We've been talking a lot about engagement and helping people understand the role
they play in making buildings more efficient.

What role do operations and maintenance practices play, not only in improving energy
performance, but also in improving occupant comfort and reducing emissions?

Stephen: They're foundational.

The challenge is that when people hear the phrase operations and maintenance, they
immediately think of the facilities department. | would encourage people to broaden that
definition.

Every person who walks into a building becomes part of the operations team.

The person who reports a leak, turns off a light, or notices that a room is uncomfortable
influences how that building performs.

Buildings aren't simply collections of equipment. They're communities of people interacting
within a shared space.



In my experience, the highest-performing buildings aren't necessarily the ones with the newest
technology. They're the ones where people understand the role they play and recognize their
shared responsibility for the spaces they occupy.

Facilities managers certainly manage the building, but everyone who walks through the doors
helps operate it.

That's why operations and maintenance are so important. Every person has a role to play.

When you decide whether to turn off the light as you leave a room or report something that isn't
working properly, you're contributing to the building's performance.

That sense of shared ownership is incredibly powerful because it allows an entire community to
work toward the same goal.

Eriqah: You've talked a lot about engagement and helping people change behaviors.

How can facilities managers demonstrate the value of energy efficiency initiatives, not only to
organizational leadership but also to the people who use these spaces every day?

Organizations often ask what effective engagement actually looks like. Based on your
experience, what approaches work best for both leadership and building occupants?

Stephen: | think about that in two parts.
The first is engaging leadership.
The second is engaging occupants.

For leadership, one of the biggest opportunities is shifting the conversation away from energy
and toward people.

Leadership tends to care about productivity, employee retention, occupant satisfaction, and
organizational performance.

That's why | encourage facilities managers to focus on outcomes rather than simply talking
about energy savings.

When you tell the human story behind an initiative, people understand why the work matters.

A well-managed building isn't just more efficient. It's also more comfortable, healthier, and a
better place to work.

Data tells us how much energy we saved.

Stories explain why that savings matters.



Both are important, but stories create the emotional connection that motivates people to act.
For building occupants, | think one of the most effective strategies is simply walking the building.
| don't mean walking through with a clipboard looking for problems.

I mean observing how people actually use the space.

Why are they making the choices they're making?

Once you understand those behaviors, you can begin helping people achieve the same
outcomes while using fewer resources.

People genuinely want to do the right thing.
It just needs to be easy, convenient, and available at the moment they're making decisions.

Instead of only looking for mechanical problems, take time to understand how occupants
interact with the building.

From there, ask yourself how you can help guide those behaviors.
Sometimes that involves surveys.
Sometimes it's simply paying closer attention.

At Southface, for example, we were challenged to reduce our water use by 20 percent as part of
the Better Buildings Challenge.

At first, | thought that would be nearly impossible because we already operate a highly efficient
building.

But once we started observing how people actually used the space, we discovered an
opportunity.

In our kitchen, people would naturally rinse their dirty dishes under running potable water before
placing them in the dishwasher.

That's what most of us have always done.

Instead of asking people to stop rinsing their dishes altogether, we placed spray bottles at each
sink.

Now people could spray food residue off their dishes before loading the dishwasher without
turning on the faucet.

The behavior stayed almost exactly the same.



The only thing that changed was the amount of water being used.
As a result, we reduced our water use by about eight percent through that one simple change.

We never would have discovered that opportunity if we hadn't stepped back and watched how
people were actually using the space.

Every building is different.

The key is understanding the reason behind people's behaviors so you can help them make
better choices without making their lives more difficult.

That's how organizations begin building a culture where everyone works together to use
resources more wisely.

Erigah: | love examples like that because they're so simple.

People don't think about rinsing dishes before putting them in the dishwasher. We all grew up
believing that's simply how you're supposed to do it.

It's amazing that such a small change could have such a measurable impact.
| also love how it reinforces the idea that sustainability is really about relationships.

It's about helping people understand how their everyday choices connect to the larger goals
we're trying to achieve.

What are some of the biggest misconceptions organizations have about improving building
performance?

Stephen: One of the biggest misconceptions is that building performance is strictly a facilities
issue. In reality, leadership may establish priorities and facilities teams may put excellent
processes in place, but if no one participates, none of it matters.

The people who have the greatest impact on whether these initiatives succeed are the people
using the building every day.

The real challenge is creating a culture where people want to do the right thing.

When sustainability becomes participatory instead of something imposed from the top down,
people start contributing ideas, collaborating, and taking ownership. That's when you begin
building a culture where everyone wants to improve the space together.

Another common misconception is that organizations need new equipment before they can
make meaningful progress.



Sometimes new equipment is necessary, but there's usually a tremendous opportunity to
improve performance before making those investments.

You can build a culture of good operational practices now so that when you eventually install
new equipment, it performs as efficiently as possible.

It all begins with recognizing that our everyday actions influence how buildings perform.

That may sound simple, but it really starts with each of us understanding the role we already
play.

When people become more thoughtful occupants, they help facilities teams operate buildings
more efficiently while reducing energy and resource use.

Erigah: We've talked a lot about the idea that people often focus only on the physical aspects of
buildings when they think about energy efficiency.

We've also discussed the misconception that sustainability is solely the responsibility of facilities
teams, rather than something leadership and building occupants share.

If you could give every facilities manager in Georgia, whether they're working in a school, on a
business campus, or managing any complex facility, one piece of advice about reducing
emissions through building operations, what would it be?

First of all, | don't envy facilities managers. They have so much to think about already, and now
we're asking them to think about sustainability, too. Bless them.

Stephen: People want to do the right thing.
The challenge is figuring out what motivates them to do it.

Again, the solution needs to be easy, convenient, and available at the moment people are
making decisions.

Facilities managers shouldn't feel like they're carrying this responsibility alone.

The best facilities managers understand that they aren't simply managing buildings. They're
helping create a culture of stewardship.

When people feel connected to a space and understand their role in caring for it, reducing
emissions becomes less about following rules and more about sharing responsibility.

Some of the greatest opportunities aren't found in software or sophisticated technology.

They're found by paying attention to people.



When you understand how people use a building and help them become part of the solution,
you make everyone's job easier.

People genuinely want to do the right thing.
Our responsibility is to engage them in ways that make that possible.

Erigah: | graduated from Spelman College, so historically Black colleges and universities are
very important to me, both personally and professionally.

Through BIT for Resilient HBCUs, you've worked directly with students who are investigating
energy, water, waste, and indoor air quality on their campuses.

What have you learned from involving students in building performance and climate solutions?
Stephen: First of all, these students give me life.

This is a big program, and it can be exhausting at times. But every time | spend time with
students, I'm reminded why | do this work.

They're incredibly passionate.

As you mentioned earlier, students care deeply about sustainability. The challenge is that faculty
and staff are often stretched so thin that meaningful engagement becomes difficult.

Again, it comes back to activation.

How do we turn all of that interest into action?

What | love is that students bring a completely fresh perspective.

They understand how to engage their peers in ways that many of us never could.

| didn't even realize colleges had campus influencers until | started doing this work.
Those peer leaders become incredibly effective messengers.

For example, many students don't pay their dorm room electricity bills, so they may not
immediately see why turning off a light matters.

But when you explain that using less electricity can reduce pollution that disproportionately
affects Black and brown communities living near power plants and industrial facilities, suddenly
the connection becomes clear.

Now they understand why that simple action matters.

They begin seeing that choosing to turn off a light or report a leaking faucet isn't just about
saving electricity or water.



It's about protecting communities.
Helping students connect those dots is one of the most rewarding parts of this work.
Stephen: Another example comes to mind.

We were touring one campus and walked into a restroom where several of the sinks were
constantly dripping.

When | asked about them, the students said, "Oh, they've always dripped."
So | asked, "Did anyone try turning them off?"
They looked at me and said, "No."

One student walked over and tried. Only one of the four faucets actually turned off, but that
wasn't the point.

The point was that no one had ever stopped to think, "What can | do?"

That moment was like a lightbulb turning on.

They realized they had more influence than they thought simply by paying attention.
That's why | love this program.

It helps broaden the impact of sustainability by empowering students to communicate these
ideas in their own language, on TikTok, YouTube, Instagram, or wherever they're reaching their
peers.

My dream is for sustainability to become something that's genuinely popular.

Imagine influencers encouraging people to turn off lights, report leaks, and take pride in caring
for the places they live and learn.

Students have the ability to make those ideas feel normal and exciting.

They understand sustainability through a different lens than many of us do, and they know how
to activate their own networks.

U

One of the comments we hear most often from students is, "You can't unsee what you've seen."

Once they understand the impact of their everyday actions, they start noticing opportunities
everywhere.

That's incredibly exciting.



I'm also grateful to our partners and funders, including Sustain Our Future Foundation, the
Environmental Defense Fund, and REGO, for making this pilot program possible and helping
students become champions for change on their campuses.

Erigah: I'm always happy to sing the praises of HBCUs.

One thing that's so special about historically Black colleges and universities is that they're
deeply rooted in the idea of service.

From the moment students arrive on campus, they're taught to think about serving their
communities, whether that's their campus community, the broader Black community, or society
as a whole.

When you explain that turning off a light may not dramatically change the university's electric bill
but does contribute to healthier communities, students really connect with that message.

When | worked on college campuses, we'd often ask students simple questions.
"How many of you know someone with asthma?"

"How many of you have asthma yourself?"

"How many of you have a family member with asthma?"

Then we'd talk about why Black children are significantly more likely to visit emergency rooms
because of asthma-related illnesses and how environmental conditions contribute to those
disparities.

On campuses where service and community are already central values, students immediately
understand why these conversations matter.

That's one of the reasons programs like BIT for Resilient HBCUs are so effective.

You're meeting students where they already are and empowering them to become leaders.

| also love that you're taking your cues directly from student leaders.

The current generation of college students has incredible ideas.

They know their campuses.

They know their peers.

If you give them the tools and the message, they're remarkably effective at carrying it forward.

Stephen: Thank you for saying that.



To your point about the history of HBCUs, these institutions have always had to accomplish
more with fewer resources.

Only recently have additional federal funding opportunities become available to support this
work.

Because of that history, resilience and resourcefulness are already part of the culture.
This program simply builds on that legacy.

Instead of waiting for the newest equipment or the next major capital investment, we're asking,
"What can we do with the resources we already have?"

That's a question HBCUs have been answering for generations.

Climate resilience becomes another way to continue that tradition of stewardship and
community leadership.

Working with these students is incredibly rewarding because they recognize that they have the
power to create change on their own campuses.

You can see that realization happen in real time.
As a Spelman graduate, I'm sure you've seen that yourself.

Spelman, Clark Atlanta University, Texas Southern University, Morgan State University,
Xavier University of Louisiana... these institutions are producing leaders every day.

Erigah: Absolutely.

And yes, don't call it "ex-Xavier."
Stephen: Exactly.

You'll get yourself in trouble.
(Both laugh.)

Eriqah: Thank you so much for joining us today and for sharing more about the BIT Building
program at Southface.

Before we wrap up, | always like to end with the same question because it's my favorite.
We've talked a lot today about hope, community, and the energy students bring to this work.
So, what gives you hope about climate action in Georgia?

Stephen: What gives me hope is people.



| say that because, as someone who grew up in Berkeley, California, | came to Georgia with a
very different understanding of what sustainability meant.

When | first moved here, | admit | had some preconceived ideas. | thought, "People here don't
care about the environment."

But after living here for nearly 25 years, I've learned that simply isn't true.
People don't dislike the environment.
They just relate to it differently.

Someone who doesn't recycle isn't necessarily choosing not to care. They may not have access
to convenient recycling, or the infrastructure may not exist where they live.

That's why | keep coming back to people.

People want to do the right thing.

Our responsibility is to make doing the right thing as easy as possible.

People will surprise you.

When they're given practical ways to contribute, they step up.

That's what gives me hope, not just about Georgia, but about communities everywhere.
The potential for meaningful change has always been there.

Our job is simply to help activate it.

Eriqah: | think that's a wonderful place to end because it reminds us that so many of these
issues have been framed as divisive when, in reality, we often care about the same things.

You mentioned earlier that people generally want clean air, clean water, and healthy
communities.

That reminds me of my time at the National Wildlife Federation.

We worked with climate advocates, but we also worked closely with hunting and fishing
organizations.

From the outside, people sometimes assume those groups have very different priorities.
In reality, they share many of the same goals.

Climate advocates want clean water.



Hunters and anglers want clean water.

Climate advocates care about healthy forests because they store carbon and support
biodiversity.

Hunters care about healthy forests because wildlife depends on those habitats.
The reasons may differ, but the desired outcomes are often remarkably similar.
It's easy to focus on the things that divide us.

But especially here in Georgia, | think people show us every day that we care about many of the
same things.

Sometimes we simply talk about them in different ways.

| appreciate you reminding us of that because it's an important message.
Stephen: Absolutely.

Thank you.

This has been a wonderful conversation.

Erigah: Thank you so much for joining us and for sharing more about the BIT Building program
at Southface.

We love Southface. It's a fantastic organization, and I've had the opportunity to work with them
for many years. It's been a pleasure getting to know you and having you on the show.

| hope people will take the time to learn more about the BIT Building program and the work your
team is doing.

We appreciate everything Southface continues to do, not only for Georgia but for the Southeast
and the country as a whole.

Thank you again for joining us today.

Stephen: Thank you so much for having me.

Have a wonderful day.

Eriqah: And thank you to everyone who joined us for another Drawdown Georgia interview.

We'll see you next time.



