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A long time ago, in a galaxy close, close to you...

A battle for planet earth. the environment is 
collapsing. will the jedis led by anakin stairwalker 
defeat the evil emperor Lift-of-doom?



Background and research

Greenhouse gas emissions from buildings have increased steadily since 1990, 
driven predominantly by electricity consumption (State of Climate Action 2022 : 
46). Around 80% of UK’s energy that is used to power buildings is produced from 
fossil fuels (BP 2021). The built environment in the UK needs to reduce its energy 
consumption by about 80% in order to meet its 2050 net-zero carbon emissions 
target (ISG 2021).

With the current energy crisis due to the war in Ukraine, countries have been 
forced to re-evaluate energy consumption patterns. The UK has some of the oldest 
and most energy inefficient housing stock in Europe and the government 
subsidises energy bills for households and businesses that run into the tens of 
billions of pounds (Young 2022).

Reducing the energy intensity (amount of energy used per square meter) of 
buildings helps to reduce overall energy demand. Energy intensity rates are 
reducing globally, but at a slower pace than required to meet climate targets. An 
acceleration factor of 7x is required to meet 2030 emission targets. 
Decarbonizing existing buildings and making new buildings zero carbon are some 
of the suggested approaches to achieve this target.

Through my companion species project I learnt how ants have been one of the 
most enduring species on the planet. They have been able to thrive by living in 
harmony with their environment, and knowing how to use their resources 
without overexploiting them. Man has assumed permanent mastership of nature 
when he is only allowed temporary mastership (Schumacher 2014 : 81). Civilised 
man has despoiled most of the lands on which he has lived for long. To emulate the 
ants, humankind needs to rethink the way they live and consume.

In my companion species proposal, I considered using microbots modelled on 
ant’s exoskeletons to move objects/people vertically to save energy and replace 
lifts. My intravention is designed to encourage usage of stairs and reduce usage of 
lifts in residential buildings. The target group of this intravention is university 
students with no disabilities. The goal is to encourage behaviour change in terms 
of sustainability. This intravention addresses the system of electricity 
consumption which is fed by the electricity generation sector. The focus here is on 
reducing consumption, thereby reducing generation.

Figure 1: Global progress towards energy intensity targets
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Lifts

Lifts consume 5 to 10% of buildings’ energy (WEF 2019). Cutting down on lift 
usage can be a small but effective way to reduce energy consumption. There are 
different types of lifts and the energy usage varies according to the type. An 
average three-story building with a hydraulic lift consumes about 3,800 KWH 
(Kilowatt hours) per year. In comparison, a 55 inch OLED TV consumes about 
1KWH in 50 hours of usage. One year of lift usage would equal 216 years of TV 
usage.

Lifts operate using a pulley system. The main box or car you enter, is attached to 
metal cables. One end of the cable is attached to the car and the other end is 
attached to a counterweight. The counterweight moves in the opposite direction 
of the car and it’s weight is determined by an estimate of the car at half-full 
capacity. The motor and braking system help generate the movement for the lift. 
Finally there are speed governors to maintain the speed of the lifts and to protect 
the car in case of a malfunction.

The goal of this intravention is to reduce lift usage. When people can cut down on 
usage, the number of lifts produced will also decrease. More than 10,000 parts 
are used to manufacture a lift. Materials such as cables, motors, brakes, guide 
rails, and control boxes are used.  Beyond looking at just the energy costs, I would 
also like to take a look in the future, at the lift manufacturing process and see how 
much energy is expended on that.

Should we take the stairs or the lift?

Inspired by the concept of “exploring a creative resistance to the present that 
enables us to imagine the world otherwise” (Altes and Lieberman 2013 : 14), I 
wanted to look at a way to reduce lift usage in residential buildings. While lifts 
serve a purpose and considerations need to be made, I wanted to look at a 
potential group of people who could avoid using lifts.

Lifts are widely used in residential buildings and many people don’t think twice 
before using lifts, even if they’re only going up one or two floors. I observed the 
number of people using the stairs or the lift in my housing building over a 3-hour 
period. A total of 54 people went up or down the building and 65% of them used 
the lift. Almost everyone using the lifts were young, and seemingly able enough 
to use the stairs. A study conducted by the Chapman University, USA found that 
people were more likely to use the lift later in the day and suggested trying to 
encourage more people to take the stairs earlier in the day.

Figure 2: Number of users who took the lift or the stairs in Westfield apartment, going up and 
down

Figure 3: Lift usage at different times of the day in a residence hall at Chapman University, CA, 
USA
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Intravention - Action approach and Ideas

I considered a few different options for my action. I had 4 ideas- 

 1.Climb for a cause: This involved setting up a charity target. For example:  
 Donating 50 pounds to an organization if a target of 200 floors were   
 climbed. The money would come from the energy savings from reduced
 electricity consumption.
 2.Intramurals/Flat wars: A stair count competition among floor occupants.
 3.Decorating the space: Beautifying stairways inspired by existing   
 approaches used in the Scotsman steps and the Piano Staircase in 
 Stock holm.
 4.Ticket to ride: Collecting an entry ticket for people to use the lift.

Figure 5: Piano staircase in Stockholm, Sweden

The final theme I chose was based on Star Wars and I titled my intravention ‘Stair 
Wars’. I created a story and made it a battle between two sides. The purpose of 
this was to engage people and draw them in to learn more about sustainability in 
terms of using lifts. I designed a set of posters to introduce and present my 
intravention. In my posters, I nudged people to take the stairs and used some 
provocation saying that if someone chose to use the lift, they’d be contributing to 
the destruction of earth.

The reason I didn’t go with decorating the stairways is because the stairs are 
located behind a door and is hidden to people. If someone were to use the stairs, 
they would open the door anyway and choose to use them.

!

Figure 4: The Scotsman Steps, Edinburgh, Scotland

Intravention - Duration and effect

I planned on doing my intravention at my accommodation building. The 
planned duration was for one day. I setup my intravention near the reception 
area beside the lifts and stairs.

The main goal of my intravention was to get people to think. I wanted to do 
this by raising awareness through my campaign, and informing people of 
some of the effects of unchecked greenhouse gas emissions. While there were 
a lot of other areas I could have chosen to create a bigger impact, I felt like the 
idea of focusing on stairs rather than lifts was of the perfect scale for the 
intravention. It was designed as a way to spark a change in people’s 
behaviour. By choosing the stairs instead of the lift, people can also rethink 
other aspects of their lives and how they can live more sustainably in the way 
they travel, consume, and eat.

I stuck the introduction posters and the individual campaign posters on a wall 
in between the stairs and the lifts in my accommodation building. I printed 
out lift and stairs tickets for people to select and drop in a voting box beside 
the lift. The idea was for people to choose a ticket and drop it in the box every 
time they used the lift or the stairs.
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My idea for the intravention feeds off Star Wars and 
is a battle between two sides. It begins by saying that 
there’s a battle for planet earth and the protagonist, 
Anakin Stairwalker, is trying to the defeat the em-
peror Lift-of-doom. The idea was to show two sides- 
the positive effects of taking stairs and the negative 
effects of taking a lift. I portrayed the emperor as a 
devil and Stairwalker as a superhero.

 

 

The second part of the introduction talks about how 
people have the power to influence the outcome of 
the battle. They can do this by taking the stairs or by 
using the lift. The poster has an image of the annual 
greenhouse gas emissions from the various sectors. 
Highlighted in purple is the contribution from build-
ings. It goes on to say that building contribute 3.3 
gigatonnes of emissions every year. There is a note 
about the estimated emissions caused by a single lift 
for a year.

The choose your ticket wisely poster was used to 
give people an idea about the types of tickets avail-
able to them to either use the lift or the stairs. Their 
actions would contribute to the battle and influence 
the outcome. I set the target ticket count at 50, to 
decide how the battle would be won. There was a bit 
of dramatization towards the end, giving people a 
glimpse of the final outcomes depending on their 
choices. Taking the lift 50 times or 50 lift tickets 
would complete the construction of the death star 
and destroy planet earth. Similarly 50 stairs tickets 
would complete the life star and save planet earth.

Intravention Posters - 1, 2, 3
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The Join Stairwalker poster was a promotional 
style campaign poster to influence people to 
use the stairs. It lists out some of the benefits 
of using the stairs. This is based on a positive 
feedback loop (Kimmerer 2013 : 305).

Intravention Posters - 4, 5, tickets

The Join Lift-of-doom poster was a promotional 
style campaign poster to discourage people 
from using the lift.

I designed tickets for the lift and the stairs. 
The lift ticket was red in colour, keeping up 
with the theme of the campaign. The stairs 
ticket was green in colour.

4
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Intravention testing and results

I ran the intravention at my accommodation building in Westfield. It was done on 
10/12/2022 and went on from 10 am to 5 pm. The intravention threw up some 
interesting results. The usage of the lift and stairs was fairly balanced. The final 
vote count stood at 16 votes for the lift and 13 votes for stairs. Some people were 
interested in the information on the poster and took some time to read it and 
thought before selecting what they wanted to do. There were however a few 
people who didn’t show interest in the campaign. I had another idea of placing an 
‘Out of Order’ sign as an alternate strategy. This would seem like a more provoca-
tive action and might have produced better results. The COVID pandemic showed 
us that when we’re forced to change our behaviour, we realize that are alternate 
ways of doing things that aren’t so bad.

Reflection and conclusion

A lot of people are genuinely concerned about climate change. They are interested 
in helping, but are unaware of what they can do or feel like their actions aren’t 
going to make a difference. I had some useful learnings from my intravention. 
Overall, I think the response to my campaign was lukewarm. The results however 
did surprise me. The number of lift users and stairs users was almost the same. 
Some of the participants did in fact change their behaviour, even if it might have 
only been temporary. 

Some participants still chose the lift, but at the least they were aware of their 
impact and still chose to participate. There were a few other lift users who didn’t 
stop by to look at the posters. This leads me to think that the intravention could 
have been more provocative. The idea of using an ‘Out of order’ sign, coupled with 
the posters might have produced a different effect. Influencing people’s 
behaviour by forcing them to question the authenticity of the sign or looking at 
social cues in terms of other people’s behaviour would have been interesting to 
see. 

I’ve noticed that stairs aren’t easily accessible in a lot of buildings. In my accom-
modation, the lifts are more easily accessible. When you enter the building, you 
can walk straight to the lift. To get to the stairs you have to swipe your key fob and 
open a door. The closed door approach to the stairs or the hidden stairways is a 
type of design I’ve noticed in a lot of places. We need to rethink how we design 
stairways in buildings and make them more accessible and enjoyable to use.

Figure 6: Intravention posters in my apartment lobby. Tickets and voting box are on 
top of the suitcase

Figure 7: The choose your ticket poster

Figure 8: The ticket pickup box
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