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It would be a waste of our unique resources simply to carry out imitative or fashionable research on an opportunistic basis. We concentrate on areas where we are best placed to make a distinctive contribution. Although we have never gone so far as to agree on a strict set of rules, some important features can be identified:

· That we try to solve real problems with ‘sustainability’ implications

· That we focus on the problems affecting householders and ‘small players’

· That we look for common areas in-between conventional fields of activity

· That we pay attention to the ‘software’ of problems as well as the ‘hardware’ 

· That we undertake to answer questions considered off-limits by mainstream research institutions

· That we adopt a wide-angle approach from the general to the particular rather than the reverse

Some brief amplifications and examples:

Real Problems. 

Pure or ‘blue sky’ research is often expensive and pursued by universities and larger commercial organisation. It is essential but outside our scope. All our research is aimed at solving identifiable problems, very often the ‘frequently asked questions’ posed by our ‘clientele’ of visitors and users of our information and consultancy services. This might range from analysing the various meanings given to the word ‘sustainability’ to methods of using sheep’s wool as an insulation material.

The constant stream of inquiries in the information centre is a helpful link to the real world, and gives a practical edge to our work.

Householders and ‘Small Players’.  

Understandably, research tends to follow funding and likely returns on investment, and is dominated by the ‘big players’. We deliberately focus on the problems faced by householders and small organisations. An example is in the use of compost processes to treat solid wastes, normally carried out on a large scale and attracting generous research effort. Yet on the household scale there is effectively no research at all: it is assumed to be either the same process writ small or too administratively messy to bother with. We have demonstrated that these assumptions are false, and made substantial progress in designing new, simple and efficient small-scale composting systems that could play a crucial role in meeting local authority and government targets on waste.

Interdisciplinarity. 

The way we work often requires overlaps between our own departments, and this principle can be applied to solving problems that fall between traditional subjects or trades. For example photovoltaics is ‘electrical engineering’ and roofs is ‘construction industry’. We have designed and constructed the UK’s largest electricity-generating roof, in which the PV units are also the principal roof-cladding elements. This has required the design of new systems of fixing and electrical connections which could be widely applied elsewhere. Another example is the problem of optimising home composting already mentioned. It is immensely complex and involves a vast sweep of disciplines including microbiology and invertebrate biology, biochemistry, physics of heat and gas transfer, product engineering, ergonomics, garden layout, kitchen design, social psychology, local authority organisation, health and safety legislation, UK and EU waste regulations and so on.   

We are also looking at close collaborations between science and the arts to communicate sustainability messages. Our ventures in ‘sustainability theatre’ have been successful in communicating with children, but have usually involved people with an arts background. We are now looking at how people with a science or technology background can use performance and visual arts to communicate sustainability concepts to adults.

Multiple Research Formats.

Complex practical problems cannot always be solved through one particular approach. Consider once again the question of domestic composting. There is an important role for highly controlled, lab-based studies of the processes. Yet these do not necessarily reflect the actual processes in real households. So it is important to observe uncontrolled but realistic outcomes in the real world. These are two different 'formats' shining light on the problem from different directions. The 'real world' format can itself be usefully split between a large number of sample households to sample the full range of possible behaviours and processes; and 'participant observation' by knowledgeable researchers on the look-out for crucial factors that can be captured in no other way. Hands-on participant observation by the researchers themselves is usually ignored in conventional research practice, but we have found it to be an important source of insight and new ideas.  

The Human Element. 

There is a general tendency for innovations to displace skills and avoid the acquisition of new tastes or habits by substituting smart hardware. We are ready to challenge this, for example by exploring building techniques that require more rather than less skill. This is ‘uneconomic’ but more rewarding for some builders who are happy to exchange work satisfaction for higher wages. It keeps old skills alive and generates new ones. Very often, the most efficient solutions are those which involve both a change of equipment and changes of procedure, behaviour or taste. Yet much innovation assumes that habits and attitudes are universal and fixed, and research should therefore align itself strictly with prevailing patterns. While we respect the reasons for this, we are ready to relax the typical requirement that an innovation must fit immediately into the expectations of Middle England or middle managers. An example here is our research into non-WC toilet systems, which might be considered simply a retreat into the primitive past, but with stepwise improvements in design can gradually overhaul the WC in many of its most prized attributes. 

Cinderella Topics.  

Some subjects are of great interest to large sections of the public but are ignored by bien pensant opinion for various reasons. In the absence of even a minimal amount of controlled research, erroneous beliefs can be propagated indefinitely, or alternatively, important principles overlooked. Although it is almost impossible to obtain grants for this work, we feel it is a worthwhile service to fill some of these gaps, where our facilities permit. An example is in carrying out tests of unlikely effects on plant growth such as sounds, physically-conditioned irrigation water, and the sidereal position of the moon. 

Ranging Shots. 

Usually we do not aim to carry out definitive studies that will solve a problem once and for all. Rather, we will carry out the early, broad-brush phases where our institutional flexibility is most effective, then when convincing preliminary results have been demonstrated, leave others – perhaps better equipped and funded – to confirm and extend the findings. An example is an investigation into the pest-control effects of microbe-rich liquid compost extracts. The possibility of a non-lethal pest-control spray that can be easily prepared by any farmer or grower, is too important to ignore. We are in the process of repeating some promising American findings on a limited field scale to establish a convincing prima facie case for further research, which, if successful, can then be continued elsewhere. 

