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in fostering climate literacy within the industry and should be encouraged in other trades. However, 
its degree of impact will be limited unless more sweeping changes are made to the organization and 
culture of the construction industry itself.

Background
LINKING CLIMATE CHANGE, THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY AND THE BC INSULATORS
Climate change and the impacts of global warming represent one of the biggest threats to the human 
population today (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 2014). Limiting its impacts 
will require urgent action to reduce global green house gas (GHG) emissions. Buildings represent an 
important contributor to global climate change mitigation (European Commission, 2014; International 
Energy Agency (IEA), 2013; Stern, 2006). Buildings account for approximately 35% - 40% of energy 
use and are a major source of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in developed countries, primarily from 
burning natural gas, oil and other fossil fuels (IPCC 2014). In Canada, residential and commercial 
buildings account for 27% of domestic energy use and 23% of GHG emissions (Council of Canadian 
Academies (CCA), 2015; Natural Resources Canada (NRCan), 2016b). Due to their longevity, the 
carbon footprint of buildings constructed today will continue to affect global warming for generations 
into the future, underscoring the need to adopt aggressive low carbon practices as quickly as possible 
(Stern 2006; Lucon et. al (IPCC), 2014; CCA 2015; Frappe-Seneclauze and Kniewassser 2016; EIA 
2016). 

The construction industry, therefore, can play an important role in improving the energy efŝciency of 
buildings (Woodbury et. al. 2008). However, current industry culture, organization, and practices all 
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Climate Leadership Plan, 2016). Consequently, the potential role that labour can play in asserting 
pressure from the opposite direction is rarely examined. Additionally, the voice of trade unions is 
largely absent – or ignored – in most discussions about mitigating climate change by governments, in 
the academic literature and in the media (Lipsig-Mummé 2010; Lipsig-Mummé 2013; Lipsig-Mummé 
and Stephen McBride 2015; IEA 2016). For example, Canada’s Second Biennial Report on Climate 
Change does not mention unions or labour organizations at all (Canada 2016). However, there are 
examples of construction trades’ unions promoting higher standards to mitigate climate impacts by 
promoting low carbon working practices that prioritize energy efŝciency and sustainability (Calvert and 
Tallon 2016).

The BC Insulators (formally known as the Heat and Frost Insulators Local118) is a Vancouver-based 
trade union that represents all unionized mechanical insulation (MI) workers in the province of BC. 
Members of the union are highly trained journeypersons with a Trades Qualiŝcation (TQ) based on a 
4-year apprenticeship program and successful completion of Canadaƀs Red Seal trades certiŝcation 
exam in MI. Certiŝed mechanical insulators are responsible for the installation and maintenance of MI 
in heating, ventilation and air conditioning systems (HVAC) (National Insulation Association, 2009). 
HVAC systems use energy to heat or cool buildings. They circulate temperature-controlled air, water, 
or other Şuids to maintain designated internal temperatures, or to service speciŝc functions within 
buildings such as district heating systems or steam sterilization in hospitals. Proper application of 
MI is important to maximize the energy efŝciency and longevity of HVAC systems (Graham, 2016; 
Kephalopoulos, Geiss et. al. 2016; BC Homeowner Protection Ofŝce 2015;). Missing, damaged 
or improperly installed MI can signiŝcantly reduce heating and cooling system efŝciencies. It can 
also lead to adverse health effects as mould or other air-borne contaminants can easily develop in 
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MI in achieving long-term energy savings. It also emphasized that these savings could be achieved 
with modest up-front investments during new construction (or retroŝt), typically requiring less than 1% of 
the capital cost of a development project (HB Lanarc, 2010). This campaign deliberately linked quality 
MI standards and implementation practices with climate change objectives. To provide evidence in 
support of its campaign, the union commissioned new research on MI from a reputable engineering 
consulting ŝrm, HB Lanarc. It used this evidence in its presentations to municipal governments on the 
need for higher provincial building code regulations. Simultaneously, it encouraged municipalities to 
require better MI standards in their contract tendering and it promoted the value of MI at numerous 
building industry conventions, provincially, nationally and in the US. These efforts have been extensively 
documented in an earlier paper. They provide the context for this research project (Calvert & Tallon, 
2016). 

As part of its overall campaign, the BC Insulatorsƀ identiŝed apprenticeship training as a major 
opportunity to promote its climate agenda to young workers entering the construction industry.  It 
believed that incorporating climate literacy into the apprenticeship curriculum could increase member 
awareness and, potentially, member commitment to achieving industry-leading standards of MI 
installation. This realization led the union leadership to consider incorporating a new climate change 
module into the classroom component of its MI apprenticeship program.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE ‘GREEN AWARENESS’ COURSE CONTENT
The BC Insulators have designed, implemented and now maintain the curriculum for the MI trade in 
BC, a role that is unusual for most building trades unions in BC. The program is a designated RED 
SEAL program, meeting national standards of excellence for the training and certiŝcation of skilled 
insulators. The provincial trades training program for mechanical insulators is offered through the British 
Columbia Institute of Technology (BCIT), a public educational institution. However, unlike most of BCIT’s 
other trade programs, which are delivered by college staff, the BC Insulators have a contract with the 
college, whereby they hire their own program instructor and then rent classroom and workspace from 
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and other economic factors. However, its developers emphasize that it can also be used to estimate 
greenhouse gas emissions and the corresponding reductions associated with a given insulation 
application. It therefore mirrors the union’s green training material, which attempts to balance the 
economic and environmental beneŝts associated with MI. Like the LEED 101 module, this module 
concludes with an exam to ensure that apprentices understand the information presented (see Appendix 
B for module outline). 
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industry to low carbon construction and;
• Develop recommendations for overcoming these barriers in the classroom, on the job site 

and in the wider organization and culture of the industry.

Methods
This research process involved a qualitative review of the ‘Green Awareness’ course materials followed 
by qualitative interviews of apprentices enrolled in two different classroom cohorts (second- and fourth-
year) during the spring 2016 classroom training sessions. The researchers developed their interview 
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to be interviewed. Each signed a consent form. Copies of the consent forms were provided to all 
participants. 

The interviews were audio-recorded and all recordings were transferred to a password-protected 
computer for storage. The interview content was transcribed. Neither recordings, nor transcription 
documents contained the names of the participants and the researchers eliminated any identiŝers 
(of organizations, employers, peers, or instructors) from the transcripts. Interviewee’s identities were 
linked to interview numbers, which were recorded only on the original hard copy documents from 
their interviews (the question list and consent form). All documents associated with the data collection 
process will continue to be stored in a locked facility for a period of two years following study 
completion, according to the ethics agreement. 

Both the decision to conduct the interviews and the context in which they were developed were 
informed by the results of the previous research project that described and evaluated the BC Insulators’ 
overall ‘Green Jobs, Great Jobs’ campaign (Calvert & Tallon, 2016). This research included “expert” 
interviews with the BC Insulator’s Business Manager, the Apprenticeship Program Instructor and other 
union ofŝcials. This earlier study provided the framework for the development of the current research 
project on the ‘Green Awareness’ course. The union viewed its decision to introduce the climate 
change module into the apprenticeship program as an important component of its larger campaign 
to ‘green’ the industry, raising the question of whether this addition was contributing to the overall 
campaign objectives. 

Analysis
The Research Assistant was responsible for the transcription and analysis of the interview content. A 
detailed, thematic analysis was performed on the transcribed interview content. The initial analysis 
involved a complete review of both sets of transcripts separately. For each set of transcripts, all the 
interviewees’ verbatim responses were pasted into a spreadsheet and grouped together by question. 
For each question, the collection of responses was then explored, line-by-line, for emergent sub-themes. 
Full quotations that were felt to best summarize the concept behind a sub-theme were also captured 
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Research Findings
Several major themes emerged in the ŝndings of the apprentice interviews. Encompassed within these 
themes are emergent subthemes representing telling differences in apprentices’ attitudes, understanding 
and opinions regarding not only the content and delivery of the apprentice curriculum itself, but also 
about the realities of their in-ŝeld training, their work in the trade, the role of green or environmentally-
friendly practices in their trade and in the industry, and the potential to change current industry culture 
and practices. Some of these sub-themes demonstrate a distinct split in perspectives or opinions 
amongst members of the same class. This split often emerges along the lines of differences in work 
experience, for example whether the interviewee has experience in the industrial versus the commercial 
sector. There are also sub-themes that present clear divisions in opinion between the two apprentice 
cohorts, possibly as a result of factors such as their different levels of experience in the trade or their 
different degree of exposure to the new ‘Green Awareness’ course. While many of these sub-themes 
present clear divisions in attitudes, understanding and opinions, there is also important evidence of 
shared perspectives. These shared perspectives are not restricted to within a given apprentice class, 
but extend across the two groups of interviewees. As such, these uniting sub-themes are revealing of 
what might be prevailing attitudes and opinions within the trade regarding current construction industry 
culture and practices, as well as a shared understanding of the challenges facing the trade today. 

To interpret how and why shared perspectives emerge within some themes while clear divisions 
are represented in others, and to gain an appreciation for why certain differences may exist within 
an apprentice class while others demonstrate clear distinctions between the two classes, requires 
an examination of the unique demographic distribution of each of the apprentice cohorts. Each of 
the interview samples, although not randomly selected, appeared to be fairly representative of their 
respective classroom populations. An examination of any differences in classroom experiences and 
curriculum exposure across the two apprentice cohorts is also essential, as these differences can be 
associated with differences in the nature of responses to certain questions across the two groups. For 
this reason, the discussion on the ŝndings from this research will begin with a description of each of the 
two groups of interview participants. Each of the subsequent sections will then examine ŝndings from 
each of the major themes that emerged from the interview process through an exploration of each of 
the afŝliated sub-themes.
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DESCRIPTION: DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 2ND AND 4TH YEAR COHORTS

Key findings:
• Fourth-year cohort: all male, tighter age range (average 28), high school educated, heavy 

industrial sector influence, preparing for RED SEAL exam, slightly more pessimistic about 
industry and program experience.

• Second-year cohort: representation for both genders, wider age range, diverse levels of 
education and work experience, non-union representation, heavy commercial influence, 
more optimistic about industry and program experience.

The interview participants from the fourth-year cohort represented a very distinct demographic group. 
They were generally younger, white men. Their ages ranged from 23 to 33 years of age, with an 
average age of 28. This means that most of them would have begun their apprenticeship training 
in their early to mid-twenties. All but one had completed their high school education. However, only 
one had reported pursuing any post-secondary education, describing the experience as having taken 
“a few college courses.” All reported some other type of work experience prior to arriving at MI, 
although in most cases this involved working in the service industry as kitchen staff. A few reported 
prior construction experience but the extent and type of experience described varied dramatically. 
Most claimed very limited or no experience in construction. In terms of their experience within MI, 
a few reported having previous non-union experience. However, in terms of their experience within 
the apprenticeship program, they had all arrived at the program as a result of employment within the 
union and were all currently working for union employers. The majority had only worked for two or 
three different employers over the course of their apprenticeship, and several had stuck with a single 
employer. The majority (six) stated that most of their experience consisted of working in the industrial 
sector. This meant that, while the commercial sector perspective was represented, the majority of the 
interview content reŞected the industrial sector experience and reality.

In terms of their program and curriculum experience, a few critical factors should be mentioned. 
First, the interviewees were less than a week away from writing their RED SEAL exam to complete 
their apprenticeship program. They were taking time out of a study period to assist in the interview 
process. It is possible that this situation generated some stress and anxiety. It may also have led to the 
manifestation of certain frustrations or criticisms regarding their experiences in the program or the ŝeld.  
Additionally, the interviews revealed that the fourth-year apprentices had arrived back to conduct their 
ŝnal classroom session only to ŝnd that they did not have a classroom space. They lost the ŝrst several 
days of class time switching classrooms, moving boxes and setting up for their training. The insulator 
apprentice program is not an “in-house” program at BCIT. The instructor is contracted and the space is 
rented. For this reason, the apprentices stated that they often feel they are treated differently than the 
other trades programs. This speciŝc experience of having to reorganize their class space and losing 
valuable teaching time may have further contributed to a sense of frustration or pessimism regarding 
their experiences in the program. 

Finally, the researchers believed at the outset of this project that this group of apprentices had been the 
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of the interviewees was still employed as a non-union worker (two spots in are reserved for non-union 
employees in each program cohort). This interviewee was putting himself through the apprenticeship 
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to questions about their employment experiences, their interactions with other trades, their perceptions 
of the construction industry, and their degree of exposure to the ‘Green Awareness’ course content. 
While many of the perceptions about the program were similar across the two apprentice cohorts, 
there were slight differences that emerged. These differences were also ampliŝed by other factors such 
as whether the apprentice worked in the industrial or commercial sector, what their previous work 
experiences had been, their reasons for becoming engaged in the trade, and their proposed plans 
upon completion of the program. The ŝndings encompassed within this theme have obvious, direct 
implications for the classroom component of the apprenticeship program. However, they also provide 
important insights into how apprentices interpret, understand, and engage with other members of their 
trade as well as with other trades and professionals within the construction industry. These perceptions 
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they are ultimately disappointed. There was also the suggestion that much of the material was 
either extremely outdared or so new that the instructor himself had a hard time explaining it. 
Finally, several complained that much of the material was not relevant to their work and they found 
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APPRENTICE PERSPECTIVES: THE MECHANICAL INSULATION TRADE:

Key findings:
• Industrial sector and commercial sector differ substantially in terms of: commitment to 

training/supervision (greater in industrial), pressure to meet tight timeline/deadlines 
(greater in commercial), quality and quantity of resources (greater in industrial), emphasis 
on work quality over quantity (greater in industrial) and overall work-site culture and norms. 

• Perceived poor treatment of MI within industry (greater on commercial side) – positioned 
lower in the trade hierarchy.

• Lack of understanding/awareness amongst industry professionals and other trades of what 
MI is and the skills/training required for proper installation.

• Lack of awareness/understanding translates to devaluation of MI trade.
• Leads to challenges in job performance/quality, working/communicating with other trades, 

workplace morale.

Both apprentice cohorts openly shared perspectives on their trade, including insights on current divi-
sions within their trade as well as how their trade ŝts within the broader construction industry. Many 
of the interview questions were speciŝcally designed to target apprenticesƀ employment history and 
experience within the industry. These types of questions were typically the ones that generated the 
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always says you’re supposed to but half the employers nowadays are so cheap they just throw 
you on a job and just expect you to get it done.” ~ Second-year apprentice

The second-year apprentices were far less likely to suggest reasons for why this was the case 
than their fourth-year counterparts. However, both cohorts seemed acutely aware of a signiŝcant 
difference in training expectations and supports across the two industry sectors. One apprentice 
who worked on both sides of the industry validated this interpretation by conŝrming that when he 
had worked on the industrial side he had been mentored by a journeyperson, but that had not 
happened while he had worked on the commercial side. 

ii. Treatment of mechanical insulation trade within the construction industry: The number and types of 
challenges faced by the apprentices in the ŝeld tended to differ according to the sector in 
which they were employed. However, feelings of frustration regarding the general treatment of 
mechanical insulators and MI as a trade within the industry were universal. Members of both 
sectors expressed the opinion that the trade was treated poorly relative to other trades on a job 
site. Reasons for this differential treatment included lack of awareness and education on the part 
of both contractors and other trades groups regarding the trade and its importance in the long-term 
functioning and performance of a building. “On the construction site, it feels like we’re not treated 
as good as everybody else, because we are a small trade that not much people know about.” This 
was frequently presented as a status issue whereby mechanical insulators’ position as a “second” 
or “sub-contracted” trade made them less valuable or prestigious in the eyes of the industry. The 
amount of labour required for MI on project sites is fairly small relative to many of the other trades; 
therefore, mechanical insulators are typically brought in as a sub-contractor on projects and the 
number of insulators present on a job site is dramatically less then, say, the number of plumbers, 
or drywallers, or framers. Their very physical presence on a work-site is therefore lacking and 
can make it challenging for them to assert themselves, especially on larger projects. As well, as 
a sub-contracted trade, they are often not included in major contractor meetings. As a result, their 
voices and interests are not represented in key decision-making processes. This contributed to the 
apprentices’ perception that they are often “thought-out” of the construction process. 

ƁThe thing with being insulators, weƀre considered a second trade; weƀre not a ŝrst trade. What 
I mean by that is electricians and plumbers and framers, theyƀre considered like a ŝrst trade, 
they’re more respected. And we’re like a second trade and a lot of construction people think 
that we’re kind of useless.” ~ Second-year apprentice

Adding to the perspective of being an “invisible” or “second trade” was the fact that MI is not 
included in the formal scheduling process of a construction project. “I mean I don’t think they’re 
ever gonna consider us in the schedule, I think we’re gonna be like the afterthought, always.” This 
lack of interest or awareness was linked to the signiŝcant role cost-savings play in decision-making 
regarding scheduling and the prioritization of the various trades on a job-site. “A lot of it is like 
they cater to the trades that cost more per hour for them … I don’t know who’s at the top, but it’s 
like a ladder and as insulators, we’re kind of near the bottom so we get forgot about.” As a less 
visible, or less valuable trade then they expressed feeling that this made them more disposable. 
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So, whereas other trades were pushed to meet deadlines, they were simply pushed-out, ƁI ŝnd 
a lot of general contractors, maybe they only care so much about one of the trades or whatever, 
and they don’t even care about some of the other ones – insulators!” As well, because of their 
inability to represent themselves in key-decision making processes, it was easier for their role to be 
entirely eliminated from a project in an effort for contractors or project managers to cut timelines 
and cut construction costs. The two cohorts’ shared concern over the treatment of the trade within 
the industry also emerged in response to questions regarding how the industry might be improved.  
The idea of equal treatment of trades within the industry came up several times within the second-
year interviews in particular. The second-years suggested was a shift in industry culture, industry 
“politics” and the current established hierarchy was a necessary prerequisite to better treatment of 
mechanical insulators, and equal treatment across all the trades. 

“Like, knowing that you are a trade but we’re all here for the same reason, we’re all here on 
the same project, and all of our work matters, that would be ideal.” ~ Second-year apprentice

The inequitable treatment of mechanical insulators within the industry was a concern shared by 
both groups of interviewees. However, this understanding seemed to impact the two groups 
of interviewees differently in terms of their overall attitudes regarding the industry, the MI trade, 
and the apprentice experience. In general, the second-years were far more likely to express 
satisfaction and pride not only in their trade and their work, but also in regards to their experience 
in the apprenticeship program and their classroom training, as compared to their fourth-year 
counterparts. This may be an artefact of the added impact of two extra years of exposure in 
the ŝeld, and any associated accumulation of experiences of poor treatment. All second-year 
apprentices expressed interest in continuing with the apprentice program and pursing work in their 
trade, whereas two fourth-years were committed to leaving the trade and the industry as soon as 
they received their RED SEAL certiŝcation. The second-years were also far more likely to link their 
positive feelings about their trade back to the idea of MI as being an environmentally friendly or 
green trade, and the positive impact they felt this made in their work. “It makes me feel like my 
trade is way more important than a lot of the other ones now [chuckles] because it’s major, major 
energy savings.” The link between the second-year apprentices’ emphasis on “feeling good” about 
their trade, and their roll in energy savings is suggestive of the impact the ‘Green Awareness’ 
training had on their perceptions of the MI trade; “I didn’t know it was a green trade until I started, 
until ŝrst year. But, I donƀt know, it just makes me feel good about my job.Ƃ In comparison, the 





29

ACW  •  Promoting Climate Literacy in British Columbia’s Apprenticeship System

force. As one second-year apprentice put it, in the construction industry “it’s all about the dollar, 
it’s all about the money.” For the second-year interviewee’s, this shared, accepted reality of the 
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from one generation to the next via training, mentorship, and initiation of new, young workers as 
well as by the guidance of the leadership who are setting the priorities, thus making it extremely 
hard to achieve meaningful and lasting change. 



31

ACW  •  Promoting Climate Literacy in British Columbia’s Apprenticeship System

The consensus was that more outside pressure would be needed to introduce real change and 
to speed up the process; “I just see that they do what they can – the minimal – and that’s it.” 
Participants from both cohorts felt that any change, regardless of how small or how slow, in the 
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larger companies is a downgrading of trust, of sufŝcient training, of self-efŝcacy and that these 
factors can generate decreased efŝciency and effectiveness on project sites. Size also emerged 
as a concern in terms of ownership and responsibility on job sites. One second-year apprentice 
felt that on projects where developers rely on general contractors to coordinate and execute large 
projects, the developers “pass the buck” to contractors when it comes to ensuring standards and 
best practices on site. The apprentice’s point was that contractors, whose priority is to project 
completion and timelines, cannot and should not be really they solely responsible for enforcing 
best practices, and that developers are shirking their responsibility. 

“I used to think … a building was just like, ‘hey it’s a building’, and everyone works for one 
company. But it’s not; it’s a universe really. You’ve got all these subcontractors and contractors 
and they’re all doing their own thing. So, while you could have half the people doing what 
they’re supposed to do, but the other half aren’t doing what they’re supposed to do, then you’re 
50% crap.” ~ Second-year apprentice

APPRENTICE PERSPECTIVES: “GREENING” THE CANADIAN CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY:

Key findings:
• 
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could have been a result of various contributing factors including length of program experience and 
exposure, age and maturity, career context, and exposure to program challenges and stress. However, 
it is quite possible that the second-year apprentice exposure to the ‘Green Awareness’ course had 
a role to play in the greater degree of enthusiasm with which they spoke to this major theme as 
compared to their fourth-year counterparts. This is not to say that all of their responses were overtly 
positive, optimistic or rosy. However, they were diverse, detailed and honest. 

i. Approaches based on policy, legislation, enforcement and incentives: The majority of the apprentices from 
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auditor or investigator. While the government was seen as an important regulatory body in terms 
of establishing the mandate, they were also perceived as having their own agenda and were 
therefore suspect in its enforcement. As one second-year apprentice put it, “the government has 
their agenda, the union has their agenda; everyone has their own agenda, right?” Responses 
were not always optimistic in terms of the likelihood of these changes occurring; the pace and 
complexity with which policy is produced and then legislation is introduced was a concern:

“But it’s so hard you know, because it has to go through legislation, and then you have people 
who talk for people, then those people have to go talk to those people, and then they talk to 
like the house, and I don’t see it happening, no. I feel like construction is just … it’s construction, 
and that’s how people see it ...” ~ Second-year apprentice

Another factor frequently cited by both cohorts as essential to improving performance and quality 
of work in the industry was better communication and coordination of the different trades. Once 
again, ŝnancial incentives were offered as a motivator to encourage better interaction; the idea 
of implementing ƁkickbacksƂ to tradespeople who worked efŝciently and effectively with the 
trades directly impacted by the work. It was also seen as an important responsibility of worksite 
leadership; “That needs to come from the head, the big head honcho dude, he needs to sit down 
and be like, ‘listen, this is my site, this is how it’s gonna be run, ya’ll are gonna communicate’.” 

Linked to this issue of coordination and communication of trades was the idea of differential 
treatment of the different trades involved in a project. As highlighted previously, the apprentices 
often felt that mechanical insulators were treated unfairly on job sites and that poor treatment or 
disregard for their trade within the industry resulted in poor work performance and an inability 
for them to do their jobs properly. The necessity for equal treatment of the different trades groups 
therefore came up several times. Many apprentices saw this as a need to address the “politics” 
within the industry. The concept of industry “politics” was linked to the idea of an industry culture 
that included a trade hierarchy that prioritized the more expensive and more visible trade groups. 
Similar to the issue of unequal treatment across the various trades, was the need to address 
unequal treatment within the MI trade. One fourth-year apprentice with industrial work experience 
focused on the idea that if the industrial and commercial sector were on par in terms of pay and 
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MI trade and those trades that they work most directly with. A couple apprentices from both the 
second- and fourth-year cohorts expanded this idea to include increased awareness of roles across 
trades, so that each trade had a clear understanding of how their work impacts (either directly 
or indirectly) on the work performed by other trades. Building on this idea of the importance of 
communication was the suggestion that tradespeople would beneŝt from the incorporation of soft 
skills or Ɓpeople skillsƂ into their training. Ensuring tradespeople are comfortable and conŝdent 
in communicating with others, and educating them on the importance of frequent and effective 
communication would increase cross-talk and coordination within and amongst trades on job sites. 

Several apprentices were quick to point out that waiting for the next generation of apprentices 
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industry. Second-year apprentices offered several suggestions on how to go about promoting 
and selling “green construction” to the public. One focused on advertising to attract contracts; “… 
maybe something for the promotion of their company about how green they are and how well 
they’re doing and this is what they’re doing for the environment, that would probably get them 
more work through contractors …” Another focused on advertising at the sales end, “You might 
even be able to sell the apartments or condos for more money by going, ‘listen, we managed to 
make this building 90% energy efŝcient, which means your energy bill is a lot lessƀ.Ƃ Critical to 
their argument is the belief that green, or sustainable construction practices are already attractive 
to a substantial portion of the general public looking to purchase commercial property, “That’s a 
thing people like; people like to buy things that have the green stamp of approval on it. Why not 
the building market, which people are just buying into right now?” In this case, all that remains 
is to convince the industry that this public interest can be leveraged to increase proŝt margins 
by providing an edge over the competition when it comes to attracting potential buyers and 
increasing rates of sale. One second-year apprentice was quick to offer suggestions on how that 
might be achieved: 

“In the real-estate market … it can be part of the sales pitch, ‘by the way, when we designed 
this building, we designed it with energy savings in mind … and then you can show people 
the mechanical room, you know, ‘this is the amount of effort and time that we put into it to make 
sure that no energy is wasted in this building.’” ~ Second-year apprentice

The use of MI as a promotional piece requires that people, as in the general public who form 
the consumer-base for these commercial development projects, understand what MI is. Its success 
therefore hinges on the degree to which people understand and appreciate how MI contributes 
to the picture of sustainable development. This need once again brought apprentices back to the 
importance of education as a piece to shifting industry practices. The apprentices argued that 
people need to be made aware of MI in order for them to become savvy, informed buyers. The 
public needs to understand what MI is, how it works, and when it is used so that they know what 
questions to ask as consumers and what to look for when making a purchase. Not only does this 
ensure the feasibility of MI as a marketing tool, it also works to prevent green-washing and quality-
cutting practices like those described by the apprentices with experience on LEED sites:

“It’s not just about slapping a solar panel on the roof - because the solar panel generates some 
energy and it’s great and all - but if we can be less wasteful, that’s the better choice. Think 
about recycling: reduce, reuse, recycle.” – Second-year apprentice

iii. 
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and safety on worksites and a demand within the construction industry to create a culture that puts 
the safety of the workers ŝrst. The comparison of Ɓgreen cultureƂ to safety culture ŝrst emerged in 
response to a question about whether work site culture reŞected concerns about the sustainability 
of a project, or the importance of reducing the carbon footprint of buildings. One second-year 
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aggressive enforcement of standards in meeting their sustainability designations. He provided 
an example from his own experience of working on a designated LEED project. The apprentice 
recalled being told it was a LEED project for the ŝrst time: ƁWhen I found out it was a LEED 
project, I was just stunned. I was like, this is a LEED project?! … There’s not a thing here that’s 
reminiscent of a LEED project at all!Ƃ The apprentice could appreciate the logistical and ŝnancial 
challenges associated with managing and developing this particular project, which involved the 
construction of a major hospital in a remote location. What the apprentice could not rationalize 
was how or why the decision was made to pursue LEED designation if these challenges were 
known and would obviously impair the project from performing to LEED standards; “you’ve got to 
follow through on it, or you gotta say, ‘no, we cannot make it to this standard.’ Because, to me, I 
think it just ruined the name of LEED.” He expressed a serous concern about lack of accountability 
as a result of an absence of oversight or enforcement; “Like, you have a safety supervisor – you 
could just have a “green supervisor” – and LEED projects don’t have that, and that is absolutely 
insane to me.”  This example therefore relates to the idea of the need for third party objective 
inspection or supervision within the industry, when it comes to demanding standards of practice. 

“Like, you have a safety supervisor – you could just have a ‘green supervisor’ … I think if you’re 
gonna have a safety supervisor walking around, making sure everyone’s ok, you should be 
making sure that you’re doing your part for the environment because they are getting all these 
incentives to do it.” ~ Second-year apprentice

Regardless of which approaches are taken, these apprentices made it clear that change within the 
industry will require a dramatic shift in current industry culture. Their responses also made clear that 
such a cultural shift will require not only external pressures acting on the industry, but also internal 
initiative and willingness on the part of industry leadership to set examples.

“Yeah, it is about trying to shift a culture and that’s the way it’ll happen, but somebody’s gotta 
kind of start doing it. You need to have the one, like, general contractor that goes ‘we’re 
building green buildings; 100% green buildings; the most efŝcient we can build; weƀre gonna 
press this and we’re gonna emphasize it every morning and we’re gonna make a big deal 
about, about how we’re saving the climate.’ You would be able to make an impact that way, 
but I just haven’t found a site that does something like that yet.” ~ Second-year apprentice

Research Limitations and Challenges
The interview setting posed several unique challenges that may have inŞuenced the research process. 
Because the interviews took place during class, it was apparent to all members of the class, and to 
the instructor, which apprentices had participated and which hadnƀt. Therefore, while conŝdentiality of 
interview content was observed, complete anonymity in regards to participation in the research process 
was impossible. This may have inŞuenced some apprenticesƀ willingness to participate in the research 
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process. Another factor that may have inŞuenced participation rates is the existing limitation around 
on classroom time. While interviewing at the program location may have increased the convenience 
of participating, interviewing during classroom and shop hours may have been a disincentive for 
apprentices already challenged by limited in-class time. Apprentices were asked to commit anywhere 
from thirty minutes to one hour of teaching, study, or project time which, particularly for the fourth-year 
cohort who were days away from writing their ŝnal Red Seal exam, might have been too much.

In regards to the interview rooms, both of the private ofŝce spaces used for each of the interviews 
had windows. It was therefore possible for classmates to see interviewee’s and vice versa during the 
interview process. It is possible that this degree of visibility may have created distractions as well as 
discomfort during the interview process, although, this was not readily apparent during the interviews. 
The second-year interviews took place in the instructor ofŝce adjacent to the workshop and other trade 
instructors had access to the ofŝce space in order to use the printer and fax machine. The very ŝrst 
second-year interview was interrupted when an instructor from another trade needed to make use of 
the photocopier. This may have contributed to a sense that this interview environment was slightly less 
private. Despite these various challenges, apprentices who volunteered to be interviewed seemed 
eager and willing to share and were genuinely interested in contributing to the research process. There 
were no obvious signs of concerns regarding the nature of the research process and their willingness to 
share openly is reŞected in the quality and quantity of content provided in the transcripts. 

The volunteer nature of apprentice participation in this research project introduces several limitations. 
First, the lack of random sampling could have introduced biases in terms of the types of participants 
represented in each sample and, therefore, the views and opinions presented in the ŝndings. The 
evaluation of the demographic distribution and group characteristics presented in the ŝndings 
suggests that each sample was fairly representative of their respective class demographic. However, 
this does not necessarily mean that the views and opinions expressed by the interviewees were 
equally representative. Second, full participation of both classes was not achieved through volunteer 
participation. Instead, the sample size for each cohort was relatively small (less than 50% of total class 
size for both years).  When considering that an apprentice class consists of less than 25 students, the 
sample size would always have been inherently small. As a result of these limitations, the ŝndings may 
not provide a complete representation of the MI apprentice experience across program years. 

Conclusions
The ŝndings from the interviews highlight several important trends that speak to the impact of the 
‘Green Awareness’ training. The second-year apprentices, who had all received both components of 
the ‘Green Awareness’ course, provided far more content and detail overall in their interviews. Their 
interviews were, on average, twice as long as their fourth-year counterparts and they were far more 
engaged by questions targeting how issues of sustainability, energy conservation, “green construction 
practices” and climate change are addressed within their trade and throughout the construction 
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implementation, further contributing to these systemic problems. These problems present serious barriers 
to the implementation of knowledge acquired by MI apprentices in the ‘Green Awareness’ course 
components, as well as baseline best practices for MI (and for other trades).
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program, knowing that this research could produce ŝndings that were critical both of the new course 
content as well the overall apprenticeship training program. However, the BC Insulators saw the 
research as essential in order from them to understand more fully how the program was being received 
by its apprentices and, consequently, what changes it might need to make to facilitate a more effective 
approach to promoting climate literacy, both in the classroom and on the job.

Behind this motivation, was the recognition that a key requirement for implementing low carbon 
construction was the commitment of its own members to this enterprise. Its administration of the 
apprenticeship program provided a vehicle for changing the culture of the trade, as its younger 
members would be exposed to climate change research as well as information about the way in 
which their trade could play a central role in mitigating global warming in the construction industry. Of 
course, the BC Insulators understood that introduction of this new course content into the apprenticeship 
program would only represent one component in their larger, multi-facetted campaign to change the 
culture of the industry. But it is nevertheless an important component, whose long-term impact will 
complement the various other parts of the union’s broader campaign to educate the building industry of 
the critical importance of MI in reducing energy consumption and GHG emissions. 

Recommendations
The preceding discussion has highlighted the numerous barriers facing both the BC Insulators 
and the industry more broadly, in addressing climate mitigation and sustainable practices within 
construction. The challenges go beyond the training system for MI apprentices and include legislative 
and regulatory frameworks, the economic pressures within which construction operates and the roles 
of numerous industry partners including developers, professionals, project managers, contractors 
and many others. The scope of the problem is therefore substantial. The following recommendations 
however, are grounded in the speciŝc ŝndings of this research and therefore focus on issues raised 
by the apprentices in their interviews Ɖ issues that reŞect the experience of MI apprentices, both in the 
classroom and in the workplace. The recommendations also reŞect the conclusions that the researchers 
themselves have reached as a result of the information provided by the interviewees. The ŝrst set of 
recommendations are intended for the BC Insulators themselves. They relate to the ‘Green Awareness’ 
course content, making suggestions about how it can be more effective. They also address broader 
issues associated with the apprenticeship program itself that may be helpful to the BC Insulators in 
addressing some of the limitations identiŝed by its apprentices. The second set of recommendations is 
for the Provincial Government, and focuses more broadly on some immediate changes the government 
could make to strengthen the apprenticeship program and also to reinforce efforts to adopt better, 
more sustainable construction methods. The ŝnal set of recommendations targets the industry itself, 
and speciŝcally changes that employers can and should be making. This is far from a comprehensive 
package of industry reforms, as the researchers have been mindful of the need to base their proposals 
on the results of the interviews and not on a root and branch assessment of the industry’s capacity to 
implement low carbon construction. 
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Appendix B: Course outline for Green Awareness Training “Green in Mechanical Insulation” 
module
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