
The Greatest Energy Story 
You Haven’t Heard: 
How Investing in Energy Efficiency  
Changed the US Power Sector and  
Gave Us a Tool to Tackle Climate Change



What is energy efficiency? 
Energy efficiency is the use of less energy to provide the same or better products, services, 
or amenities. Increasing efficiency allows more control over energy use, lowers costs, and 
provides multiple benefits for households, businesses, and the environment. For example, 
adding insulation to a home improves both its efficiency and its comfort. Increasing the 
efficiency of a manufacturing process can enhance the competitiveness of the plant. And by 
lowering energy use, all forms of energy efficiency cut pollution.

The energy efficiency 
success story
An invisible resource is working quietly behind the scenes to provide American 
families and businesses with the power necessary to live and work. This 
resource lowers harmful pollution, creates US jobs, reduces energy burdens for 
those most in need, and strengthens community resilience. It also improves 
the bottom line for business, returns at least double its investment, and saves 
American households, on average, $840 dollars a year. Energy efficiency has 
become the nation’s third-largest electricity resource. With increased support 
it could become the largest—and one of the world’s core strategies to tackle 
climate change. 
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One way to see energy efficiency’s effects is to look at the relationship between energy use 
and gross domestic product (GDP). From 1980 to 2014, our GDP increased by 149% while  
energy use in the United States increased by just 26%, from 78 quads (or a quadrillion Btus)  
to 98 quads, as shown in figure 1.1 

While the improvement in energy used per unit of GDP was partly due to structural  
changes in the economy, such as a shift away from some energy-intensive sectors like  
heavy manufacturing to service industries, energy efficiency was an important contributor  
to this trend.2 If we continued using energy at the same rate per unit of GDP, in 2014 the 
United States would have used 195 quads. When we factor out structural change, we are  
left with efficiency-related savings of about 58 quads, which is more than half of today’s 
energy consumption. 

In the electricity sector, which is the focus of this paper, we see another sign of major 
progress. Total demand for electricity has flattened in recent years even as the economy, 
measured by GDP, has grown (see figure 2).3  While this trend is driven by many factors, such 

For the past 40 years, energy efficiency has been a quiet success story in America’s energy 
sector. As the 1973 oil crisis put pressure on energy security and as prices spiked, consumers 
looked for ways to conserve energy and reduce environmental impacts. In response, a diverse 
group of scientists, analysts, and policymakers began to develop strategies to reduce energy 
waste and use less energy to deliver the same or better services to consumers and businesses. 
Today, energy-efficient technologies, policies, and programs impact everyone and have 
greatly influenced utilities, building designers, industrial planners, and manufacturers. 
The result has been an unqualified success story, both economically and environmentally, 
although one often unseen by the public.

The US economy grew without runaway energy use

Figure 1. US energy use: actual use and estimated use without efficiency and structural changes 
in the economy. 

Source: See page 17 for this and other figure sources.
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as annual differences in weather and changes in the structure of the economy, a large part is 
due to energy efficiency policies and programs that have helped lead to more energy-efficient 
products and services. Stronger energy efficiency policies and programs have become even 
more widespread in the last decade.

By saving energy and cutting pollution, energy efficiency also has a critical role to play in 
climate change mitigation. In the United States, the electricity sector is currently the largest 
emitter of greenhouse gases (GHG), contributing 30.5% of the total, as shown in figure 3.4 
The transportation sector is the second-largest emitter, followed by industry, commercial 
and residential fuel use, and agriculture. Energy efficiency has made significant strides in 
all of these sectors and has the potential to contribute significantly more toward US and 
international emissions targets. 

For example, the International Energy Agency (IEA) has modeled a scenario in which the 
global increase in temperature is limited to 2°C. In this model, energy efficiency from all 
sectors accounts for nearly half of all greenhouse gas emissions reductions, as shown in 
figure 4.5 And in the United States, ACEEE has found that energy efficiency policies can play 
a major role in each state’s compliance plan for the Environmental Protection Agency’s Clean 
Power Plan, which is aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the electricity sector 
to limit climate change.6 Most states could meet at least 25% of their emissions reduction 
requirements through efficiency policies and the resulting investments, and many could 
achieve 100%.7 

Figure 2. US growth trends in electricity usage (TWh) versus gross domestic product (GDP)

Energy efficiency is a major building block in 
international and US climate plans
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Figure 3. Total US greenhouse gas emissions by economic sector in 2014 

Figure 4. IEA Global Energy Outlook emissions scenario with temperature increase limited to 2 degrees

Other Sectors
This paper focuses on the story of reducing energy waste in the electricity sector 
(including electricity use in the industrial sector) through energy efficiency.8 However, 
many energy trends and efficiency opportunities have parallel stories in other sectors.  
For example, the transportation sector could potentially reach zero emissions by 2050, 
with more than half of the reductions coming from energy efficiency, including both 
vehicle and transportation system efficiency.9 As the electric power grid becomes cleaner, 
moving the transportation sector to electricity will mean lower emissions and even more 
benefits across multiple sectors of the economy.10 In the commercial and residential 
buildings sector, large opportunities exist for improved space heating and water heating, 
which can save both fuel and water.
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Utilities can meet electricity demand by generating power, or they can encourage efficient 
technologies as a way to reduce their customers’ energy waste while providing the same  
level of service. In this way, energy efficiency is a resource similar to power plants, wind 
turbines, or solar panels. In many areas of the country, electric utility planners for years  
have been relying on energy efficiency to keep the lights on.11 This is because efficiency,  
when compared with other sources like coal, natural gas, and renewables, is generally our 
least expensive energy option. The Northwest Power and Conservation Council, a  
national pioneer in planning and implementing energy efficiency as a resource, estimates 
that energy efficiency is the second-largest electricity resource in the Pacific Northwest, 
second only to hydropower, and is the single largest contributor to meeting the region’s 
future electricity needs.12 

Today in the electric power sector, ACEEE estimates that energy efficiency—through  
a select group of policies and programs implemented since 1990—is the nation’s third-
largest electricity resource, greater than the contribution of nuclear power (see figure 5).13  
Investments in energy efficiency have paid off, saving customers money, reducing pollution, 
advancing cutting-edge technology, and creating jobs. Without the energy efficiency 
investments we have made since 1990, we would need the equivalent of 313 additional large 
power plants today to meet the country’s energy needs.14  This is equivalent to three times 
the coal plant capacity in Germany, or nearly half of the existing coal plant capacity in the 
United States as of 2012.15 

Energy efficiency is now the third-largest  
electricity resource in the United States

Measuring energy savings 
There are inherent challenges in measuring energy efficiency’s effects because it requires 
us to compare actual energy use against what would have been used if energy efficiency 
improvements had not been made. This is much different from how we measure resources 
like wind power, where we can quantify actual output from wind turbines. However, the 
powerful effects of energy efficiency can be seen in a number of ways. The United States 
has decades of experience with evaluation, measurement, and verification (EM&V), a 
process that confirms energy savings and guides future energy efficiency investment 
decisions. Recent advances in data availability and analytics are making this task easier, 
for example through automated and real-time energy efficiency measurement.17 These 
new opportunities, combined with best practices and ongoing national coordination 
efforts to harmonize energy efficiency protocols, are bringing a new level of insight to  
the task of measuring energy efficiency.18  
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If we considered energy efficiency as a segment of our nation’s electricity resource “pie,” 
based on ACEEE estimates, it would count as 18% of total generation in 2015 (see figure 6).

In recent years efficiency has rapidly grown as a resource, and it has the potential to grow 
much more. We already have experience implementing federal, state, and local policies that 
are proven to work. If we increase our use of these policies, efficiency has the potential to 
become our nation’s largest electricity resource by 2030, providing one-third of total  
expected electricity generation needs (see figures 7 and 8).16  These additional energy  
savings by 2030 would avoid the need for electrical capacity equivalent to 487 power plants. 
Combined with past gains since 1990, by 2030 energy efficiency could amount to the output  
of 800 power plants.

Figure 5. US electricity generation and savings 
from energy efficiency in 2015

Figure 7. Projected US electricity generation  
and savings from energy efficiency in 2030,  
with increased energy efficiency policies

Figure 6. Share of US electricity generation  
by resource in 2015 

Figure 8. Share of US electricity generation  
by resource in 2030, with increased  
energy efficiency policies
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It has often been said that the cleanest kilowatt-hour is the one never used. Because it lowers 
electricity use, energy efficiency avoids emissions of greenhouse gases and other harmful 
pollutants, including nitrogen oxides, sulfur dioxide, and particulates. As described earlier, 
ACEEE estimates that efficiency has avoided the need to build the equivalent of 313 large 
power plants since 1990 (see figure 9), reducing annual carbon dioxide emissions, a major 
contributor to climate change, by 490 million tons in 2015. And we can do much more.  
With a well-designed set of policies, efficiency can avoid a total of 800 power plants by 2030, 
as figure 9 illustrates. These savings would mean 1 billion tons fewer annual carbon dioxide 
emissions by 2030 compared with business as usual.20 

Why should we keep  
investing in energy  
efficiency? The benefits 
are enormous.
Energy efficiency delivers multiple benefits to our economy. It reduces pollution, 
saves money on household and business energy bills, and improves equity, 
health, and comfort. It also increases community and grid resilience, creates 
jobs, and expands economic development.19  

Decreases greenhouse gas emissions and  
other forms of pollution
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Figure 9. Number of power plant equivalents avoided by energy efficiency since 1990,  
and potential through 2030. Estimates are based on power plants with an output of 500 MW.21 

Over time, energy efficiency policies and programs have saved consumers billions by helping 
to lower their electricity bills and by keeping prices down.22 Nationally, ACEEE estimates 
that customers are saving $90 billion annually on electricity bills from these policies and 
programs, for a total of nearly $790 billion in cumulative savings since 1990.23 For residential 
customers, we estimate this translates into average annual savings of $840 per household 
in 2015 on electricity bills alone.24 Not only do families and businesses that install energy 
efficiency measures save on electricity bills, but also on gas, fuel oil, and water.

Delivers household savings of $840 per year

Efficiency reduces costs for everyone, not just for those who participate in energy efficiency 
programs, primarily by allowing utilities to defer or avoid the need to build new power 
plants.25 Energy efficiency is much cheaper for utilities to implement than building new 
generating capacity (see figure 10). As shown, utility energy efficiency programs cost about 2 
to 5 cents per kilowatt-hour, which is one-half to one-quarter the cost of other options.26 And 
even as savings from programs have increased in recent years, the cost of saved energy holds 
steady, as ACEEE recently documented for 14 leading efficiency program administrators.27 
Every dollar invested in utility energy efficiency programs produces, on average, more than 
$2 to $4 in benefits for all customers.28  

Brings a return on investment of 200% or more
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Access to energy efficiency is especially important for low-income households because it 
lowers energy bills over the long term and helps to alleviate their “energy burden,” which is 
the percentage of household income spent on utility energy bills. A recent report by ACEEE 
finds that low-income households in 48 cities across the United States pay three times as 
much on their household energy bills as a percentage of their income than non-low-income 
households.29 The report also finds that, on average, African-American households, Latino 
households, and renters, spend disproportionate amounts of their income on energy. More 
energy efficiency measures would help close the gap by at least one-third.

Also, many minority and low-income neighborhoods have been disproportionately burdened 
with the health harms that are by-products of both fossil fuel–fired electric generation and 
vehicle traffic.30 Energy efficiency can be a tool to decrease emissions in these communities.

Reduces energy burdens for households most in need

Improves health, safety, and comfort

Figure 10. Levelized cost of electricity resources

Energy efficiency provides direct health benefits. Minimizing the amount of energy we waste 
reduces our need to burn coal and other fossil fuels to generate electricity. The resultant 
reductions in pollution mean big gains for health, as pollutants from fossil fuel combustion—
including sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides—contribute to four of the leading causes  
of death in the United States: cancer, chronic lower respiratory diseases, heart disease,  
and stroke.31

Energy efficiency programs can also directly improve health, comfort, and safety for 
households and businesses. A typical program may include replacing outdated appliances, 
improving heating and cooling, upgrading lighting and insulation, and sealing out cold 
drafts. For many households, these non-energy benefits are the primary motivations for 
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A Home Intervention Is a Health Intervention:  
The Ruiz Family 
Chilly drafts, an ill-fitted window, leaky pipes, damaged walls, a moldy basement, pest 
infestations, and high electric bills. These were the nightmarish conditions in which 
Melissa Ruiz found herself. Melissa was a single mom who had purchased her home in 
North Philadelphia three years earlier. Melissa’s daughter was now experiencing severe 
asthma symptoms daily. Eventually, after another trip to the Emergency Department at St. 
Christopher’s Hospital for Children, the family was referred to the Healthy Homes Healthy 
Kids (HHHK) program of the Philadelphia Department of Public Health. 

HHHK collaborated with the nonprofit Green and Healthy Homes Initiative and city agencies 
to repair Melissa’s house. After a comprehensive environmental assessment, they sealed 
air leaks, insulated the basement, and repaired the windows to make the whole house 
more efficient and weatherproof. They fixed plumbing leaks and faulty electrical wiring. 
They removed the pest infestation, broken rain gutters, and the mold hazard. Since the 
intervention, Melissa’s utility bills have decreased and her daughter’s symptoms have 
improved. They have not been back to the emergency room. Melissa said the repairs made 
their home “healthier and safer for my daughter and my whole family.” Since 2012 HHHK has 
fixed 177 homes of children with severe asthma in Philadelphia.

Increases community and grid resilience

implementing efficiency upgrades. These programs can be targeted to ensure that benefits 
accrue to those homes and populations that most need them. This can be a lifesaver for 
low-income families and those living on fixed incomes, including seniors, veterans, and the 
disabled. In some cases, programs can be combined with needed building upgrades that also 
improve indoor air quality.

Communities face a wide range of threats, like aging infrastructure and extreme weather 
such as droughts. Energy efficiency has an important role to play by helping keep electricity 
flowing during severe weather events and improving grid reliability.32 For example, during 
Hurricane Sandy, while 8.5 million utility customers lost power, a small number of residential 
buildings, hospitals, universities, and water treatment plants kept power, heat, and critical 
operations running. This was made possible by combined heat and power (CHP) systems, a 
technology that makes efficient use of electricity and thermal energy at the same time.33 CHP 
systems are not just backup generators; they provide both heat and electricity during regular 
operations and are highly efficient. Today, CHP is an important resource for the United States, 
with 84 gigawatts (GW) of existing capacity, or about 8% of US generating capacity.34  CHP has 
the potential to contribute much more. The US Department of Energy estimates there is an 
additional 240 GW of technical potential for CHP installations at more than 291,000 sites in 
this country.35
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Creates jobs and expands economic development

In addition to CHP systems, district energy systems, microgrids, and high-efficiency 
buildings that allow residents to shelter in place when the power is out in their community 
all have a role to play as community resilience strategies.36  These technologies and systems 
also enable energy reductions and cost savings for residents by improving efficiency. Energy 
efficiency combined with innovative water conservation measures can yield a double dividend 
of energy and water savings, which is of particular importance for communities impacted 
by drought. As the need to adapt to extreme weather events increases due to the changing 
climate, energy efficiency will play an important role in helping our communities to be 
stronger, safer, and more resilient.

Energy efficiency provides opportunities for economic growth and job creation throughout 
the economy. Implementing energy efficiency has developed into a major economic force. 
One analysis finds that efficiency in the buildings sector is the largest segment of the clean 
energy economy, with $64 billion in annual revenue and 50% growth over the past five years.37  
The same analysis finds that efficiency in the industrial sector, which includes CHP and 
energy management systems, generated $7.7 billion in revenue in 2015, more than a twofold 
increase over the past five years; these metrics demonstrate the size of energy efficiency 
beyond the electricity sector alone. Facing the outsourcing of manufacturing jobs and other 
effects of globalization, policymakers are looking for lasting solutions that will reenergize 
the US workforce and create high-quality, permanent jobs. Energy efficiency creates 
employment opportunities that draw upon the broad range of Americans’ skills.38

More important, cost-effective investments in energy efficiency drive economic growth 
and development by making businesses more competitive and easing household budgets. 
When businesses improve energy efficiency, they lower their cost of doing business, allowing 
them to increase market share, expand their operations, and add workers to their payrolls. 
For families, increasing efficiency makes it easier to make ends meet and frees up income 
to be spent in their communities, helping create local jobs and supporting stable economic 
development. At the macro level, energy efficiency enhances our economic productivity, the 
key to long-term competitiveness and growth. Previous research by ACEEE finds that in 2030, 
energy efficiency could add more than $17 billion to our GDP and create or save 611,000 jobs 
economy-wide through the adoption of state energy efficiency policies alone.39 
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History 
Here is a brief history of major policy milestones that have made energy efficiency  
gains possible in the electricity sector.

1970s  Demand for electricity was rapidly rising, with prices spiking after the 1973 oil crisis. 
Energy efficiency was recognized as an important strategy to keep electricity growth in check 
and to avoid or defer costly new infrastructure, thereby saving money for all ratepayers. In 1974 
California established the first appliance efficiency standards through the Warren–Alquist Act, 
which was signed into law by Governor Ronald Reagan. This paved the way for several other 
states to enact their own standards and for future national standards. The 1978 National Energy 
Conservation Policy Act created the Residential Conservation Service requirement that utilities 
provide energy conservation audits for their customers, triggering the first widespread utility 
involvement in energy efficiency programs.

1980s  The 1980 Pacific Northwest Electric Power Planning and Conservation Act, signed 
by President Jimmy Carter, enshrined in federal law the concept that energy efficiency is a 
resource. Starting in 1987, Congress enacted a series of laws on a broadly bipartisan basis that 
set specific appliance and equipment efficiency standards and required the US Department of 
Energy to update them periodically. Utilities began offering energy efficiency programs for their 
customers, and regulators in many states required utilities to consider energy efficiency as an 
alternative to electricity supply options. 

1990s  Policy action in this decade spurred major growth in building energy codes, which 
set minimum requirements for energy-efficient design and construction. In the utility sector, 
however, there was an overall decline in efficiency investments as many states restructured 
electricity generation markets and abandoned or scaled back investments in energy efficiency 
through utility programs. Utility energy efficiency program spending dropped by 50% from 1994 
to 1998.

2000s to today Following the California/West Coast electricity crisis of 2000, there has been a 
rebirth of the concept of energy efficiency as a utility system resource. Utility energy efficiency 
programs and state policies that encourage such programs have grown substantially. Annual 
utility energy efficiency program investments have expanded from $1.6 billion in 2006 to $7 
billion in 2014. (However these investments and their resulting savings vary by region; in 2014 
only 16 states achieved energy savings of at least 1% of sales, relative to the prior year.) Local 
governments have made significant strides, especially since the 2009 American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), which was an economic stimulus signed by President Barack 
Obama to address the Great Recession. ARRA included many provisions for energy efficiency 
improvements. 



Policy is the driving  
force behind our energy  
efficiency success 
Our nation’s advances in energy efficiency didn’t happen without help. 
Efficiency faces persistent market and other barriers that we have had to 
work to overcome. Energy efficiency policies have a proven track record of 
success, and aiming for higher savings could lead to a cleaner and less wasteful 
electricity system even as utilities adapt to the changing energy landscape.40 

Barriers to energy efficiency 
• Imperfect information: Consumers have limited awareness of energy performance of 

equipment and buildings and limited access to energy usage data. 

• Split incentives: Rental properties are a common example. Because tenants pay the 
energy bills, landlords have little incentive to make efficiency investments to reduce 
energy bills.

• Regulatory and legal barriers: In many electric utility business models, greater profits 
are tied to selling more energy and making more capital investments. These objectives  
are at odds with energy efficiency, whose goal is to reduce energy waste. 

• Externalities: The environmental, health, and security costs to society of energy 
production and transmission are not added to energy prices. Although energy efficiency 
helps reduce these costs, the savings are rarely recognized. 
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Proactive policies and strategies that address the barriers to energy efficiency can create the 
conditions and incentives for utilities, manufacturers, retailers, energy service companies 
(ESCOs), and other businesses to develop and provide more efficient technologies, equipment, 
and appliances. Some of these successful policies for electricity savings include: 

• Appliance and equipment efficiency standards, which prohibit the production and 
import or sale of appliances and other energy-consuming products that fall below 
minimum performance requirements while still leaving consumers a wide array of  
more efficient products to choose among.

• Building energy codes, which set minimum requirements for energy-efficient design  
and construction for new and renovated buildings.

• Energy efficiency targets, energy savings goals set for utilities to meet through 
programs that help customers save energy. 

• Utility regulatory reforms that change the utility business model so that utilities are 
incentivized to provide energy efficiency services to customers instead of selling more 
electricity and investing in unnecessary electricity generation resources. These changes 
will help utilities prioritize efficiency in their resource plans. 

The federal government, states, localities, and utilities have made significant strides to 
improve efficiency with these strategies as well as several others, such as EPA’s ENERGY 
STAR® program, energy service performance contracting, and city-led building energy 
benchmarking initiatives.41 Today, appliances and buildings use less electricity per person 
than in the past.42 But we can save even more energy by defending past policy gains and 
charting new strategies. 

Policies that work

Savings from policies can keep growing
Policies that promote energy efficiency have led to large savings, and they can still do much 
more. ACEEE estimates that if we extend a well-designed and proven set of federal, state, 
and local policies, the United States could save 1,000 terawatt-hours in 2030 (see the middle 
wedge of figure 11). This policy scenario assumes that all states adopt strong building energy 
codes, the federal government and/or states adopt new appliance efficiency standards, and all 
utilities ramp up programs to save at least 1.5% of total electricity sales per year.43  

These policies and programs work by tapping into a large well of savings opportunities made 
possible by the next generation of energy efficiency technologies. In a recent study, ACEEE 
analyzed 18 measures—including reducing plug loads, conservation voltage reduction, and 
smart manufacturing—that could collectively save 22% of total projected electricity use in 
2030.44 Another recent analysis finds that electricity savings of 30% in 10 years are possible 
with the right set of conditions.45 These savings could effectively bend the curve of energy 
consumption so we use increasingly less energy while growing our economy.
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LED lighting:  
How policy has enabled large energy savings  
Lighting is an excellent example of how advanced technologies, policies, and programs can 
break down market barriers to improved energy efficiency. The 2007 Energy Independence 
and Security Act (EISA) improved energy efficiency for lightbulbs by establishing a 
process for setting progressively higher efficiency standards through 2020. As a result, 
today consumers have more and better lighting choices than ever before. Light emitting 
diode (LED) bulbs barely existed in 2007; today there are more than 1,650 models on the 
market, and sales are growing fast. LED bulbs are similar in appearance to old-fashioned 
incandescent lightbulbs and create the same kind of light, but LEDs last longer (10 to 25 
years) and use less than one-quarter the energy of incandescent bulbs. As sales of LED  
bulbs have risen, their prices have dropped. Consumers can now find energy-efficient  
LEDs for $3–5 each, and prices are expected to drop further. 

By setting a schedule for minimum efficiency levels that all manufacturers must meet, 
standards have reduced uncertainty in the marketplace, encouraged competition among 
manufacturers, and spurred innovation. Programs offered by electric utilities in many  
states have complemented these standards by bringing down the initial higher up-front 
cost. And with the rapid evolution of the lighting market, utilities have successfully shifted 
their offerings to adapt. The success of LED lighting as a way to help lower customer  
energy bills while improving customer satisfaction can be directly attributed to both  
federal and state energy efficiency policies as well as government-supported research  
in advanced technologies. 

Figure 11. Estimated savings from both maintaining and increasing energy efficiency policies through 2030
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Policymakers and utilities can work toward an efficient and clean energy future by 
prioritizing efficiency as a resource in utility business models.46 The electric power sector is 
currently undergoing rapid transformation, in part due to the increased use of technologies 
that can be located closer to the customer, such as solar power, energy storage, and electric 
vehicles. Because of its reliability and low cost, efficiency should be a partner to these clean 
technologies, helping them scale up as the market continues to develop. To take one example, 
buildings can combine energy efficiency with clean technologies to lower emissions and 
achieve “zero net energy.”

Policy should prioritize energy efficiency as the utility industry 
and clean technologies evolve

Energy efficiency and renewable energy working  
together can lower a building’s carbon footprint to zero  
Energy efficiency and improved building performance can dramatically lower a building’s 
energy use and utility costs while optimizing comfort and improving indoor air quality. This 
makes it possible for renewable energy—such as solar panels—to produce enough energy to 
supply the remaining needs. The result is a zero net energy (ZNE) building or home, one with 
no carbon footprint. The New Buildings Institute has identified nearly 200 ZNE commercial 
buildings in the United States in the public and private sectors, including schools, offices, 
and multifamily structures, and has found that on average they use only a quarter of the 
energy of average buildings.47  There are also more than 6,600 ZNE homes across the 
country.48  The improved efficiency and performance in these homes and buildings make  
it possible to downsize their mechanical systems and renewable energy requirements.

An energy-efficient future won’t happen on its own. There are still barriers to overcome, 
research to be conducted, technologies to develop, investments to make, and policymakers 
to convince. Implementation has been uneven at the state and local levels, as ACEEE has 
documented in its annual policy Scorecards.49 Critical support is needed from government, 
industry, and the nonprofit community so that scientists, analysts, and advocates can 
continue the full-court press to save energy everywhere it’s wasted. 

Energy efficiency alone cannot meet all of this country’s or the world’s climate goals. 
However, by decreasing the amount of energy we waste and recognizing the role of energy 
efficiency in powering our economy and livelihoods, we can ensure a more prosperous future 
for all Americans while addressing our environmental challenges. Just as energy efficiency 
policies have led to significant gains over the past 40 years, a new era of visionary policy can 
create opportunity and drive progress for future generations.

How to create an energy-efficient future
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3. US EPA, “Greenhouse Gas Inventory Data Explorer,” data for 
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4. International Energy Agency (IEA).
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6. Same as figure 5.
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