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In this paper, we explore how policymakers gather and analyze information to design, implement, and
evaluate appliance efficiency programs. We compare their perceptions and assumptions with the reality of
how consumers view (or don’t view) energy in their purchase and use decisions. We interviewed a sample
of energy policy experts involved in the design and implementation of U.S. appliance energy-efficiency
policy. We also interviewed consumers who had recently purchased an appliance.

While energy use was a low priority in the consumer purchase decision, the consumers indicated that they
examined the EnergyGuide labels and would—given the right marketing materials and tools for comparing
performance across products—be willing to consider models with lower operating costs and environmental
benefits, such as non-CFC refrigerants. At the same time, we found a substantial amount of confusion and
misconception about the meaning and reliability of the federal EnergyGuide labels. Given the ubiquity of
these labels, there is an urgent need to explicitly evaluate the extent to which consumers are aware of the
labels when shopping for appliances; the extent to which they correctly understand the information presented
on the labels; and the extent to which the label influences their purchase decision.

Finally, we found a disturbing tendency among the policymakers whom we interviewed to rely on vague
perceptions, anecdotal data, and personal experience to support their claims about consumer behavior, and
to rarely cite empirical research. We conclude that both policymakers and consumers would benefit from
a more consumer-friendly approach to the development of appliance energy policy.

care about nor pay much attention to energy and operatingINTRODUCTION
costs in their appliance purchase decision. Policymakers who
adopt this model believe that significant efficiency improve-Broadly speaking, there are two models of how energy poli-
ments will occur primarily through mandatedminimum effi-cymakers view consumer energy behavior. Although these
ciency levels, which are essentially invisible to the consumer.models are not necessarily conscious on the part of policy-

makers, they are reflected in the types of policies which they
advocate in order to improve appliance efficiency. These There is still much debate among policymakers, especially
models actually represent two ends of a spectrum, and manyin the current Congress, over which model more accurately
policymakers fall somewhere in the middle. Yet each repre- reflects consumer behavior. This debate has significant pol-
sents a fundamentally different view of how and whether icy implications. Until recently, minimum efficiency stan-
consumers incorporate energy into their appliance pur- dards have been a cornerstone of U.S. energy-efficiency
chase decisions. policy. However, both the appropriateness and effectiveness

of efficiency standards are now under attack. Those who
C o n s u m e r s a s a c t i v e s e e k e r s o f e n e r g y question efficiency standards contend that the appropriate
information. This model is based on the assumption that role for government is to provide information and to edu-
consumers actively seek information about the operating cate consumers.
cost of their appliances. It assumes that, provided with infor-
mation and educational materials, consumers will choose to

We believe that it is important to inform current discussionspurchase a more energy-efficient unit that has a reasonably
surrounding the direction of appliance energy policy. Spe-short payback time or a lower life-cycle cost. This model
cifically, we feel that the current policy debate in Congresssupports a policy oflabeling and informationto stimulate
over minimum efficiency standards and funding for energy-a consumer shift toward purchase of more energy-efficient
efficiency programs is not grounded in an understanding ofappliances.
actual consumer behavior. We address this issue by review-
ing previous studies of consumer energy behavior and thenThe passive, disinterested energy consumer.This

model is based on the assumption that consumers neither discussing the results of interviews that we conducted with
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policymakers and appliance purchasers in early 1996. We to implement energy-efficiency programs and rules, none of
these people were opposed to energy-efficiency programs.do not generalize about the views of policymakers at all

levels of government, or about all U.S. consumers of appli-
ances. However, by interviewing a small and fairly represen- Advocates for non-profit groups.We also interviewed

three members of organizations advocating energy effi-tative sample of both groups, we hope to provide some
insight into the effectiveness of energy-efficiency policy ciency, one member of a non-profit group that works on

market-based efficiency programs, and one member of anfrom the perspectives of those who design and implement
policy as well as those who are affected by it. advocacy group that opposes federal funding for energy-

efficiency programs.

METHODOLOGY
Consumer interviews

We began our study by reviewing previous research on We conducted interviews with a sample of 11 consumers,
consumer behavior in the purchase of appliances and con-so that we could contrast the views of policymakers with
sumer durables. We concluded that this research does notthose of appliance purchasers. We interviewed consumers
go far enough in exploring the complex behavior that affects at one appliance specialty store (superstore) and one depart-
consumer purchases of energy-consuming appliances. Inment store outside of Wilmington, Delaware. Our semi-
order to understand the relevance of consumer behavior instructured interviews with consumers were short (5 to 10
the formulation of energy policy, we interviewed a sample minutes) and were conducted as they were leaving the store.
of federal policymakers, and compared these results with theWe only completed interviews with customers who had pur-
results of interviews with a sample of appliance purchasers.chased a large, energy-using appliance (refrigerator, water

heater, furnace, air conditioner, or washer-dryer) on that day
or within the past six months.Policymaker interviews

In order to gain a better understanding of policymaker per- PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON
ceptions of consumer energy behavior, we conducted semi-CONSUMER ENERGY BEHAVIOR
structured interviews (Bernard 1994: 208–236) with 16
officials responsible for developing and implementing Over the past decade, there have been few studies in the
energy-efficiency policy. To ensure that all views and roles field of marketing and consumer behavior that have focused
in the policy cycle were well-represented, we defined policy- on the role of energy in consumer purchases. Much of the
maker broadly, to include those involved in both the design ground-breaking research in consumer energy behavior was
and implementation of policy: congresspeople and their staff, completed in the late 1970s and early 1980s.1

federal agency staff working on the implementation of
energy policy, and advocates in non-profit organizations. Barriers to energy efficiency
We chose our sample by contacting energy-efficiency advo-
cates and asking them to recommend key contacts at each

Anderson and Claxton (1982) summarized early research
point in the policy cycle. The interviews were conducted in

into consumer energy behavior and identified four primary
Washington, D.C. and by phone from Newark, Delaware

barriers to choosing energy-efficient products: (1) limited
during January, 1996.

cognitive capacity, (2) salience of energy information, (3)
dominance of retail sales staff, and (4) product selection and

Congressional staff.In order to avoid bias in our selection promotion. Significantly, none of these barriers were related
of congressional staff, we interviewed staff working for to cost. In a field study of 720 refrigerator sales in 18 stores
congresspeople who had both supported and opposed cutsin Western Canada, they found that the lack of in-store
for energy-efficiency funding in the Department of Energy support (sales staff rarely initiated a discussion of energy
and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency during 1995. use) hampered sales of energy-efficient models. They called
Our sample included five congressional staff—two of whom for ‘‘in-store’’ shopping aids in order to assist consumers
favored and three of whom opposed energy-efficiency policy in comparison of energy performance between models.
development.

Stern and Aronson (1984: 32–54) employed a social science
approach to explain why consumers so often fail to takeImplementers at federal agencies.We interviewed six

federal government employees involved in policy implemen- actions (i.e. purchase energy-efficient products) that would
be in their economic self interest. The main barriers thattation at the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE), the U.S.

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and the Federal they identified included the invisibility of energy to consum-
ers; the difficulty consumers have in accessing reliable andTrade Commission. Since the role of these professionals is
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trusted information on energy use and efficiency; the sym- the presence of government energy labels will have a sig-
nificant effect on expanding the market for energy-efficientbolic meanings of energy use (energy conservation is often

associated with government control and coercion); and limits appliances unless this information is supplemented with a
heuristic on how to use the information to trade off priceto consumer choice, which are due to the role of intermediar-

ies, manufacturers, the longevity of the capital stock, and differences.’’
limited access to capital.

The most complete evaluation of the appliance labeling pro-
Several other studies have emphasized the fact that consumergram was completed by the Federal Trade Commission in
actions are not predicted by the ‘‘rational economic’’ models 1986. (Dyer 1986, Dyer and Maronick 1988) This longitudi-
used by economists (e.g., Sanstad and Howarth 1994; Hassettnal evaluation was based on surveys taken from a sample
and Metcalf 1993). Kempton and Montgomery (1982) found of several hundred purchasers of washing machines and
that consumers use their own simplified measurements torefrigerators in 1979, 1982, and 1983. Energy use ranked
make residential energy decisions, and that these often leadlow on the list of consumer priorities in all three surveys.
to systematic errors which may underestimate the benefitsTable 1 below shows a list of consumer priorities in the
from so-called ‘‘cost effective’’ investment options. Ruder- purchase of refrigerators from the 1983 survey.
man et al. (1987) calculated implied discount rates for house-
hold appliances and found that they ranged from several In the 1982 and 1983 surveys, slightly under 60% of refriger-
times to several orders of magnitude greater than the marketator respondents indicated that they were aware of the labels,
discount rate. This helps to explain the substantial barrier and roughly half of these people (or about a third of all
to consumer purchases of energy-efficient equipment with refrigerator respondents) indicated that the label affected
a higher first cost, but lower operating and life-cycle costs. their buying decision. (Dyer 1986: 35, 37) Dyer and Maro-

nick (1988) concluded that refrigerator purchasers seemed
Stern et al. (1986) summarized evaluations of U.S. residen-to be more aware of the labels than did purchasers of washing
tial energy-efficiency programs and found that non-financial machines and also tended to rely on the labels to a greater
factors often had the greatest impact on program participa-extent in their purchase decisions. We are not aware of any
tion rates. They found a weak correlation between the sizestudies that have explicitly linked the EnergyGuide label
of the program financial incentive and the participation rate. with the decision to purchase a more energy-efficient appli-
They concluded that marketing and implementation were ance.3
responsible for widely varying participation rates (a factor
or 10 or more) for programs that offered identical finan-
cial incentives.

Table 1. Consumer Priorities in the Purchase of
Refrigerators.Are labels effective?

Although the EnergyGuide labeling program has been a
Attribute Percentage mentioning factor

centerpiece of U.S. appliance efficiency policy, there has as important in purchase
not been a definitive study to demonstrate the labels’ effec- decision
tiveness. In fact, several studies have raised questions about
the labels and consumers’ ability to accurately comprehend size 59.3
their content.2 A California utility conducted group inter-
views and found out that about half of the participants self-frost/frost-free 32.7
‘‘severely misunderstood’’ the information presented on the

color, appearance 31.7federal EnergyGuide appliance labels (Carswell et al. 1989:
37). A study by the Bonneville Power Administration con-

price 28.1cluded that the EnergyGuide labels are not a very convenient
way for consumers to identify energy-efficient models and

energy efficiency 27.6that the labels are therefore ‘‘not particularly effective in
specific purchase decisions.’’ (BPA 1988)

doors — number/position 25.1

Redinger and Staelin (1981) found that the EnergyGuide ice maker/water dispenser 13.6
labels had little impact without additional information and
a ‘‘sales push’’. They conducted an experiment with 123
people to estimate the effects of three market variables: Source: Dyer and Maronick 1988, 88.
government energy labels, energy communications, and an
energy sales push. They concluded that ‘‘it is unlikely that
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in four cities as part of the expanded Energy Savers RetailThe role of the salesperson
Initiative (Rivera 1996).

The research on labeling implies that the labels alone are
unlikely to have an impact without additional in-store infor- Summary of previous research
mation and an active role on the part of the salesperson.
Indeed, previous research makes it clear that the salespersonPrevious research has demonstrated that the barriers to the
is an essential and often—from the policy perspective— purchase of energy-efficient appliances are significant and
overlooked part of the consumer decision-making process.are not solely economic. Consumers are not rational eco-
Beales et al. (1981) reviewed a number of empirical studies nomic actors: they make their own simplifying assumptions,
and found that policymakers tend to wrongly assume that consider many options and criteria in addition to price, and
consumers will overtly search for information and incorpo- rely heavily on the salesperson for information that will
rate this into their decision process. In fact, for all but the affect their purchase decision. In addition, they are quite
most expensive consumer durable, consumers only under-capable of misunderstanding the information on the Energy-
take a very limited ‘‘external’’ search. Beales et al. con- Guide label, and there is no solid evidence that a significant
cluded that, ‘‘Government agencies interested in altering percentage of appliance sales are influenced by the label.
consumer behavior must acknowledge that they are in com-
petition with sellers for the attention of the consumer.’’ In summary, we conclude that there has been a ‘‘cultural

gap’’ between energy policymakers and appliance consum-
It appears that the ‘‘norm’’ is for salespeople to play little ers. In order to effectively influence consumer purchase
if any role in pushing energy efficiency in their sales pitch. decisions, energy policymakers will need to adopt an under-
Ling and Wilhite (1994) examined the emphasis on energy lying marketing framework that is based on consumer per-
use in transactions between appliance customers and sales-ceptions, understanding, and behavior. This process has
people at 54 different household appliance stores in four begun, and several recent studies have found that a combina-
Nordic countries. They found that energy efficiency played tion of a simplified energy label, sales training, and point-of-
only a small part in the sales process in those stores, andsale promotions may be the key to successfully influencing
that it was not used as a sales argument or promotional tool.consumers to purchase more energy-efficient appliances.

Several agencies implement energy-efficiency programs
INTERVIEW RESULTShave focused on the role of the salesperson in influencing

the purchase of energy-efficient appliances. A study by the
In our interviews with consumers and policymakers, weBonneville Power Administration found that refrigerator
found that the existing literature does not go far enough inpurchasers relied heavily on the salesperson for product
either explaining consumer behavior or in informing policy-information and recommendations. However, few of the
makers who develop consumer appliance policy. Our inter-dealers surveyed in the study initiated a discussion of energy
views addressed the barriers to the sale of energy-efficientefficiency. (BPA 1988) The Danish energy agency tested a
products, consumer purchase priorities, effectiveness ofstrategy that combined energy labeling and sales training.
appliance policy, and the appropriate role of government.In a pilot project, the labeling and training had an impact

on consumer decision-making, although it was not possible
Barriersto quantify the extent of the effect.

The majority of policymakers effortlessly recited a list ofEnergy Savers Retail Initiative
existing barriers. Twelve of the 16 policymakers began by
mentioning ‘‘cost’’ or ‘‘first cost’’ as one of the major barri-Recognizing the crucial link played by the appliance retailer,
ers to the sale and production of energy-efficient products.the U.S. Department of Energy has initiated a pilot project
Consumers did not express as much cost-sensitivity as poli-called the Energy Savers Retailer Initiative. (DOE 1995) In
cymakers anticipated based on their responses to our ques-the test phase of the project, the researchers have found that
tions. Seven of the 11 consumers said they would be willingthe use of a simplified energy label, combined with sales
to pay more for an energy-efficient appliance. In fact, con-training and promotional materials, increased the relevance
sumers appeared to negotiate on price only after they hadof energy in the appliance purchase process. In contrast with
selected an appliance based on a certain set of features.previous studies, in which energy efficiency has ranked low
Price was not the highest priority in the consumer purchase(e.g. fifth, sixth, or seventh) on the list of consumer purchase
decision (see ‘‘Consumer priorities’’ below).priorities, it ranked second in this survey. The consultant

who managed the study is encouraged by the initial results,
but he cautions that it is too soon to draw conclusions. Later Several of the policymakers did not believe that consumers

would be sophisticated enough to calculate the payback forthis year, DOE will be conducting broader consumer surveys
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an energy-efficient appliance. One policymaker expressed Several other consumers were skeptical about the informa-
tion displayed on the EnergyGuide labels, and one consumerthe belief that consumers tend not to be aware of appliance

operating costs and that, even if they were, they would not described the labels in the following manner:
know how to calculate life-cycle cost and compare appli-
ances based on this measure. He explained: ‘‘They’ve got these stupid numbers on the door . . . they

can be misleading because they’re an average for different
areas of the country. They change . . . if they’re all using‘‘Who realizes that two-thirds of the total cost of a refrigera-

tor is electricity, one-third is first cost? You and I and about the same standard, then you have to trust them, but I don’t
know who sets the standard.’’thirty other people know that. And, you know, even if people

did realize that electricity is important, they don’t know
how to compare costs, how to calculate life-cycle costs, or This curiosity and skepticism implies that these consumers

considered electricity in their purchase process, and that theycompare products.’’
considered information—such as that on the EnergyGuide
label—that was easily available to them. However, people’sOur consumer interviews tell a slightly different story. Poli-

cymakers’ perception that consumers do not consider energy, folk models of energy and behavior, in combination with
the unclear presentation of energy-related information, hin-operating cost, and payback were not supported by the con-

sumer responses. All but one consumer indicated that they der their ability to accurately interpret appliance energy con-
sumption. Policymakers are somewhat accurate when theylooked at the EnergyGuide labels. Therefore, all but one

respondent at least considered operating cost at some point say that perception of energy efficiency constrains consumer
decision making. The problem here seems to be not lack ofduring the purchasing process. Very few consumers remem-

bered the actual cost of operating the appliance, and some informationper se, but rather a lack of clear, easily-interpre-
ted information.misunderstood what the dollar figure on the label repre-

sented. But nearly half of the consumers explicitly mentioned
payback as a way of determining how much more to pay One policymaker, who has more than 20 years experience

analyzing and advocating energy-efficiency technologiesfor an efficient appliance. The majority of consumers indi-
cated that operating cost was a more important factor in the and programs, gave a unique response to the question

about barriers:purchase of an appliances (e.g., refrigerators) that run con-
stantly.

‘‘Primarily we don’t understand what the barriers are. There
is a whole standard list from the literature that you knowTwelve of the policymakers mentioned lack of information,

limited distribution networks, and consumer and manufac- as well as I do. But I don’t think that goes far enough in
explaining, from a theoretical viewpoint, what the problemturer ‘‘perception’’ of energy efficiency as additional barri-

ers to the production and purchase of these products. Half of is. For some reason or another, manufacturers have the per-
ception that efficiency doesn’t sell, so they don’t producethe policymakers suggested that manufacturers ‘‘perceive’’ a

risk involved with introducing energy-efficient technologies, it. Consumers don’t have the choice of efficiency in a conve-
nient way and are talked out of it by the salesman whenthat manufacturers seem to believe neither that there is a

market for energy efficient products4, nor that consumers they start making a decision in that direction. There is a role
for retailers and distributors. And it isn’t understood evenare willing to pay more for such products. These same policy-

maker respondents also mentioned consumer perception as by the experts in the business. Sort of like asking why is
there so much sex and violence on the television.’’a barrier.

In fact, the consumers we interviewed did not appear to be This respondent (hereafter referred to as ‘‘the dissenter’’)
was the only policymaker who did not recite a list of barriersconstrained by a lack of information or limited selection of

appliances. Nor did they appear to perceive energy efficiency to energy efficiency. He went on to say that there are no
real data on how consumers perceive energy efficiency inas a risky or unreasonable investment. Instead, they were

either unclear about how to interpret the label, or were the purchasing process. Rather ‘‘there are impressions from
manufacturers, and there is behavior that follows from thoseuncertain about how the label related to them and their

household. Several consumers wondered about the impacts impressions’’. He appears to believe that policymakers have
theories or explanations about why energy efficiency doesn’tof behavior, electricity prices, usage patterns, and family

size on energy consumption. They seemed to discount the sell, but that consumer preferences for energy efficiency
have never been tested in an experimental way. Based oninformation on the label because of these variables. Three

consumers misinterpreted the label completely. Two of them these impressions about energy efficiency, determinations
are made by economic actors up and down the decisionexpressed the belief that the dollar figure on the label repre-

sented annual energy savings, rather than the annual operat- making sequence, from producer to consumer, that hinder
the production and purchase of energy-efficient products.ing cost of the unit.
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These decisions are made in the absence of good information as evidence for these assertions. Several mentioned self-
evaluation. Some referred to personal experience and theabout the true relevance of energy efficiency to the consumer.

The ‘‘sex and violence on television’’ analogy underscores experience of colleagues and staff. One congressional staffer
said: ‘‘I have looked at labels, but I’ve never made a decisionthis attitude of powerlessness in the decision-making process

that he seems to convey. According to this respondent, poli- based on energy use . . . I’m a pretty normal consumer’’.
Another policymaker, an energy-efficiency advocate, feltcymakers are therefore forced to develop policy responses

to a problem that is not well understood. that consumers really do care about energy efficiency.
Despite reports to the contrary, he said he believed that

The contrast between policymaker and consumer percep-interest was not decreasing.
tions of barriers to the purchase of energy-efficient appli-
ances reinforces the dissenter’s opinion. From the consum-Policymakers are correct in asserting that energy consump-
ers’ point of view, price does not appear to be a major barrier tion is not a top consumer priority. Only two out of 11
in the sale of efficient appliances. Consumers are using consumers mentioned energy as a priority in their purchase.
information about energy consumption, but they often do not Most of the other consumers did not consider energy con-
draw accurate or constructive conclusions from the available sumption in their appliance purchases. Energy was neither
data. Nearly all of the consumers indicated that they would a deciding factor, nor a deal breaker. This does not mean,
be willing to pay more for an energy-efficient appliance. however, that efficiency is irrelevant or might not play a
Nearly half indicated that they would calculate payback or more important role in the consumer decision making
life-cycle cost in order to make the comparison. We can process.
infer that energy consumption could play a more significant
role in the decision-making process if consumers were betterThe energy-efficiency advocate known as the dissenter sug-
able to comprehend and, therefore, act on available energygested that policymakers do not entirely understand how
information. consumers make decisions and, therefore, how interventions

will affect their behavior. He used a refrigerator rebate pro-
gram in California as an example:Consumer priorities

‘‘A $50 rebate can change the market for efficient refrigera-We asked policymakers to describe consumer priorities
tors completely in California, even though from a theoreticalwhen making an appliance purchase. We also asked consum-
point of view it shouldn’t. If you ask a consumer how muchers what their priorities were when they shopped for an
a rebate affects their decision they’ll say it doesn’t. If youappliance. A comparison of the responses indicates that con-
ask a manufacturer: ‘how much would you respond to asumer purchasing priorities and processes are neither as clear
consumer rebate of $50?’ They’d say they wouldn’t bothernor as obvious as most policymakers tend to believe.
with it. If you ask a retailer what they think about rebates,
they’ll say they’re a pain in the butt. So in theory, they don’tHalf of the policymakers listed ‘‘price’’ as the consumer’s
work. Except for one thing: they do work.’’number one priority, with ‘‘features’’, ‘‘color’’, ‘‘brand

name’’, ‘‘convenience’’, ‘‘performance’’ and ‘‘delivery’’ as
According to the dissenter, an intervention such as a rebateother key factors in the decision. We found that consumers
is not supposed to transform the market. If you ask eachdo not really have one single top priority when purchasing
participant in the market, she will agree that such an interven-an appliance. Price was generally not the determining factor
tion will not work. But the question remains: why does ain the process. The majority of consumers had a list of
$50 refrigerator rebate work in the state of California? Thisimportant features or criteria that they required in the appli-
appears to be an example of the somewhat mystical natureance. These might include (in no particular order): size,
of consumer behavior. This example provides evidence thatservice record, storage, design, and/or brand name (several
we neither entirely understand consumer behavior nor con-respondents described an interest in purchasing a ‘‘top-of-
sumer responses to energy-efficiency interventions.the-line’’ product).5 Many consumers wanted a ‘‘good

deal’’, but did not come to buy the cheapest appliance in
When asked where energy efficiency falls in the list ofthe store. Once certain criteria were met, price became the
consumer priorities, two policymakers distinguishedkey negotiating point. One consumer put it this way, ‘‘the
between energy efficiency as a consumer priority, and energybottom line is that the bottom line makes a difference, but
efficiency as a ‘‘selling point’’. One federal agencythere are some elegant negotiables.’’
employee described energy efficiency as a potential ‘‘deal
breaker’’. He suggested that energy efficiency does not haveHow does energy consumption rate in the list of features?

All but two policymakers asserted that energy efficiency to be a top priority in order to play a role in the consumer
decision-making process, indicating that consumers may bewas at or near the bottom of the list of priorities. Four

policymakers cited manufacturer surveys and salespeople susceptible to marketing campaigns that highlight the merits
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of reduced operating cost for consumer durables and appli- Two informants argued that increases in product efficiency
are a natural outcome of free markets and competition. Oneances. Another policymaker suggested that consumers

needed guidance during the shopping process, and that a remarked that the lack of a control group hinders our ability
to tell whether standards have been effective: ‘‘We willclearer message might bring efficiency more readily to the

mind of the consumer. never know if industry would have done better without
them.’’ Two analysts with non-profits acknowledged the

Indeed, several of the consumers indicated that if efficiency lack of a control group, but pointed out that one could
was marketed more clearly, and comparisons between unitsobserve the impact of standards by examining the large
were easier to make, it might play a more important role in increases in product efficiency which occurred during the
the decision-making process.6 One shopper explained it this years that standards went into effect. One of them pointed
way: ‘‘The size of the fridge, all that is laid out real clearly. out that the 1993 standard, which was passed into law in
The energy use thing is kind of a gray area. If [energy use] 1989, was so stringent that none of the existing 1989 models
is difficult to figure out, and it’s going to take awhile and be were capable of meeting it.
a headache, it will probably never get done.’’ This consumer
reinforces the policymaker’s emphasis on the need for a Effectiveness vs. ideology.In our discussions with poli-
clear message in order to highlight energy efficiency, so that cymakers about program effectiveness, we noticed a ten-
consumers can evaluate its relevance, and turn it into andency for some policymakers to confuse the effectiveness
‘‘elegant negotiable.’’ of policy with their philosophical view of the role of govern-

ment. One congressional staff person mentioned several
Policymakers seem to have a set of assumptions about howtimes the need for ‘‘hard science’’ and ‘‘good science’’ in
consumers make decisions. With one exception, they believeorder to provide legislative decision-makers with objective
that the consumer decision making process is well-under- information on complex policy issues. He proceeded to com-
stood. In fact, consumers are more sophisticated and lessplain about an advance notice for a proposed federal rule
predictable than policymakers believe. We concur with the for horizontal axis washing machines, seizing on this as an
dissenter and feel that we do not have an adequate under-argument against standards. His argument against horizontal
standing of the consumer decision-making process. Basedaxis machines was based largely on anecdotal evidence: his
on our limited research, consumers seem to have a capacitybrother lives in Germany and is dissatisfied with them;
to consider and weigh energy in their decision-making pro- he once lived in Japan and found that they were ‘‘dinky’’
cess. A clearer message about its relevance and more com-and ‘‘could only fit two pairs of Levis’’; and ‘‘people in
prehensible information on operating and life-cycle costs the U.S. almost overwhelmingly choose vertical axis
might elevate energy as a decision-making criterion machines’’.7 This person, when asked to compare standards,
among consumers. manufacturers incentives, voluntary programs, and educa-

tion, argued that education should be the highest priority.
When asked which of the four program types has had theWhat programs are effective?
most impact, he replied, ‘‘I don’t know.’’

To gain a broad understanding of policymaker perspectives,
The policymakers seemed to divide along ideologicalwe asked the policymakers to list what they thought were
grounds, with several arguing against standards on thethe most effective federal energy conservation programs.
grounds that they limit consumer and manufacturer choice.We did not ask this same question of consumers.
Said one congressional staff person: ‘‘We have to be real
careful that we don’t force a technology down peoples’Minimum efficiency standards for appliances were widely
throats. A program is beneficial to some extent if it is puttingperceived by policymakers as being an effective policy
labels on equipment and providing information. But we haveinstrument. Nine of the 16 policymakers named standards
a problem if we mandate production lines and eliminateas the most effective federal policy. Two congressional staff
consumer choice.’’ Another congressional staff personpeople indicated that they were ideologically opposed to
argued that the government role should be to ‘‘encourage’’standards but acknowledged their effectiveness. Another
and not to ‘‘mandate’’. ‘‘Consumers will choose morecongressional staff person described standards as ineffective,
energy-efficient products as they become available . . . cur-but added that he had no data to back up this assertion.
rent policy is not demand driven. It seeks to force demand
by limiting available products.’’We found a curious disagreement over the seemingly easy-

to-measure issue of whether U.S. appliance efficiency stan-
dards have in fact saved energy. The minority who claimed In response to the argument that standards limit product

availability, another congressional staff person pointed outthat standards were not effective did not offer proof of their
argument but rather suggested that the impact of standards that individual choices to purchase energy-inefficient prod-

ucts have significant negative environmental impacts:was either difficult to discern or had not been measured.
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‘‘I think from a public policy perspective we shouldn’t give at odds with the rest of those whom we interviewed. Policy-
makers who supported a federal role in improving energy-consumers the choice to maximize the externalities they’re

imposing on the rest of society and on the environment, efficiency characterized the government as an appropriate
medium through which to convey ‘‘unbiased’’ information,because of their self-serving choices . . . And if consumer

choice is less . . . energy-efficient, then well, we ought to largely due to its inherently ‘‘broad contact with the public’’.
They cited the benefits of energy efficiency to society, theslap a huge tax on it to offset the societal cost of the external-

ity that you’re imposing by maintaining this consumer environment, and consumers. They also described a ‘‘moral
obligation’’ to improve the energy efficiency of the econ-choice. But [these choices are] not cost-free.’’
omy. Six respondents also stated that market failures justified

Another policymaker, an energy-efficiency advocate, con- government intervention to promote energy efficiency.
tended that standards do not limit consumer choice:

Among consumers, we found that only one of the 11 was
‘‘I would say that the standards by and large don’t limit aware of the federal law requiring minimum efficiency levels
choice—you still have all the same colors, features, and for appliances.9 This supports the assertion of several of the
with whatever else you want—it’s just that all of the units policymakers that such standards are essentially invisible to
are more efficient. There has been no proven case that I amthe consumer and do not significantly limit consumer choice.
aware of that, following standards, the amount of choice has
actually gone down.’’

We also found broad support among the consumers for a
government role in promoting energy efficiency. All but oneIn our discussions with policymakers, we were often left
thought that the government should play a role in promotingwith the feeling that we were talking with two groups of
energy efficiency and that both appliance labeling and stan-people who speak different languages. In the view of policy-
dards were appropriate government roles. Support for a gov-makers opposed to minimum efficiency standards, such stan-
ernment role in these areas seemed to reflect a distrust ofdards limit the ability of manufacturers and consumers to
manufacturers and a desire to have comparative productchoose which types of products they want to make and buy,
information provided by a reliable source. This was a typi-respectively.8 In the view of the energy-efficiency advocates
cal comment:and most of the federal agency employees, minimum effi-

ciency standards do nothing to alter the amenity provided
‘‘Yeah, I would say that [energy labeling] goes right upby a product class, and actually increase choice by offering
there with unit pricing for canned goods in a grocery store.consumers a way to save money on their energy bills.
I don’t think there is anything wrong with that. Yeah, they
[the government] shouldn’t be biased. I mean who are youThe role of government
going to give it to [this responsibility] if it’s not the govern-
ment?’’Clearly, it was not easy for the policymakers to talk about

effectiveness without also referring to the appropriate role
Lack of consumer input. Few policymakers could pointof government. Nearly all of the informants (14 of 16)
to explicit input from consumers in the policymaking pro-believed that government should play a role in promoting
cess. One federal agency employee provided a specific exam-energy efficiency. Those policymakers who support a strong
ple of a strong negative consumer response to a proposedgovernment role were more likely to reply that minimum
policy intervention. The example involved a proposed ruleefficiency standards had been the most effective policy.
that would have largely eliminated electric resistance waterThose who favored a more limited government role were
heaters in favor of a more efficient technology, heat pumpless likely to point to standards as an effective policy. And
water heaters. He explained that, early in the process, hethose who did not believe that government should promote
and his staff were aware that consumers and utilities mightenergy-efficiency argued that standards were not effective;
have concerns about the proposed standard. As the processhowever, they were unable to cite specific studies to discredit
wore on, however, the initial ‘‘gnawing in his gut’’ aboutthe effectiveness of standards.
the proposed rule was gradually outweighed by its large
dollar and energy benefits. However, after the proposed ruleOne individual, a member of a non-profit think-tank, did not

believe that the federal government should promote energy was published, the agency received a torrent of letters and
responses directly from consumers (who, in the policymak-efficiency because he views the federal government as a

market-distorting force. In his view, if the government were er’s view, seemed to be motivated by the electric utility
industry). The policymaker concluded he should have lis-to play any role, it should be limited to the provision of

information. At the same time, he even voiced skepticism tened to his first instinct and realized that the proposed rule,
despite its impressive energy and economic benefits, wouldof the ability of the federal government to provide unbiased

information. This policymaker’s distrust of government was stir intense opposition from consumers and industry.
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This was an extreme case in which consumer input was not information presented on the labels; and the extent to which
the label influences their purchase decision.solicited early enough in the policymaking process. How-

ever, we found that the policymakers whom we interviewed
rarely requested formal input from consumers at any point Finally, we found a disturbing tendency among some con-
in policy development. Analysts and policymakers like the gressional staff people to confuse discussion of policy effec-
one quoted above tend to be more concerned with savingtiveness with their view of the appropriate role of govern-
energy and quantifying consequent economic and environ-ment. In other words, their opinions were often based on
mental benefits. Once again, we confront a ‘‘cultural gap’’ political ideology rather than on the ‘‘good, hard science’’
between energy policymakers and appliance consumers. Thethat they advocated. These findings reflect a general tendency
policymakers tend to view the problem in terms of energy among the policymakers whom we interviewed to rely on
and how best to increase market penetration of energy-effi-vague perceptions, anecdotal data, and personal experience
cient products. Yet previous research, and our interviews to support their claims about consumer behavior, and to
with consumers, suggest that energy is a low priority in the rarely cite empirical research. Several policymakers who
purchase decision. In order to develop truly effective poli- opposed a role for government in appliance energy policy
cies, policymakers must become experts in marketing andclaimed to have consumer interests in mind and seemed to
consumer behavior, in order to develop a better understand-try to speak on their behalf in opposing appliance efficiency
ing of how to influence the sales transaction. Doing so will legislation. However, the consumers we interviewed were
result in even greater energy savings. generally supportive of a government role in appliance

energy policy, and all but one were in favor of minimum
efficiency standards.CONCLUSIONS

These various findings suggest that energy policymakersOur interviews with a sample of policymakers and consum-
who are developing ‘‘market transformation’’ programsers indicate that policymakers often draw inaccurate or lim-
would benefit by explicitly and carefully considering con-ited conclusions about consumer purchase behavior. The
sumer behavior and principles of marketing, rather thanextent of consumer sophistication in factoring energy into
by focusing only on technical aspects of energy-efficiencythe purchase decision is often not reflected in policymaker
policy. Both policymakers and consumers would benefitassumptions. Neither of the two models of consumer energy
from a more consumer-friendly approach to the developmentbehavior that we proposed in the beginning of this paper
of appliance energy policy.accurately describes the typical consumer. Consumers did

not actively seek information on product efficiency, and
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ENDNOTESindicated that a large percentage of consumers either ignore
or misinterpret the labels. Given the ubiquity of these
labels—they are required by law to be posted on most cate- 1. In its 20-year index (1974–1994), theJournal of Con-

sumer Researchlisted two energy-related articles in thegories of large electrical household appliances—there is
an urgent need to explicitly evaluate the extent to which period 1974–1979, 26 articles in the period 1980–1985,

only three in the period 1986–1989, and no articles inconsumers are aware of the labels when shopping for appli-
ances; the extent to which they correctly understand the the 1990s.
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