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The EU ambition

Buildings
represent a significant, largely 
untapped potential for energy 

savings



The context

• The European Union has identified EE as a priority in the decarbonisation scenarios advanced in the Energy 
Roadmap 2050 and in the European Green Deal.  

• The policy goal of EE is not without challenges -> energy efficiency gap (Hirst & Brown, 1990; Jaffe & Stavins, 
1994)

• It is difficult to explain the low take up of EE as purely a rational response to investment under uncertainty 
(Stern, 2007).



The state of the art
• Scientists have extensively investigated the decision-making process related to EE investments adopting different 

disciplinary perspectives (Lopes, Antunes, & Martins, 2012; Wilson & Dowlatabadi, 2007)

• However, the perspectives retained in EE policy making mostly focused on costs, drivers and barriers and 
considered human behaviour as a trivial factor (Lutzenhiser, 1993, 2014).

• With the exception of economics, social sciences (SS) have only recently started contributing to inform the 
energy policy table (Foulds and Robinson, 2018).

• In particular, with the advent of behavioural economics, insights from behavioural sciences have enabled to 
integrate the human factor in the EE policy table (van Bavel et al, 2013).



Traditional model informing policy makers: 
homo oeconomicus

• Choices vary with changes in circumstances such as changes in: 

• income

• prices of goods

• information available

• Therefore, to change behaviour governments use:

• taxes and subsidies

• regulation

• information provision



What can we learn from the empirical evidence?



Barriers and drivers: beyond economics



Removing barriers and promoting drivers (1/2)
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Removing barriers and promoting drivers (2/2)

Nudges



Synergic effects

Contextual spillover

Energy 
Efficiency 

Investments

Energy 
Consumption

Price 
incentive

+

Nudge

Food 
choices

Behavioural spillover

-



Challenges (1/2)

Source: Ideas 42

‘Social science research evidence is central to
development and evaluation of policy…We need to be able to 
rely on social sciences and social
scientists to tell us what works and why and what types of policy 
initiatives are likely to be most
effective’ (Young et al, 2002)



Source: Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland

Is this feasible?
Are there other 

suitable 
approaches? 



Challenges (2/2)

• The perspective taken is that of agency, with the individual as the unit of analysis (Sovacool et al., 2018). 

• The energy efficiency gap is understood as a failure for individuals to make optimal choices (Schubert & Stadelmann, 2015).

• The policy goal is to detect and remove(leverage) decisional barriers(drivers). 

• However, EE policy will unlikely work unless it accounts for the social aspects of energy (Jenkins, McCauley, & Forman, 2017)

-> The next challenge would be to integrate in the energy policy table also the sociological perspective to account 
for the collective and social aspects of EE decisions.



Thank you!

nives.della-valle@ec.europa.eu
Nives89



References (1/2)
Allcott, Hunt, and Michael Greenstone. "Is there an energy efficiency gap?." Journal of Economic Perspectives 26.1 (2012): 3-28.

Axon, S., Morrissey, J., Aiesha, R., Hillman, J., Revez, A., Lennon, B., … Boo, E. (2018). The human factor: Classification of European community-based behaviour change 
initiatives. Journal of Cleaner Production, 182, 567–586.

Bacchi, C. (2000). Policy as discourse: What does it mean? Where does it get us? Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 21(1), 45–57

Bartiaux, F., Schmidt, L., Horta, A., & Correia, A. (2016). Social diffusion of energy-related practices and representations: Patterns and policies in Portugal and Belgium. Energy 
Policy, 88, 413–421.

Drews, Stefan, Filippos Exadaktylos, and Jeroen CJM van den Bergh. "Assessing synergy of incentives and nudges in the energy policy mix." Energy Policy 144 (2020): 111605. 

Dunlop, T. (2019). Mind the gap: A social sciences review of energy efficiency. Energy Research & Social Science, 56, 101216.

Foulds, Chris, and Rosie Robison. Advancing energy policy: lessons on the integration of social sciences and humanities. Springer Nature, 2018.

Giddens, A. (1979). Central problems in social theory: Action, structure, and contradiction in social analysis (Vol. 241). Univ of California Press.

Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society: Outline of the theory of structuration. Univ of California Press.

Hammond, M. (2020). Sustainability as a cultural transformation: The role of deliberative democracy. Environmental Politics, 29(1), 173–192.

Hess, D. J., & Sovacool, B. K. (2020). Sociotechnical matters: Reviewing and integrating science and technology studies with energy social science. Energy Research & Social 
Science, 65, 101462.

Hirst, E., & Brown, M. (1990). Closing the efficiency gap: Barriers to the efficient use of energy. Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 3(4), 267–281.

Jackson, Tim. 2005. “Motivating Sustainable Consumption.” Sustainable Development Research Network 29(1): 30–40.

Jaffe, A. B., & Stavins, R. N. (1994). The energy-efficiency gap What does it mean? Energy Policy, 22(10), 804–810.



References (2/2)
Jenkins, K., McCauley, D., & Forman, A. (2017). Energy justice: A policy approach. Energy Policy, 105, 631–634.

Labanca, Nicola, and Paolo Bertoldi. 2018. “Beyond Energy Efficiency and Individual Behaviours: Policy Insights from Social Practice Theories.” Energy Policy 115: 494–502.

Lopes, M., Antunes, C., & Martins, N. (2012). Energy behaviours as promoters of energy efficiency: A 21st century review. Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews, 16(6), 
4095–4104.

Lutzenhiser, Loren. "Social and behavioral aspects of energy use." Annual review of Energy and the Environment 18.1 (1993): 247-289.

Lutzenhiser, L. (2014). Through the energy efficiency looking glass. Energy Research & Social Science, 1, 141–151.

Pereira, Â. G., & Völker, T. (2020). Engaging With Citizens. In Science for Policy Handbook (pp. 78–95). Elsevier.

Schubert, R., & Stadelmann, M. (2015). Energy-using durables–why consumers refrain from economically optimal choices. Frontiers in Energy Research, 3, 7.

Shove, E., Pantzar, M., & Watson, M. (2012). The dynamics of social practice: Everyday life and how it changes. Sage.

Sovacool, B. K., Axsen, J., & Sorrell, S. (2018). Promoting novelty, rigor, and style in energy social science: Towards codes of practice for appropriate methods and research 
design. Energy Research & Social Science, 45, 12–42.

Stern, N., & Stern, N. H. (2007). The economics of climate change: The Stern review. cambridge University press.

Van Bavel, René, et al. "Applying behavioural sciences to EU policy-making." Doc. EUR 26033 (2013): 8.

Wagle, U. (2000). The policy science of democracy: The issues of methodology and citizen participation. Policy Sciences, 33(2), 207–223.

Wilson, C., & Dowlatabadi, H. (2007). Models of decision making and residential energy use. Annu. Rev. Environ. Resour., 32, 169–203.


