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Energy Efficiency Powers Economic Opportunities 
   
Boosting America’s energy efficiency is an important component in developing the clean energy 
economy of the future. Use of energy efficiency technology decreases the amount of energy 
that is required to provide a good or service.1 For example, an energy-efficient lightbulb 
requires less electricity to run the same light as a normal lightbulb, and an energy-efficient 
building can maintain the same temperature with less energy use than a normal building. 
 
The application of energy efficiency technologies creates well-paying jobs, lowers government 

spending, saves consumers and businesses money, increases 
competitiveness for businesses, and reduces carbon emissions. 
Investing in nationwide energy efficiency upgrades can reduce 
the annual U.S. carbon dioxide emission by more than 616 
million metric tons, or approximately 1.4 billion fewer barrels 
of oil consumed annually, and create over 3.3 million jobs over 
the next ten years.2  
 
Nonetheless, there are barriers that prevent households and 
businesses from investing in efficient products and upgrades. 
Projects that come with high upfront costs and take several 
years to see benefits put energy efficiency out of reach for 
many small businesses and low-income households, even if 
they benefit in the long run. Programs like Energy Star© and 

the Weatherization Assistance Program (WAP) can help overcome these cost barriers. 
Unfortunately, the Trump Administration is signaling a lack of support and funding for these 
proven efforts.3 
 
Congress must resist efforts to defund successful energy efficiency programs, and instead 
expand investments that reduce household costs, create jobs, and help the environment along 
the way.   
 
Energy Efficiency Creates Good Jobs  
 
With 2.2 million Americans employed in the energy efficiency sector in 2016, an increase of 
seven percent from the previous year, energy efficiency is an economic engine that provides 
job opportunities nationwide.4 Workers in the sector are involved in residential and commercial 
building upgrades, new energy-efficient construction projects, and manufacturing and 
installation of Energy Star© certified products.5 These workers are engaged in nearly every 
sector, with the largest share working in installing or servicing energy-efficient goods or 
services. 6 Energy efficiency jobs are vast and diverse, generating employment opportunities for 
workers at all levels— from technical trained individuals to those with more advanced degrees.7  
 

The application of 
energy efficiency 
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Employment opportunities in energy efficiency industries are projected to grow for the 
foreseeable future. Energy efficiency business owners, many of whom are small and medium 
business, expect 13 percent growth this year alone with jobs in construction leading the way 
followed by wholesale trade, distribution, and transport.8 Expanding investment in energy 
efficiency also presents an opportunity to create jobs that are not susceptible to outsourcing, 
located in rural as well as metropolitan areas, and pay above average wages.9  
 
Energy efficiency presents a unique financial opportunity for rural communities. With more 
than 17 percent of households in rural America living in poverty, energy efficiency jobs can 
provide sorely needed opportunities for good, steady work while lowering energy expenses in 
household budgets.10 Some rural states are already reaping the economic rewards of energy 
efficiency. New Mexico has more than 4,000 workers in energy efficiency and Iowa has close to 
19,000 (See Table 1 in Appendix).   
 
Energy efficiency also has a high return on investment. For every $1 million invested, 
approximately eight full-time jobs in energy efficiency are created (see figure below).11 This is 
nearly three times more than the number of jobs created by $1 million of investment in the 
fossil fuel sector.  
 
 

 
 
Smaller investments in energy efficiency, like switching to more efficient lighting at home, also 
have large returns. For example, for every dollar invested in energy efficiency appliances, 
consumers net $4 in benefits, with other smaller-scale efficiency upgrades returning $2 for 
every $1 invested.12  
 
Larger investments in energy efficiency also have significant returns that offset the initial cost. 
Retrofitting all commercial, residential, and institutional buildings in the U.S., at a cost of about 
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$279 billion, would return in excess of $1 trillion in energy cost reductions and could create 
over 3.3 million jobs annually.13 
  
Energy Efficiency Saves Households and Taxpayers Money  
 
Energy efficiency investments have considerable benefits for residential consumers and 
taxpayers. These include improved health outcomes, improved safety at home, and a nearly 
immediate reduction in energy consumption and expenses.14 American consumers are on track 
to save $2 trillion on energy costs due to advancements in energy efficiency standards, freeing 
income up that would normally go to electricity or heating bills.15   

American consumers are on track to save $2 trillion on energy costs due to 
advancements in energy efficiency standards, freeing income up that would 

normally go to electricity or heating bills. 

Energy efficiency savings are particularly important for low-income households, many of which 
are living at the limits of their budgets. For households in the bottom ten percent of income, 
utilities account for nine percent of their annual expenses—compared with just five percent for 
the wealthiest households.16 Investing in energy efficiency in low-income households, whether 
updating entire buildings or installing better weatherized windows, provides direct savings that 
can be used to meet other family needs.  
 
Energy efficiency improvements have also been linked to improved health outcomes. 
Weatherization upgrades, like those offered to low-income households through the 
Weatherization Assistance Program (WAP) at the Department of Energy (DOE), and changes to 
antiquated systems remove air contaminants, limit exposure to harmful chemicals and toxins, 
and reduce the likelihood of exposure to mold or other hazardous conditions.17 Estimates 
suggest families participating in the WAP program have saved over $3,000 each in energy bills 
and benefited from thousands of dollars in health and safety improvements.18 Weatherization 
upgrades also have large, direct health impacts with the potential to increase social welfare by 
$2.53 for every dollar invested.19 New construction of green buildings have also been linked to 
reductions in health care costs.20  
 
Improvements in and implementation of energy efficiency standards have also saved taxpayers 
millions of dollars. The General Services Administration, the federal agency in charge of 
government real estate, estimates annual savings of $15 million after 50 federally owned office 
buildings nationwide—over 182 million square feet of office space—utilize smarter building 
management systems that can monitor and provide building managers information in real time 
on major building controls, such as cooling and heating controls or building wide lighting 
systems.21  
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Energy Efficiency Enhances Business Competitiveness  
 
Energy usage comprises a substantial cost to small businesses—with the nation’s small 
businesses spending a collective $60 billion a year on energy.22 Energy efficiency presents a 
major opportunity to lower these costs and improve profitability—an opportunity that large 
companies are already seizing on.23  
 
Investments in energy efficiency, whether switching to more energy-efficient lighting or 
improving HVAC systems, have the potential to save small businesses 10 to 30 percent in utility 
costs.24 These incremental savings can be the difference between thriving and barely surviving 
for many small businesses operating on narrow margins. The total savings on utility expenses 
from energy efficiency investments in America’s 4.4 million small commercial buildings, which 
are mostly owned by small businesses, would amount to $30 billion each year.25  
 
Lower energy bills from reduced energy consumption are not the only benefits that businesses 
experience. Simple investments in energy efficiency save businesses on water and waste 
management expenses, enhance task controls, increase production and reduce operating costs, 
and create safer workplace environments for employees.26 While some businesses have been 
able to benefit from innovations, others find implementation of these systems costly and 
difficult to integrate to current processes. All of these impact the bottom line for a small 
business.  
 
Barriers to Implementing Energy Efficiency Projects 
 
Consumers and businesses still face significant costs when 
investing in energy efficiency retrofitting and product 
upgrades. While these products and retrofits yield long-
term returns on investments, initial costs on large 
appliances, retrofits, or retooling business operations can 
present barriers that prevent end users from reaping the 
rewards of energy efficiency investments.27 
 
Labor shortages within the sector have made it more difficult to harness the full economic 
potential of energy efficiency. In a recent survey, approximately 75 percent of employers 
working in energy efficiency found it difficult to find individuals for open positions citing a lack 
of industry-specific skillsets and knowledge, among other factors.28 Providing greater certainty 
for the future of energy efficiency investments will give businesses and workers the confidence 
to invest in the skills necessary for careers in this field.  
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Next Steps for Congress 
 
Over the last few decades, businesses, consumers, and taxpayers have seen the benefits of 
energy efficiency, but barriers to implementation prevent the economy from fully realizing its 
benefits. Congress now has the opportunity to expand these efforts that support households, 
create jobs, and grow the economy along the way.   
 
Congress can start by fully supporting energy efficiency tax credits and certification programs, 
like the Energy Star© program, that encourage product innovation and competition in the 
market. The Energy Star© program incentivizes manufacturers to create more energy-efficient 
products and allows household, commercial, and industrial consumers to make more informed 
choices. The program, put on the chopping block by the Trump Administration’s skinny budget 
proposal for the Environmental Protection Agency, has helped consumers and businesses 
achieve reductions in energy consumption through energy efficiency certifications on products 
and educational programs since 1994.29  
 
Congress must invest in projects and research that foster job growth and the expansion of the 
energy efficiency economy. Investments in energy efficiency, in research and development and 
on-the-ground projects, have shown to be powerful economic engines that can support 
distressed communities during times of change. This can be achieved through federal research 
efforts like the National Labs and loan and grant programs like the DOE WAP, which lowers the 
barrier of entry for consumers and small businesses.  
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