
foodandwaterwatch.org

MARCH 2019FACT SHEET

The Efficiency Solution to Our Energy Problem
Efficiency is how much energy is required to perform a 
certain amount of work. A more energy-efficient light bulb 
requires less energy to generate the same amount of illumi-
nation and tends to last longer. Energy efficiency represents 
the low-hanging fruit of the transformation of our energy 
system necessitated by a rapidly changing climate. The 
cheapest and cleanest kilowatt-hour is the energy saved 
from investing in efficiency. 

The United States is using too much energy, primarily 
from climate-polluting fossil fuels. This is partly because 
the energy industry has long promoted consumption of 
abundant, cheap energy, which is designed to discourage 
energy efficiency.2 Oil, gas and utility companies tend to 
be opposed to efficiency standards because it affects their 
bottom line.3 

Energy is often wasted by needless inefficiencies, from 
power plant to wall socket to electrical equipment. Buildings 
are energy hogs — using nearly 40 percent of U.S. energy 
demand — and have the largest potential for efficiency sav-
ings.4 Lower-income households and renters (who tend to 
live in old, drafty buildings) would benefit most from retro-
fits, but lack the financial means. Reduced energy consump-
tion could save ratepayers $82.7 billion annually between 
2020 and 2035, for a total of $1.3 trillion.5

Real Savings and Jobs 
Energy efficiency is an implementable approach for stimu-
lating job growth and diminishing the need for additional 

fossil fuel plants.6 Energy efficiency investments also gener-
ate nearly three times as many jobs as comparable invest-
ments in fossil fuels.7

In 2017, the efficiency industry employed 2.25 million work-
ers, nearly half in construction, with another 300,000 in 
manufacturing.8 These jobs are inherently localized and 
domestic; they are almost impossible to outsource and 
exist across the country.9 

A national energy efficiency program could create 20.8 million 
jobs from 2020 to 2035, or 1.3 million full-time jobs annually 
— 52 percent more new jobs than were created annually 
between 2013 and 2017.10 Such efficiency jobs could begin 

The United States must make a substantial investment in energy efficiency to reduce energy 
consumption, save money, protect the climate and create jobs. This investment should be part 
of any national strategy to address the climate crisis and also spur job creation to curb America’s 
growing economic inequality.  

A $500 billion nationwide investment in upgrading energy efficiency by 20351 could reduce energy 
use, stimulate the economy, and provide a fair and just transition for fossil fuel workers and 
vulnerable communities. 
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to address the widening income and wealth inequality in 
the United States that has made it impossible for working 
families to get ahead. 

Closing the Inequality Gap
Household income inequality has been increasing. By 2015, 
the top 1 percent of households earned 26 times more 
than the remaining 99 percent.11 Adding to the burden, 
lower-income households spend about 11 percent of earn-
ings on utilities.12 Inefficient buildings result in high bills 
that force households to decide between paying for utilities 
or other basic necessities.13 And renters face a unique chal-
lenge as landlords have little incentive to invest in efficiency 
upgrades.14

A national strategy would provide sufficient funding and 
grants to upgrade houses for lower-income homeowners; 
reducing energy costs by one-third would deliver substan-
tial benefits. Weatherization improvements alone (reducing 
building leaks) could cut energy bills by between $300 and 
$400 annually.15  

Investing money in energy efficiency alone will not ensure 
that the jobs reach disadvantaged workers. The construc-
tion industry workforce has disproportionately been white 

and male, leaving women and people of color out of the 
job opportunities for efficiency upgrades.16 Only 23 percent 
of efficiency workers are women, 8 percent are African 
Americans, and 15 percent are Latinos.17 But programs 
that aggressively recruit and train efficiency construction 
workers from underserved areas can start to remedy this 
historic lack of opportunity.

The Time is Now
A national investment in upgrading the energy efficiency 
of buildings would generate economic growth and create 
millions of jobs. Like President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New 
Deal programs, these green public works programs must 
be paired with pro-labor policies to ensure that workers 
share fully in the massive investments. 

They must make it easier for workers to form unions, 
provide a just and fair transition for existing fossil fuel 
energy workers, provide comprehensive training for new 
workers to develop career skills to support their families, 
and ensure that companies that manufacture and install 
energy-efficient equipment and technologies do not have a 
history of violating labor, wage and hour, workplace safety, 
tax and environmental rules.
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