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 Figure 8a. Range of Refrigerator Energy Use by Capacity (Adjusted Volume in ft3) 
 

 
Figure 8b. Range of Refrigerator Energy Use by Freezer Location 

 

 
 

Source: FTC 2006. 

In contrast, the EnergyGuide label for clothes washers was changed a few years ago to 
include within a single comparison group both the newer horizontal-axis models and the 
conventional vertical-axis models. Prior to that change, horizontal-axis washers were placed in a 
separate category for purposes of labeling, even though there was relatively little difference in 
energy use between the most efficient and least efficient horizontal-axis models – but large 
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differences in both energy and water consumption between any horizontal-axis washer and any 
vertical-axis model. With this consolidation of the two categories, the FTC label now allows 
consumers to compare energy performance across the full range of clothes washer models. The 
current range of energy use is about 6:1, and even after normalizing for washer tub capacity, the 
energy performance range is more than 5:1.7 

Many of the same issues with defining appliance categories too narrowly also apply to 
the ENERGY STAR endorsement label. These narrow categories emphasize energy efficiency 
more than energy consumption. Once again, to quote the Consumers Union critique: 

 
 “...[W]e believe that the current method of determining EnergyStar designations is 
deeply flawed. A specific example of this flawed application in the labeling of 
EnergyStar refrigerators is highlighted in the following example: 
Assume that the consumer is going to buy a refrigerator with 227 L (8 ft3) of freezer 
space, and 396 L (14 ft3) of fresh food space. 
• Under regulations effective July 1, 2001 a refrigerator/freezer with the above 

specifications configured with the freezer on top would be allowed to use 541 
kWh/yr; 

• A top freezer that actually used 466 kWh/yr (14% less than allowed) would not be 
labeled as an EnergyStar model; 

• A side-by-side model that used 578 kWh/yr (15% less than that allowed for side-by-
sides) would be labeled as an EnergyStar model. 

• A refrigerator configured as a side-by-side model with ice- and water-dispensers 
would be allowed to use 679 kWh/yr and still retain an EnergyStar designation. 

“Thus, a model using 112 kWh/yr (24%) more than another would be labeled EnergyStar 
while the model with greater actual energy efficiency would not.” (CU 2006)  
 
For labels to be effective at helping consumers reduce energy consumption, the energy 

use comparisons need to cover a broader range of comparable products, not just nearly-identical 
ones. Consumers will then be able to discern truly informed trade-offs between product size, 
features, and first cost on the one hand, and energy consumption (and operating costs) on the 
other. And, for appliances as for houses, endorsement labels like ENERGY STAR should 
consider adopting progressive efficiency criteria that require larger models to deliver 
proportionately higher levels of energy performance and savings. 
 
3. Toward a Policy of Variable Efficiency 
 

In the preceding pages we discussed the reasons why energy consumption, rather than 
energy efficiency, should be the main focus of energy policy in a resource-constrained and 
carbon-burdened world. We suggested that the concept of sustainable energy balance provides a 
framework for both energy efficiency and energy conservation. The choice is not between 
pursuing energy efficiency or advocating energy conservation; both have a role to play in 
managing energy consumption and its consequences. Energy efficiency is often the most 

                                                 
7 The actual range of FTC-reported clothes washer data is even larger; the ratios cited here are based on eliminating 
a few outliers which may represent reporting or recording errors.  
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attractive way to slow and possibly reverse growth in energy demand. And while energy 
conservation does not always involve sacrifice, as implied by President Carter’s sweater, in some 
cases it may. In that regard, energy consumption is similar to other important personal and 
societal goals that sometimes call for sacrifice: sending our children to college, caring for an 
aging parent, or countering terrorism. The question is how much sacrifice is avoidable, how 
much is necessary, and how much we are willing to accept. Slowing growth in energy 
consumption can mean real sacrifice for many in the developing world who still await access to 
electricity or clean water. But for most of us fortunate enough to live in the U.S. or other 
industrial countries, a great deal of conserving can result from only a modest shift in our 
aspirations. The question is whether we can learn to be satisfied with sufficiency rather than 
pursuing excess, in the form of oversized houses, cars, and fleets of household devices for our 
convenience and entertainment. 

There are many difficulties – conceptual, practical, and ethical – in proposing a transition 
from unbounded consumption to comfortable sufficiency. Many will disagree on the necessity or 
merits of doing so. Rather than press the point in this paper, we have proposed that the concept 
of progressive efficiency be built into energy policy and program design. We believe that 
progressive efficiency represents a useful and politically feasible first step to help us manage 
energy consumption in response to oil, climate, and grid constraints. Considerations of both 
thermodynamics and equity argue for energy-efficiency requirements that vary with scale. 
Starting with information and endorsement programs like home energy rating and appliance 
energy labels, we can begin to educate both consumers and policy-makers that in the case of 
energy use, “size matters.” Once the principle of progressive efficiency is embedded in voluntary 
information and incentive programs, policymakers and program sponsors can consider how to 
extend the concept to mandatory codes and standards. This is easier to envision for appliances 
and homes; it is admittedly more of a challenge to apply progressive efficiency in the case of 
offices, retail space, health care, or industrial processes. Finally, energy indicators should include 
both extensive variables (consumption) as well as intensive ones (efficiency or productivity). 
Consumption-based indicators can be used to calibrate policy goals, helping us decide how much 
we need to increase efficiency and when we need to move beyond efficiency in order to assure a 
sustainable energy future. 
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