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Introduction and context 
This report summarises the work carried out during the first year of the Concerted Action for the 
Energy Services Directive II (CA ESD) on informing and advising final consumers (citizens and 
SMEs). Information and communication is essential in order to fulfil the obligations of the ESD. 
However, it is difficult to inform and advice the target groups in ways that is understood by the 
final consumers. Energy efficiency in itself is not always of highest interest among them. A 
number of key issues in order to bridge the difficulties is found and described within this report. 
 

In one sense it is easy to give advice and to provide citizens and SMEs with information on energy savings. 
However, there are always at least two parties involved in the communication – a sender and a receiver. The 
foundation for all communication is that it needs to be carried out on the receiver’s terms. Therefore, the challenge 
for the Member States (MS) plus Croatia and Norway, is to find and meet the interest and driving forces of the 
target groups, meeting them where they are situated and providing them with relevant and credible information. 
Only then will the communication efforts have the potential for impact. One of the basic needs is then met: the 
target groups find that they can trust the sources and providers of the information. 
 
This report looks at Article 7 of the Energy Services Directive (ESD), which states that MS shall ensure that greater 
efforts are made to promote energy end-use efficiency and that appropriate information and advice is provided to 
final consumers. Citizens as well as small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) should be supported to make 
better informed decisions with regards to individual energy consumption and to change their behaviour accordingly. 
  
A foundation for communication has been put in place with both of the main target groups of Article 7; citizens and 
SMEs. CA ESD participants from all MS provided input along with results from scientific research, which has 
resulted in pinpointing essential aspects which need to be considered when designing and executing 
communication activities in the MS. 

 
The importance of trust in informing and advising citizens  
This topic was targeting communication with citizens – a huge target group which have a major 
impact on the energy use in Europe. Communication and information can, if thoroughly 
prepared, contribute significantly to energy efficient investments and behaviour change among 
large numbers of citizens. The most important aspect in order to make this happen is that the 
information and the sender of information are both trusted. 
 
There was a focus on one particular aspect of communicating energy efficiency that may have the greatest impact 
on results: trust. MS use numerous activities, organisations and channels to inform and advise citizens and SMEs 
about efficient energy usage and energy efficient investments, all of which may have an impact. The results of the 
discussions indicates that this impact can be multiplied or ruined depending on the level of trust that citizens have 
in the source and the provider of the information.  
 
Tailored information preferably provided in a one-to-one meeting, personally or by telephone, has the biggest 
potential impact. The results are strongly dependent, however, upon how trustworthy the advisor is from the 
recipient’s point of view. The municipal energy and climate advisers in Sweden are examples of a trustworthy 
service with a high level of implemented advice among citizens. However, such advisory systems are also more 
expensive, if advice is provided at no cost to citizens. The public cost of providing information and advice through 
retailers, contractors or energy companies is obviously lower. However, the fact that these parties have a 
commercial interest in the advice given can cause householders to suspect that the advice cannot be trusted. Thus 
there is a risk that the MS only achieves marginal actual change. The impact of these activities can be boosted if a 
system of accreditation to a national body is implemented. 
 
General, static information on the internet or in brochures can also have an effect. It may have less potential impact 
but, if the source is well-known and trusted, the impact can be multiplied. This was the case when the Croatian 
government launched an information campaign. It was conducted with the support of United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), a fact that multiplied the credibility of the campaign. 
 
Despite the significance of trust, there has been little direct research within the EU that specifically describes 
whether households and citizens have trust in energy efficiency advisors or in public information. Perhaps the most 
significant finding presented in the report is that there is a genuine need for this kind of feedback. Lack of 
information about who is trusted – and what it is that makes the information trustworthy - is a weakness for many 
MS that want to promote energy efficiency through information and advice. If we are to change behaviour, then 
new techniques of analysis need to be brought to bear alongside the traditional understanding of energy efficiency.  
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The study brought together current research about consumer attitudes with an understanding of the elements of 
high quality energy efficiency advice. 
 
Advisors on energy efficiency are generally trusted, provided that they are perceived to be skilled, independent and 
local. The impact of their work can also be multiplied if the advisors are participating in training programmes 
conducted or supported by a national body.  
 
Independent accreditation of suppliers and retailers can, to some extent, bridge the lack of trust in commercial 
advisors. The Energy Saving Trust (EST) in the UK provides such an Endorsed Advice service for third party 
organisations which work to the quality standards approved by EST. 
 
Energy saving advice from energy suppliers has a built-in conflict in that citizens tend to distrust such advice from 
organisations that profit from selling energy.  
 
The power of neighbours’ actions and expected reactions must not be underestimated. People tend to trust 
information and providers when they see results from others’ actions. This fact has been successfully applied in 
several projects across Europe. Many more MS and local advisors could benefit from these experiences. 
 
Table 1: Significant factors for trust 
 

Advisors should be: Information material prerequisites  

Local Accurate and specific 

Perceived as skilful  Well known and highly trusted publisher 

Independent or accredited by authority or a 
trusted independent brand 

Consistency and continuity 

Tailored and specific advice Containing examples from people’s experiences 

 
Voices from Member States 
During the Plenary Meeting in Warsaw a few aspects were discussed and added. The participants highlighted the 
importance of the message being consistent and long lasting. The citizens needs to hear the same messages time 
and again over a long period and from different sources in order to be understood, respected and implemented. 
When discussing the situation where there is a lack of trust, a warning was issued; Beware of “Green wash” when 
borrowing credibility from a trustworthy organisation. Merely putting an extra logotype or name to information will 
not give long lasting results unless the information is true and trustworthy in itself. 
 
Good practice examples 
The quality of advice can be improved through independent accreditation and monitoring. Certification or 
recommendations by a national body of commercial entities seem to be perceived as a guarantee for quality, 
thereby endorsing trust in the product or the supplier. However, this requires consumer awareness of these types 
of certification schemes and a willingness in the supply chain to engage with often voluntary initiatives. Where 
certain certification standards are used as the standard for market entry (e.g. as is proposed under the UK’s Green 
Deal), then the market is forced to respond to policy drivers on product quality.  It is also important to distinguish 
between installing the right product and installing the product correctly.  Some complaints to the UK’s advice 
service have been about the quality of workmanship, rather than the particular product that has been installed.  
With increasing use of online consumer recommendations and rating systems and online registers of green 
tradespeople, it is easier for consumers themselves to rate both refurbishment work and products – this should 
help to build trust and to identify rogue traders and poorly performing products. 
 
Several Nordic MS, especially Sweden, emphasise the importance of comprehensive cooperation between the 
national, regional and local level. This cooperation has, along with training programmes, provided extensive 
systems for learning, for regional or national projects and campaigns, for marketing of the advisory service and 
many other positive outcomes. Action is taken locally, but coordinated and supported regionally and nationally.  
 

 
Effective communication with SMEs on energy efficiency 
This  topic aimed at communication with SMEs with a particular focus on industrial SMEs. 
Scientific research together with interviews with national experts shows that it is essential to 
“speak the language of the companies” in order to have an impact with the communication. The 
agenda and attention of the SMEs is generally focused on things other than energy efficiency. 
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Luckily there are a number of drivers and interests among them that can be used to trigger 
energy efficient actions. The key issues are found within this report. 
 
There is major potential for energy savings among SMEs in Europe, but the challenges are extensive. One of the 
most important barriers is the lack of sufficient knowledge among SMEs about the possibilities and potential of 
energy efficiency. Communication measures are therefore extremely important in order to overcome this barrier, 
but this is generally difficult. Information or communication activities alone are generally not sufficient; they must be 
supported by other activities to have an impact. 
 
A number of key factors that should be taken into account thoroughly when designing and executing 
communication schemes, strategies and activities to promote energy efficiency among SMEs were addressed.  
The findings derive from both scientific research and practical experiences. 
 
First of all, we must realise that SMEs, as well as individuals within the SMEs, cannot be considered as 
homogenous groups. Any communication activity needs to have specific target groups, going through specific 
channels, using specific language and so on. 
 
It is essential to establish a trusting relationship between the sender or conveyor of information and relevant 
individuals within the SMEs. This can often come into place if the sender makes use of trusted intermediaries, such 
as trade associations, chambers of commerce or sector specific consultants. An example of this comes from a 
Danish trade association that equipped some of its consultants/advisors (not energy advisors) with an energy 
screening tool to easily assess the energy performance of a company. From the simplified screening, the advisor 
could find those companies with an energy saving potential big enough for a larger energy audit to be profitable. 
 
When this relationship is established, a number of successful approaches can be applied. Communication should 
be sector-specific and address relevant sector-specific challenges.  Knowledge transfer, with descriptions of 
successful examples from similar companies, should be supported. Interaction with existing networks and 
clustering of companies with common goals are effective. A major success factor is identification and appointment 
of an “energy champion” within the company, particularly if he/she has access to a network of professionals within 
other companies. 
 
Messages must be customised to the target group and often simplified. They must connect to the challenges and 
drivers that exist as a high priority for companies: 

 The argument that energy efficiency measures increase profit can be, and often has been, used, and is 
obviously one of the strongest drivers for energy efficiency.  However, these arguments can be more 
effective if the potential loss of money due to not doing anything is stressed. The risk of losing something 
seems to be a stronger driving force than the prospect of gaining. The potential profit from increased energy 
efficiency might also be decreased or even erased by higher energy prices in the future.  Hence the 
message should be that the company will lose money from neglecting energy efficiency actions rather than 
that profit will be increased by taking these actions. 

 Energy efficiency measures can also be used to increase the productivity of the company. Specific examples 
from real companies in the same or a similar sector provide a great opportunity to introduce energy efficiency 
activity. For a company growing vegetables or flowers in greenhouses the productivity could be increased by 
replacing old lighting with energy efficient lighting, provided that the right type of lighting is installed. Hence 
they can increase their productivity and thereby the income, and at the same time save energy and money. 

 Simplify and give SME’s secure and sector-specific advice and models. This will save them time and make 
them feel secure with trustworthy, concrete advice. One example of this is benchmarking websites, where 
companies can anonymously compare their energy use (after an audit) with other companies within the 
same sector. This is being developed within a few industrial sectors in Sweden, and also within the 
European project (ex)BESS (http://alpha.cres.gr/bess/servlets/bessStatic/en/index.html). 

 
Identify what stage the (groups of) SMEs are at in their Energy efficiency work and offer different kinds of 
information to deepen their engagement level as illustrated in the figure below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://alpha.cres.gr/bess/servlets/bessStatic/en/index.html
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Figure 1: Keywords for a differentiated communication with SMEs 
 

 
 
 
The transfer of customised knowledge about energy efficiency to the SMEs is a major key to success and is 
knowledge that can easily be transferred into practical action. As the potential for profitable energy efficiency is 
very big within the SMEs of Europe – especially the industrial SMEs – we should make every effort to expand 
cooperation and communication with them. However, we need to do it with accuracy and intelligence, listening first 
and then before giving advice. We must remember that energy efficiency probably isn’t perceived as the most 
important issue among the majority of companies and this must be considered when attempting to communicate 
with them. But, importantly, they do have a lot to gain from practical and devoted energy efficiency actions.  
 
Voices from Member States 
The categorisation of companies according to the figure above was briefly tested among the participants of a 
Plenary meeting in Copenhagen. The participants agreed on the need to do so, but pointed out the difficulties in 
doing so. It takes a big, but important effort to tailor the information activities in this manner.  
 
Good practice examples  
Ideally the manager of the company should be committed to improving energy efficiency, but often this is not the 
case.  One lesson learned from Ireland is that you should “work with the willing” – find an “energy champion”, or 
someone with “real ambition”, to communicate with, whatever position in the company he/she might have.  In the 
Irish SME programme this proved to be very successful.  Once the energy agency (SEAI) identified somebody 
within a company with an interest in improving energy efficiency they asked the management of the company to 
appoint him/her as an energy coordinator, responsible for energy issues, and this was found to be an important 
factor for success. 
 
In Denmark, some trade associations have consultants or advisors (not energy advisors) that regularly visit the 
companies in a certain sector.  Some of these advisors have been trained and equipped with an energy screening 
tool to easily assess the energy use of a company. The result of the screening gives them an idea which 
companies have an energy saving potential big enough for a larger energy audit to be profitable. 
  

- Educate, motivate and give advice

- Provide information of available 

EE tools and services

- Aim communication at top management

- Use strong arguments

- Exploit well-known facilitators

- New technology & BAT

- Energy management

- Making EE investments more attractive    

LEVEL OF COMMITMENT 

HIGH

EE 

KNOWLEDGE

deep

EE

KNOWLEDGE

light

TRUE LEADERS

- Provide information of 

more advanced EE tools 

- Info on best practices  (Energy

saving potentials, energy 

management)

BEGINNERS POTENTIAL FOLLOWERS

COMMITTED FOLLOWERS

ENABLE & 

EDUCATE

ENGAGE INSPIRE

INFORMATION 

EXCHANGE & 

NETWORKS

RECRUITE &

INCENTIVISE

LEVEL OF COMMITMENT

LOW



 

 6 

Concluding remarks 
We have found that it is not an easy thing to find and meet the interest and driving forces of 
citizens or of SMEs. But there are no easy shortcuts into behaviour change or into more energy 
efficient investments among them. We need to know the specific target groups and learn from 
successful projects and schemes as well as from academic research. Before we do this it will be 
very difficult to convey information and advice in a way that is heard, understood and accepted 
by the target groups. But if we do this, communication and information have potentially a major 
positive impact on the energy efficiency throughout Europe. 
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The sole responsibility for the content of this report lies with the authors.  
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The Concerted Action for the Energy Services Directive II (CA ESD II) was launched by  
Intelligent Energy Europe (IEE) in May 2011 to provide a structured framework for the  
exchange of information between the 29 Member States during their implementation  
of the Energy Services Directive (ESD). 
 
For further information please visit www.esd-ca.eu or contact caesd@esd-ca.eu 


