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Introduction

This article discusses the need for green nudges to 
alleviate the adverse effects of the energy crisis. A green 
nudge can be defined as “positive and gentle persuasion 
to encourage sustainable behaviour.” If the present ener-
gy crisis is compared with previous crises, there is more 
emphasis on behavioural methods to persuade consumers. 
These methods are quite primitive forms of green nudges. 
However, there are several sources with extensive examples 
of how these green nudges can be used.

During energy crises, the most frequently used tool or 
term is ‘energy efficiency.’ It is sometimes referred to as a 
‘first fuel.’ When its occurrence is investigated, it is posi-
tively correlated with energy security concerns. But does 
efficiency work, or should it be combined with green 
nudges to persuade consumers? Are there enough data to 
implement action or is there a need for new narratives? 
These questions will be overviewed in this article.
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A Global Energy Crisis

At the World Economic Forum meeting in Davos, 
Executive Director of the International Energy Agency 
(IEA) Dr. Fatih Birol declared the present crisis to be the 
“first global energy crisis.” “We are in the middle of the 
first global energy crisis. In the seventies, it was the oil 
crisis and now we have an oil crisis, a natural gas crisis, 
a coal crisis – all prices are skyrocketing and energy se-
curity is a priority for many governments, if not all,” he 
stated.

This definition is more meaningful if one considers 
how IEA was founded. It was the brainchild of Henry 
Kissinger and its establishment as an ‘Energy NATO’ 
against OPEC countries has similarities with today. But 
in the 1970s crisis, IEA’s goal was to create oil stocks as 
a buffer against OPEC. There was nothing behavioural 
about this foundation. 

During the 1970s oil crisis, it was more about stocks, 
technology and geopolitics. Oil companies researched 
hybrid cars. The 2019 Nobel prize winner in chemis-
try for his pioneering work on lithium batteries, Stan 
Whitting

Figure 1 - Occurrence of the term ‘energy efficiency’ – Google Books Ngram Viewer
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ham, was an ExxonMobil researcher during the process 
of inventing these batteries. Much technological research 
has been accelerated during oil crises. Unfortunately, com-
mercial uses have arrived with a certain time delay. The 
long-term effects of these technological innovations are 
clearly visible in average car petrol consumption. 

Figure 2 – Vehicle fuel consumption from 1966 to 2017.

A Behavioural Approach

After Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, oil and gas prices sky-
rocketed. Markets panicked. Decision-makers tried to im-
plement plans to manage the crisis. Russia is one of the 
biggest commodity producers in the world. Cutting such a 
big supply source from markets has impacts. Theoretically, 
if demand responds it may balance the supply deficit. But 
in practice short-term elasticities for energy products are 
very low. 

In addition to these shortcomings, there are few feasible 
toolkits to implement in such a rare scenario. Until a more 
credible plan is made, energy efficiency and behaviour 
change can be promoted to inform citizens. The IEA exe-
cuted such an approach.

The IEA has published two ‘10-Point Plans’ to weather 
the adverse effects of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The 
first one is ‘A 10-Point Plan to Cut Oil Use.’ The other 
one is more region-specific: ‘A 10-Point Plan to Reduce 
the European Union’s Reliance on Russian Natural Gas.’ 

In both these plans one can easily see elements of behav-
ioural science. Avoiding business travel, promoting car 
sharing, speed limits, decreasing temperatures and incen-
tivising micro-mobility are some examples of these plans. 
These cannot be considered green nudges but can be the 
basis for designing green nudges.

The Effect of Covid

Coronavirus disease – COVID-19 – has been a “once in 
a century” global pandemic that has deeply impacted hu-
man activity. In nearly all energy fuel graphs one can easily 
pinpoint the impact of Covid-19. Even in recent reports, 
consumption growth is not compared to 2020 but instead 
to 2019 to create a true baseline for comparison. 

In addition, during Covid-19 the relation between energy 
consumption and human activity could be observed more 
clearly. Weekday household consumption increased due to 
teleworking. Oil demand and transport nearly crashed for 
weeks. Jet fuel demand still has to recover from the collapse 
of air travel.

Figure 3 – Changes in energy use for one utility in the 
Netherlands, the lockdown period compared with the 
pre-lockdown period

The pandemic started a wider dialogue about how human 
activities are reflected in energy demand. Previously, most 
discussions were based on supply issues since demand ex-
hibited a recurring temporal pattern. It was a known beast. 
This was disrupted by the rare event of Covid-19. Near real 
time data on mobility and electricity consumption opened 
a new wave of research regarding the interaction between 
human activity and energy demand. 

The Turkish Experience

In terms of energy consumption and GDP per capita, 
Türkiye may be assumed to be an average world country. 
Therefore, the perception of energy efficiency in Türkiye 
may reflect the average world view. The basis for the analy-
sis is a perception survey commissioned by the Ministry of 
Energy and Natural Resources of Türkiye.

One major point in the study is that it highlights a 
“knowledge-action gap.” This is crucial since most de-
veloped and developing countries’ strategies are based on 
public information campaigns. It is assumed that with 
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relevant information and guidance people will use energy 
efficiently.

But what if governments feel the urge to protect their 
customers from high prices with subsidies? As more ener-
gy efficiency guidance is provided, the price impact of an 
energy crisis will be a burden on governments. This may 
result in a zero-sum game since from the consumers’ per-
spective this is a confusing message. Instead of using more 
energy-efficient appliances they may ask their governments 
for more subsidies. 

In the Turkish study 94.8% of households acknowledged 
their awareness of energy efficiency but only 51.5% of 
them claimed they had implemented any necessary action. 
There is also a more in-depth table of knowledge-action 
gaps. For nearly all appliance energy efficiency measures 
the awareness is above 80%. If the participants’ claims are 
true, they take action in around 50-62% of cases. Around 
60% of knowledge is converted into action. 

Surprisingly, for heating-cooling this number is much 
lower. For example, 84% of the participants know about 
limiting room temperature with a thermostat but only 
41.5% claim to have taken the necessary action. This 
knowledge-action gap is much lower in the transport sec-
tor. This may be due to higher oil prices.

Table 1 – Knowledge-Action Gaps in the Turkish House-
hold Energy Efficiency Survey (Lighting, Transport, Isola-
tion, Appliances, Heating/cooling), MENR 2021 (Aware-
ness means being aware of energy efficiency solutions; 
application means actively applying the known efficiency 
methods to improve energy consumption).

The IEA plan is to advise consumers to use their thermo-
stats to decrease room temperature. However, the Turkish 
survey shows that consumers are well aware of this saving 
but they are reluctant to implement it.

Using Data to Understand the Consumer

Artificial Intelligence and data are increasingly used in 
energy services. These services reveal previously unknown 

hidden patterns. There is much debate about whether al-
gorithms know us better than we know ourselves. The 
debate has multiple layers as most people assume them-
selves to be good efficient caring environmentally aware 
citizens. 

In a short article entitled ‘Learning from Netflix’ a com-
pany called Bidgely proposes ways to apply Netflix’s ex-
perience to electricity utilities. Some of the insights are 
fundamental from a behavioural perspective. 

One important heading is “User feedback is Noisy.” It 
refers to well documented ‘declared vs revealed preferenc-
es.’ The Turkish study may also suffer from this decou-
pling of preference types.

As an example, Netflix users watched Adam Sandler 
films several times but graded them with 3 stars. On the 
other hand, they watched a “single highly-acclaimed doc-
umentary and rated it 5 stars.” As Netflix became aware 
of this phenomenon, it switched to a thumbs up/down 
model instead of a 5-star rating system.

There are other examples too. Algorithms can resolve 
this divergence between declared and revealed preferenc-
es. By tweaking services or user front ends, less noisy user 
feedback can improve energy services.

Missing Pieces

During the energy crisis, policy makers are resorting 
to information campaigns. These campaigns are gener-
ally designed to inform citizens about energy efficiency 
measures. While some of them are behavioural, others are 
more in line with helping purchase decisions.

However, energy labelling or average annual consump-
tion labelling may not work as intended. A Nature article 
finds that “as energy costs might temporarily increase as 
part of the energy transition, the fact that energy classes 
draw consumers’ attention away from energy costs may 
have unintended social and economic implications and 
might delay the uptake of energy-efficient products.” It 
also states that “it is unclear whether the provision of en-
ergy cost information improves customers’ welfare.”

These conclusions force us to rethink the “energy con-
sumer.” In the 70s, it was supply-side measures (such as 
stocks) and technology. Now, the consumer is called on 
to help governments in the first global energy crisis. Gov-
ernments have a straightforward rule: more incentives 
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and more information will lead to an enlightened energy 
consumer.

However, recent technological leaps in artificial intelli-
gence and big data reveal that user feedback is different to 
user actions. It is noisy. The Turkish study shows that users 
have good knowledge of energy efficiency measures but are 
not very keen to implement them. The most disturbing 
result is that the knowledge-action gap about using the 
thermostat to reduce room temperature is the widest.

This means there is room for more innovative policy de-
sign. Green nudges can be one of these new tools. 

Green Nudges

One of the key assumptions behind green nudges is that 
“people generally want to believe that they are good.” This 
self-image becomes a key motivator to look like an envi-
ronmentally conscious consumer. There are other motiva-
tors too but they are beyond the scope of this article.

In the green nudge framework, the UN proposes “five 
ways behavioural science can help shift everyday choices.” 
They are:

• Make the default option the better option

• Change how choices are presented to favour sustain-
able behaviour

• Remove the “unsustainable” option altogether

• Remove the hassle factor

• Go small, make it personal

For example, for Uber asking for a green car is a default 
option. Pricing strategies can promote more sustainable 
products. Banning environmentally harmful products is 
an example of removing the unsustainable option. Shift-
ing to renewable energy from a retailer should be made a 
1-click process whereas choosing fossil electricity may re-
quire several clicks. By using data, consumer groups can be 
clustered and given more targeted messaging.

These green nudge methods have some important impli-
cations. The foremost one is that if there is a knowledge-ac-
tion gap there are ways to cut the burden of sustainable 
action. In previous energy efficiency information cam-
paigns, people were asked to drive less or more efficiently. 

The results are disputable. But just like the IEA’s plan, car-
free city centres during the weekends may be much more 
effective.

Another implementation can be in electricity retail 
switching. Regulators may force the default option to be 
a renewable or cleaner option. There are also measures to 
limit thermostat temperatures in public spaces and offices. 
This may be further enhanced by forcing air conditioner 
producers to limit temperatures or employ default temper-
atures. 

During the energy crisis, these measures may work bet-
ter than information campaigns. In previous energy crises 
consumers did not react quickly to efficiency calls. Most 
achievements were due to price effects. The delayed ef-
fects were due to state interventions on standards for car 
(CAFE) or appliance manufacturers. 

This crisis is another crisis, just like every other crisis. But 
AI, data and behavioural science give us better insight into 
an energy consumer who is reluctant, resistant to change 
and finds it hard to convert knowledge into action. There-
fore, green nudges should be a must-have tool to interact 
with consumers. 

There are numerous ideas for designing green nudges. 
One very prominent example is UsersTCP’s ‘Applying be-
havioural insights to energy policy.’ It lists a number of 
policy proposals including green nudge-like examples. The 
categories of these examples are also worth examining:

• Build and sustain new habits

• Address knowledge and ability gaps

• Use positive social influence

• Simplify administrative processes

• Increase public acceptance

• Make energy-efficiency attractive

• Communicate effectively

• Increase compliance

• Foster positive attitudes

• Pull the right motivational levers
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• Encourage green purchases

The details of each item are also coupled with a real-life 
example on the relevant webpage.

Discussion

Consumers are well aware of energy efficiency. The prob-
lem is the knowledge-action gap. In designing policies, 
one must be aware of declared and revealed preferences. 
In the Turkish survey, the knowledge-action gap may be 
much higher than the respondents’ answers. People may 
want to be known as energy efficient citizens, but the re-
ality and the demand growth in Türkiye do not support 
these claims.

In this energy crisis, the problem is not oil. Electricity 
prices, gas prices, gas supply worries and oil product pric-
es are all at unprecedented levels. Consumers have social 
media and other channels to inform themselves about the 
‘global energy crisis.’ But despite a recession demand keeps 
increasing. There are few data proving an increase in ener-
gy efficient appliance sales. 

Therefore, the strategy of the 70s crisis will not work. 
Consumers have access to a wider range of information 
than ever. Even in certain cases, ‘energy efficiency’ becomes 
a negative term denoting a lack of government policy to 
limit prices or control supply disruptions. 

These findings point to several conclusions:

• Data and information campaigns are not enough;

• The knowledge-action gap is wide;

• Active management like green nudging is necessary;

• Narratives must be redesigned.

During the energy crisis, governments’ abilities to protect 
their citizens from excessive price hikes are limited since 
these events last longer than 6 months. This will diminish 
the fiscal space and reduce the necessary public spending. 
Communication becomes a key component. Although it 
is not the subject of this article, merging data, behaviour-
al science and narrative economics to create a wider set 
of green nudges can be more successful than our previous 
experiences.
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