
Feeding back about eco-feedback: 

How do consumers use and respond 

to energy monitors? 

KATHRYN BUCHANAN*, RICCARDO RUSSO* & BEN 

ANDERSON† 

 

* Department of Psychology, University of Essex,  Colchester, UK. 
† Sustainable Energy Research Group, University of Southampton, Southampton, UK 

 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2014.05.008 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2014.05.008


Feedback: the background 

• Known: the effect of feedback on energy consumption. 

     (i.e., what energy monitors do to people) 

 

• Less well known: how feedback works & the processes it involves.   

     (i.e., what people do to energy monitors) 

 

•  1 theory (Fischer, 2008) and several explanations. However,  

typically these have not been substantiated using empirical data. 

 

 

 

 



Research Questions 

(1) What are the processes involved in feedback? 

(2) What are consumers motivations for purchasing 

energy monitors? 

(3)  How effective is feedback according to 

consumers? 

       - I.e., the reported outcomes & drawbacks? 



Method: Analysed reviews of 

energy monitors 



Example review 



Motivations: Why buy an EM? 

“I bought this after 

receiving the most 

horrendous electricity 

bill” 

 

 

“The main point of 

buying it was to see if 

we could save money” 

                             
Picture by Howard McWilliam 



Processes involved 

Seeing Investigation & Discovery Awareness 

“Seeing 

numbers 

increasing is 

really effective” 

“It honestly make 

you conscious of 

the electricity you 

use” 

“I turned the oven off at 

the mains, it went to £0.00. I 

had found the culprit” 



Outcomes: reported responses 

Encouraging 
others to use 
less energy. 

Eco-purchases. 

Switching off appliances or using them 
differently. 

Most common 

response 

Least common 

response 



Drawbacks involved 

“It does not save money by itself” 

“Shame you can’t hire it for a month” 

“It records totally inaccurate readings” 
Questionable 

Accuracy 

Novelty Effects 

Reaping benefits 

requires 

engagement 



Support for explanations about 

how feedback works 

•  Explanations for how feedback works: 

 (1)Fills the information vacuum. 

 (2) Acts as a learning process.  

 (3) Increases visibility.  

 

• Fischer’s (2008) theoretical model. 

 - increased awareness. 

 - realisations. 

 - increased sense of control. 

              - confronted with an environmental problem 



Feedback: the good & the 

bad  

Good 

 Tangible benefits: 

- See consumption in real-time 

- Link cost to consumption 

- Identify ‘greedy’ appliances. 

- Curtailment behaviours. 

- Increase consciousness of 
household energy patterns 

Bad 

 Provision of information 

does not lead to 

decreased consumption. 

- Time lapse between eco-

action and reward. 

- Presumes rationality. 

- Requires time, effort & 

competency from user. 

 

 



Policy Implications 

 Smart meter roll out: everyone can have an energy monitor.  

  

 BUT -- can energy monitors empower ALL consumers? 

 

 Perhaps only those with motivation, interest, and the required 

competencies necessary to decipher their energy patterns. 

 

 

  


