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Executive Summary  
 
The patterns of influence on consumers in making purchases decisions for energy efficient appliances 
are complex and involve many different parties including policy makers, retailers, and manufacturers as 
seen in Figure 1. In the interests of energy efficiency and climate change mitigation, policymakers are 
seeking ways to enhance these avenues of influence to make the purchase of an energy efficient 
appliance as appealing as possible. One way to accomplish this is by introducing some level of 
competition through an awards program to recognize manufacturers and retailers that have excelled in 
producing energy efficient appliances above standard requirements and in marketing those appliances 
to consumers through effective advertising, product offering, and sales pitch. This paper will serve two 
purposes: 1) to compare methodological approaches for awards programs in the U.S., Japan, and China 
and 2) to offer recommendations for China to expand its manufacturer awards program to also include 
retailers based on best practices seen in Japan and the U.S. 

 

Figure 1: Patterns of influence on consumer in appliance purchases, Source: Adapted from Banks 2002 

Key methodological differences exist between the three countries’ programs. While China’s awards for 
manufacturers are judged purely on quantitative metrics (the weighted efficiency of appliances they 
shipped to retail stores), Japan and the U.S.’s ENERGY STAR program incorporate qualitative judgments 
in addition to quantitative metrics. Japan’s awards for manufacturers involve a paper application with 
multiple rounds of judging, often including site visits. The ENERGY STAR awards process involves a paper 
application judged once by a panel including multiple evaluators. While Japan focuses on particularly 
innovative and outstanding products, the U.S. judges the whole catalog of ENERGY STAR products a 
particular manufacturer offers.  

Japan and ENERGY STAR also award retailers, since they have a considerable amount of influence over 
the consumer’s final purchase. While ENERGY STAR does not focus on final sales numbers for retailers 
(as they believe certain purchase factors are out of the retailers’ hands), they judge the retailers based 
on their effort to sell energy efficient appliances, as measured by product offerings, employee 
knowledge and training, as well as marketing and consumer education. Japan’s award for retailers 
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considers these effort factors, but the judgment committee also looks at retail sales figures and whether 
there are energy efficiency-related sales goals for sales associates and managers. 

China is researching expanding its awards and recognition program for outstanding manufacturers to 
also include retailers, realizing the importance of retailers in promoting energy efficient appliances. 
Based on the review of the programs in Japan and the U.S. (including interviews with ENERGY STAR 
program administrators and retailers), we offer the following recommendations to China on the 
formation of an awards program:  

1. Promote label integrity. Retailers interviewed for this report commonly noted that consumer trust 
of energy efficient product labels was one of the underlying factors in demand for energy efficient 
products. If the consumer does not trust or comprehend the information in categorical or 
certification labels for energy efficient products, then the consumer may be less inclined to purchase 
them and the retailer may therefore be less interested in actively promoting them. 
 

2. Give retailers tools to assist in their marketing and education. Programs in both the U.S. and Japan 
offer feedback, resources, and workshops for retailers to improve their efforts in educating the 
consumer and marketing energy efficiency products. Even in countries without associated retailer 
awards programs, such as E.U. member states and Australia, still offered such resources to retailers, 
acknowledging the significant role they play in consumer decisions. 
 

3. Focus on the evaluation of sales effort instead of, or in addition to, sales. There are many factors 
influencing a consumer’s decision to purchase an energy efficient product, some of which are out of 
the realm of the retailer’s influence. As such, the EPA’s ENERGY STAR awards program judges a 
variety of criteria to evaluate sales effort, including the retailer’s sales associate training, marketing, 
and consumer education programs. In addition, the EPA asks the retailers to quantify the 
percentage of product offering that is ENERGY STAR certified as opposed to total sales numbers. 
 

4. Differentiate categories of retailers by size. Small and medium retailers do not have the same 
resources to compete with large retailers, and therefore two categories could be set. Yet, an awards 
program for many small retailers could be administratively burdensome. The U.S. found this to be 
the case and therefore allowed buying groups (that represent small retailers) to apply for an award. 
 

5. Allow award-winning retailers to receive special recognition. Retailers involved in the ENERGY 
STAR partnership and awards program consistently cited that they sought differentiation in a highly 
consolidated and an increasingly competitive marketplace for energy efficient products and this 
differentiation was a primary motivation in applying for the awards. All ENERGY STAR award 
recipients are recognized in a national press release and well-attended awards ceremony and have 
permission to use the awards logo in their advertisements. Providing this kind of special recognition 
will increase competition between retailers for the award, which will in turn lead retailers to be 
more innovative in advertising and consumer awareness campaigns for energy efficient products. 



    
 

3 
 

In summary, retailers play a role in the consumer’s decision to purchase an energy efficient product, and 
the awards programs studied in Japan and the U.S. play a role in judging how creatively and effectively 
retailers can influence those decisions. As higher quality information flows to the consumer through 
advertising, conversations with sales associates, and education campaigns, then the proportion of 
energy efficient appliances will increase. Taking into account the above recommendations, China could 
establish its own retailer awards program which would contribute to the active promotion of energy 
efficient products. 
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Introduction 
 
A special feature in some mandatory and voluntary labeling programs is awards and recognitions for 
manufacturers who have gone above and beyond standard requirements in producing energy efficient 
appliances. Such programs have a long history in Japan and in the U.S. EPA’s ENERGY STAR program. 
However, many consumers make purchase decisions on energy efficient appliances at the point of sales, 
so the retailers’ qualifications are also significant. For this reason, the ENERGY STAR program also 
awards retailers based on their product offerings, employee knowledge and training, as well as 
marketing and consumer education. In this paper, the methodologies and processes for awarding 
manufacturers and retailers will be examined in Japan, the U.S., and China. The U.S. experience in 
particular will be analyzed to compare the advantages of awarding retailers in addition to manufacturers 
and how this helps appliance labeling programs expand. Experience from China’s “Energy Saving Product 
Manufacturers Leadership” will also be detailed with recommendations for how retailer award 
programs might be introduced to China. 

Overview of Manufacturer and Retailer Impact on Consumer Choice 
 
There are many factors that influence a consumer’s choice when buying a new appliance. Figure 2 
outlines the main direct and indirect avenues of influence. The main direct factors impacting consumers 
before they go to a store are pre-held beliefs, market research performed beforehand (in-store or 
online), close influences such as family and friends, advertising from retailers and manufacturers, and 
program information from the government. At the store, the consumer can also be impacted directly by 
information found on labels as well as any pitch or information provided by sales associates. 

 

Figure 2: Patterns of influence on consumer in appliance purchases, Source: Adapted from Banks 2002 

Policymakers indirectly influence the consumer’s decision by setting standards and labeling 
requirements for manufacturers to abide by. Manufacturers (and also energy efficiency program 
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sponsors) can influence the consumer’s decision by offering rebates. Retailers can tailor their stocking 
policy and offer more energy efficient products to their customers. 

Appliance efficiency awards reward manufacturers and retailers for their efforts in getting more efficient 
appliances into the marketplace. In Japan, the awards go to specific products that go beyond the level of 
mandatory standards and have increased market appeal to the consumer. In the U.S., awards are given 
to manufacturers for their efforts in advertising and product offering (number of ENERGY STAR 
appliances offered) and to retailers for their efforts in labeling, advertising, sales training, and product 
offering. 

Qualitative analysis suggests that the awards programs recognize manufacturers and retailers that have 
increased their power of influence over the consumer in purchasing a more energy efficient appliance. 
This paper will compare award methodologies in Japan, the U.S., and China and explore how 
manufacturers and retailers exploit the patterns of influence shown in Figure 2. While standards and 
labeling programs bring generous savings to the consumer, energy efficiency awards programs can help 
countries, especially many developing economies like China, achieve greater levels of savings by 
encouraging manufacturers and retailers to produce and sell products of higher efficiency. 

Manufacturer Awards in Japan 
 
Japan has a long history of giving awards to energy efficient enterprises, going back as early as 1948. 
Japan’s Energy Conservation Grand Prize, is one of its award programs that started in 1990 to award 
exceptionally efficient end-use products in the residential, commercial, and vehicle sectors. The Grand 
Prize program complements Japan’s Top Runner standards programs. Japan’s Top Runner standards 
differ from the more commonly seen minimum energy performance standards in that they are based on 
a maximum standard value system in which future targets are set using a base value equal to the most 
energy-efficient product on the market at the time of the value-setting process. There is also an 
additional factor that takes into consideration future technology improvement potential. Japan’s awards 
are given out to companies on the basis of accomplishment for a specific product (appliances such as 
refrigerators or televisions, systems such as HVAC, or vehicles). The Grand Prize program is run by the 
Energy Conservation Center of Japan (ECCJ), under the Japan Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry 
(METI). There is a diverse, multi-sector selection committee comprised of 28 people, of which 40% are 
from research institutions or universities and 60% are from industry or industry associations. 
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Figure 3: Japan's award process and associated logo, Source: CNIS 2009a 

The award categories are displayed in Figure 3. For the grand prize category, there can be up to three 
prizes in any given year, but no more than one from each of the three categories (residential, 
commercial, and vehicle). For the second prize category, there can be up to six prizes, but no more than 
two from each category. In the third prize category, there can be up to 15 prizes. Finally, there can be up 
to one special prize every year for a small or medium enterprise that has made exceptional efforts in 
energy conservation. The greatest number of prizes that could be rewarded in any given year is 25, 
although there is no requirement to give this many prizes every year. For instance, if the committee 
feels that there are no exceptional commercial product applications, then there simply will not be a 
prize for that category that year. 

The evaluation criteria for each appliance or system receiving an award are shown in Table 1. Energy 
efficiency has only a 1/3 weight in the overall evaluation, while consideration is also given to 
recyclability, technological innovation, market appeal, or environmental improvement properties. 

Criterion Percentage of total points 
Energy efficiency/usage properties 33.3% 
Recycling/reuse properties 16.6% 
Advanced/innovative technology properties 16.6% 
Economic/market appeal properties 16.6% 
Environmental improvement/safety properties 16.6% 
Total 100% 

Table 1: Japan's award evaluation criteria for Energy Conservation Grand Prize, Source: CNIS 2009a 

Every year, the committee will review applications in three rounds for the Energy Conservation Prizes. 
First, they will review the applications on paper, then review them in a committee discussion round, and 
finally review them through on-site investigations. The general schedule is shown in Figure 4. Once the 
winners are announced, ECCJ publicly commends the winners, first at a winners’ ceremony in Tokyo and 
later at the annual environment and energy expo in Osaka. ECCJ also sends the results to industry 
organizations and all participating enterprises, in addition to publicizing the results in newspaper and 
online publications. Winners are permitted to use the logo shown in Figure 3, but the logo does not have 
as high of a brand awareness as the eMark and eShop logos described in the following paragraphs. 
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Figure 4: Japan’s award schedule for Energy Conservation Grand Prize, Source: CNIS 2009a 

In a 2009 study on Japan’s awards program by the China National Institute of Standardization, the 
organization and management, prize design, selection process, and evaluation criteria were all 
highlighted as key program attributes. The prize design itself creates limits such that only truly 
exceptional new efficient products and systems will receive a prize, and it is not mandatory that all prize 
categories receive prizes every year. (CNIS 2009a) 

Japan also has a program and award for retailer promotion of energy efficient appliances. In 2003, METI 
began the eShop Commendation System, a program to recognize retail stores that excelled in promotion 

of energy-efficient appliances. When the program started, 
METI initially targeted stores with over 1,000 square meters 
of sales space, since larger stores accounted for more than 
half of all household appliances. Stores were asked to submit 
a paper application, which was judged on a 100 point scale 
(discussed below). Stores with scores in the top 30% moved 
on to the second round, where they were judged a second 

time with a site visit; a survey researcher checked the original submitted material and decided on a final 
point score. The top 25% of those in the second round received the eShop commendation, and are 
allowed to use the official eShop logo (at left). In 2003 and 2004, 475 stores and 452 stores applied, 
respectively, with 43 stores receiving eShop commendations in both years. Additionally in 2004, the 43 
stores were visited a third time (unannounced) for a final evaluation, and six were selected to receive 
top prizes including: the METI Minister's Prize (1 award), Environment Minister's Prize (1 award), Energy 
and Resource Agency Director's Prize (2 awards), and the Energy Conservation Centre Japan President's 
Prize (2 awards). (Murakoshi 2005) 
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Evaluation category Example of criteria Points 
Management policies Sales goals for energy efficient products, principles for 

selling energy efficient products 
10 

Sales staff knowledge Training, whether staff is recommending energy 
efficient products to consumers 

10 

Display and explanation of eMark Displays explaining eMark label, eMark logo used in 
ads, proper placement of eMark on products 

38 

Sales of high efficiency equipment Percentage of products sold that meet Top Runner 
standards. More points given for products going above 
standard. Total points divided by total products sold, 
then evaluation based on range seen across applicants 

40 

Energy efficiency of the store Efforts to decrease electricity consumption at store 2 
Other Store’s original initiatives N/A 
Total points 100 

Table 2: Japan's criteria for eShop retailer awards program, Source: Murakoshi 2005 

The evaluation criteria for the stores can be seen in Table 2. Some management policies are evaluated, 
such as how employees are trained and the existence of sales goals for energy efficient products, but 
the bulk of the score comes from advertisement and explanation of the eMark label (products that meet 
the Top Runner standard receive a green eMark, while those that do not meet the standard receive an 
orange eMark) and actual sales of energy efficient products. The evaluation scores for all stores are 
publicly released to all applicants. Workshops are held on the eShop system, with an eye to introduce 
best practices to those stores that did not receive commendation or that are aiming to receive an award. 

Figure 5 shows the evolution of the eShop applications and commendations from 2003 to 2010, with 
applications and commendations indicated by the bars and left axis and top prizes indicated by the 
green triangles and right axis. In 2005, the size threshold for large shops was lowered to 500 square 
meters, while small and medium shops were now allowed to apply for the commendation system. In 
2008, there was a large influx of applications as METI’s evaluation budget increased and the number of 
large retailing companies applied for commendations for many of their stores. A large company’s central 
office often prepared the application for all of the stores. METI was trying to commend stores, however, 
not retail companies, and therefore found that this development was not in line with the goals of the 
award program. In 2009, METI limited the amount of shops that large retailers could apply for the eShop 
commendation, which brought down the number of applicants in 2009. The number of small and 
medium shops applying for the commendation has never been as high as the number of large shops, 
due to the smaller shops lack of capacity or budget to prepare the application (Murakoshi 2012). 



    
 

11 
 

 

Figure 5: Number of retailer applications, eShop commendations, and top prizes in Japan, 2004 – 2010, Source: 
Murakoshi 2012 

The number of top prizes in each category was typically 6-7 in the earlier years of the program and 2-4 in 
more recent years due to more competition and stricter selection for these top tier prizes. In contrast, 
receiving a commendation has become much less competitive in recent years. In 2003-2004, the 
percentage of applicants receiving commendation was around 10%, increasing to 50% by 2007 and to 
more than 90% in 2010. This is largely attributed to the fact that the requirements stayed static over the 
years, but shops increasingly implemented the required measures, such as use of the eMark label and 
training of sales staff (Murakoshi 2012). 

Murakoshi et al. reported in 2005 that as a result of the eShop commendation system, the use of eMark 
labels increased rapidly, and sales staff were more frequently received instruction and selling points for 
energy efficient appliances. At the time, the use of eMark labels is mandatory in catalogs but not in 
stores. As awareness of the eMark label grew, the label was more commonly used by retailers which in 
turn increased awareness further. All commended eShops displayed the eShop logo in their advertising, 
publications, and store signage. The winners are allowed to use the logo for up to three years after their 
date of commendation. As for sales staff training, Murakoshi et al. described the efforts in their report 
as such: “For enterprises that evolved as chain stores, often the headquarters produces the manual and 
posters, and these efforts are reflected in their retail stores. Differences in efforts have arisen across 
different corporations. Although the same corporations lined up in the top rankings both the first and 
second year of the e-Shop program, among the lower ranked companies were some that had 
strengthened their efforts by steps such as making manuals. In the second year some of these were 
commended as e-Shops” (Murakoshi 2005). 

The eShop program was discontinued in 2011 for undisclosed reasons related to issues that some of the 
larger retailers had with the program. Regardless, the eShop commendation and awards program did 
result in some level of market transformation through the increased use of eMark labels and training of 
retail staff in sales techniques for energy efficient appliances. 
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ENERGY STAR Awards in the U.S.  
 
To fully understand the motivations behind the ENERGY STAR awards program in the U.S., it is first 
necessary to give an overview of the ENERGY STAR program as a whole. The first subsection will provide 
that overview, with a specific focus on the program’s partnership aspects. The second subsection will 
describe the awards program and methodologies that EPA uses. The final subsection will detail specific 
practices and experiences that manufacturers and retailers have had in the ENERGY STAR awards 
program.  

Overview of ENERGY STAR Program Design and Partnerships 
 
ENERGY STAR started in 1992 as a voluntary program that sought to help save consumers and 
businesses money and reduce energy use (and related greenhouse gas emissions) through energy 
efficient products and practices. The EPA runs the ENERGY STAR program in energy efficient products, 
home improvement, commercial building improvement, industrial plant improvement, and new homes. 
For products and homes, the EPA has created a voluntary ENERGY STAR product label to indicate 
products and homes that have efficiency levels above the federally mandated minimum energy 
performance standards (MEPS). This is in addition to the EnergyGuide labels that are required for the 
bulk of home appliances by the Federal Trade Commission. For commercial and industrial efficiency, the 
EPA uses different approaches that focus on disseminating best practices in energy management. The 
program has grown tremendously since its inception, and it was estimated that in 2010 alone, ENERGY 
STAR saved enough energy to avoid 170 MtCO2e of greenhouse gas emissions (equivalent to emissions 
from 33 million cars) while saving consumers $18 billion on their utility bills (EPA 2010a).  

For the purposes of this paper, we will focus on the energy efficient products (and associated label) 
portion of the ENERGY STAR program and the related partnerships with manufacturers and retailers. 
The consumer’s awareness of the label has grown very steadily over the past decade, as shown in Figure 
6 (aided awareness refers to when the label is shown at the time of the question prompt versus not 
shown for unaided awareness). The Consortium for Energy Efficiency, which conducts the annual 
ENERGY STAR consumer awareness survey, found in its 2011 study that 76% of consumers reported the 
label having an impact on their purchase decisions either “very much” (50%) or “somewhat” (26%). The 
study also found that of households that recognized the ENERGY STAR label and had purchased a 
product in a relevant product category within the past 12 months, 78% had purchased an ENERGY STAR 
product (EPA 2010a). 
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Figure 6: ENERGY STAR awareness, % of those surveyed, Source: EPA 2010a 

As awareness has increased steadily over the past decade, consumers are now commonly aware of and 
actively seeking ENERGY STAR products. Thus, manufacturers and retailers have increased motivation to 
make and sell these products. Before a manufacturer can sell products with the ENERGY STAR 
designation, it must first apply to become an official ENERGY STAR partner and then apply to have its 
product added into the qualified product listing (which involves a certification process to ensure the 
product meets ENERGY STAR specifications). There a number of specifications that an appliance model 
needs to meet in order to receive the ENERGY STAR designation. In some cases, the appliance must be a 
certain percentage more efficient than the MEPS mandated by the US Department of Energy. This 
percentage varies among different appliance types. For refrigerators, the appliance needs to be 20% 
more efficient than MEPS, 30% more efficient in the case of clothes washers, and 10% more efficient in 
the case of room air conditioners.1 There are also ENERGY STAR specifications for products that are not 
subject to federal MEPS (such as consumer electronics, commercial food service equipment, and office 
equipment), so there is no relation to federal MEPS in these cases. 

Beyond saving energy, the product must deliver features and performance that are similar to a non-
ENERGY STAR appliance. Also, when EPA develops the specification, it makes sure that efficiency 
improvements for the given product category are achievable through several technology options, at 
least one of which is not proprietary. There are a number of factors that can trigger a revision of 
specifications for ENERGY STAR appliances. Generally speaking, when ENERGY STAR appliances make up 
50% or more of the market share for a given product category (based on annuals sales), the specification 
will be revised. A change in MEPS will also usually trigger a revision (Stevens 2011). 

                                                           
1 ENERGY STAR specifications also include water usage for products like clothes washers and dishwashers. For 
instance, clothes washers have to use 50% less water than an ordinary washer. For refrigerators, see specification 
version 4.1. For clothes washers, see specification version 5.1. For room air conditioners, see specification version 
2.1. 
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Once a manufacturer or a retailer becomes a partner, the EPA gives them access to many resources for 
promotion and training. The EPA’s main goal for ENERGY STAR (part of the EPA’s Climate Protection 
Partnerships) is to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. It has identified two primary avenues for doing so 
in the realm of appliance efficiency: first to identify efficient products and increase consumer awareness 
of them and second to increase the market share of ENERGY STAR certified products as a percentage of 
total product sales. As previously discussed in Figure 2, the EPA can directly educate consumers, but the 
avenues of influence from retailers and manufacturers through advertising and in-store sales 
interactions are also very effective. Figure 7 shows the various sources from which surveyed consumers 
claim to have heard about the ENERGY STAR program. Product labels and in-store displays are at the top 
of the list, and TV commercials were also found to have created a lot of consumer impressions. For this 
reason, the EPA spends a lot of effort on developing new campaigns that retailers and manufacturers 
can be a part of (and base their advertising off of), providing training materials for sales associates, and 
an annual partners meeting where the EPA can disseminate the latest information on the program and 
partners can interact with one another (EPA 2010a). These campaigns and materials will be discussed in 
further detail in the next section on retailer partnerships. 

 

Figure 7: Percentage of surveyed who said they heard or saw something about ENERGY STAR from various 
sources, Source: EPA 2010. 

Beyond working with manufacturers and retailers on ENERGY STAR products, the EPA also works with 
utilities and state-sponsored (or regional) energy efficiency programs, who frequently offer incentives 
(usually in the form of rebates) for consumers to purchase energy efficient appliances. Utilities in many 
regions are trying to shed peak load during the summer months in order to avoid power grid reliability 
issues (such as brownouts or blackouts) and to avoid having to build new power generation capacity 
(which can be very costly). By offering a consumer a $100 rebate on a new ENERGY STAR air conditioner, 
for example, the utility will be investing in load shedding, given that the new air conditioner will use less 
energy than the previously installed model, a particularly important point for high temperature periods 
in the summer when a utility must serve larger loads. If enough consumers buy ENERGY STAR appliances 
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within a utility’s customer base, then the energy savings could be enough to help improve reliability or 
avoid new generation build. Additionally, many utilities across the U.S. have been required to decouple 
their profits from their electricity sales in order to encourage demand side energy efficiency, so there is 
even more financial incentive to get ENERGY STAR appliances into the homes of their customers. 

The funds for these rebates are often raised via a public benefit charge that is levied on all electricity 
purchases. Beginning in 2009, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) provided $300 
million in funding for expanded rebate programs in all 50 states, which led to an estimated 1.7 million 
customer rebates, saving an estimated 1.7 trillion Btu (498 million kWh) of energy (DOE 2012). The 
ARRA rebate programs were noted as playing a significant role in increasing ENERGY STAR awareness, as 
aided awareness jumped from 77% to 83% in 2010 (see Figure 6) (EPA 2010a). 

Retailer Resources and Partnerships 
 
The EPA has realized the great amount of influence that retailers have in selling energy efficient 
products. Therefore, the EPA has placed an emphasis on giving retailers the resources they need to 
increase awareness and sales of ENERGY STAR products and ensuring that they are well partnered with 
manufacturers, utilities, and energy efficiency program sponsors. Many of the elements in these 
resources and partnerships are the key bases for ENERGY STAR award criteria, which will be discussed in 
the next section. 

For training sales associates in how to speak about the ENERGY STAR program and label, EPA offers 
various materials, including sales training PowerPoint presentations, sell sheets, or “Energy Saving Tips 
at a Glance” (EPA 2010b). For instance, a sell sheet for ENERGY STAR refrigerators would emphasize the 
following points: 

• Are 20% more energy efficient than the minimum federal standard 
• Save more than $130 over the product lifetime, compared to a standard model 
• Offer energy efficiency without sacrificing performance or features: 

o High-efficiency compressors – use less energy, creating less heat when they are running, 
and are often quieter than regular compressors 

o Improved insulation – helps food stay cold and muffles refrigerator noise 
o More precise temperature and defrost mechanisms –  help ensure food is kept  at the 

optimum temperature 
• Save energy and help prevent climate change by reducing the greenhouse gas emissions caused 

by burning fossil fuels at power plants 

Training is getting an increasing focus among all major retailers. Sears runs a “roadshow” once a year 
that visits 70% of its stores, whereby a specific set of staff hold training in conjunction with 
manufacturers, vendors, and utility partners on new ENERGY STAR products and new rebate programs 
being offered. Retailers prefer to involve utilities and manufacturing partners in the training process 
since the programs and products are constantly changing. In addition to this roadshow, Sears does have 
a specific sales training (online and computer based) that new associates must complete and then pass 
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certification quizzes. Questions on ENERGY STAR occupy a portion of this mandatory training. Lowe’s 
and Home Depot have similar requirements. Despite the fact that most ENERGY STAR appliances 
produce net savings after only a few years, retailers report that the higher initial upfront cost is still a 
deterrent, especially with the current economy where many consumers are facing unemployment or 
financial difficulties. Because of this, the customer is constantly seeking in-store mark downs or rebates 
(online or mail-in) offered by utilities or energy efficiency program sponsors, according to retailers 
(Henderson 2012, Alto 2012). 

 

Figure 8: Typical signage at a Sears store appliance product display 

Over the years, in-store displays have been using the ENERGY STAR brand with increasing prominence. 
EPA provides guidelines to partners on how to advertise ENERGY STAR products. Typical signage at a 
Sears store is seen in Figure 8, where the logo is prominently featured and the words “energy”, 
“savings”, and “star” are all commonly used.  

One last example of resources that the EPA is using to aid retailers (and other partners as well) is media 
promotion materials linked with national ENERGY STAR campaigns. In 2011, the EPA’s campaign 
“Change the World, Start with ENERGY STAR” was a focus. Various partners could have their customers 
take pledges to take energy saving actions at home, whether through changing light bulbs, buying an 
ENERGY STAR appliance, installing a programmable thermostat, or other actions. These energy and 

emissions savings from these pledges 
are summed up, and leaderboards are 
created and maintained on the EPA’s 
website to encourage competition 
between major businesses in promoting 

this program. Examples are shown in Figure 9. While many retailers will come up with their own 
advertising and promotional materials for ENERGY STAR products, those materials are often in addition 
to the promotional campaigns that EPA has created for nationwide use. 
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Figure 9: Example of leaderboards for EPA's "Change the World, Start with ENERGY STAR" program 

To promote beneficial partnerships between utilities, energy efficiency program sponsors, 
manufacturers, and retailers, the EPA keeps a database of all of the incentives available for ENERGY 
STAR products. According to the EPA, the purpose of the Database for Incentives and Joint Marketing 
Exchange2 is “to help manufacturers and retailers identify regional incentive and marketing 
opportunities for promoting ENERGY STAR qualified products and to enable all partners to coordinate 
with the appropriate contact from other partner organizations on promotional opportunities.” 
Additionally, utility program sponsors will often coordinate with retailers to help train sales associate or 
install in-store advertising on specific incentives they are offering. 

                                                           
2http://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?fuseaction=activity_search.basichttp://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?fus
eaction=activity_search.basic  

http://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?fuseaction=activity_search.basichttp://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?fuseaction=activity_search.basic
http://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?fuseaction=activity_search.basichttp://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?fuseaction=activity_search.basic
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ENERGY STAR Awards Overview 
 
Every year, EPA holds an ENERGY STAR awards ceremony to honor the partner organizations 
(manufacturers, retailers, utilities, etc.) that have made outstanding contributions to energy efficiency 
improvements and promotion of ENERGY STAR products. There is an associated application process 
which typically starts 3-4 months ahead of the ceremony. There are three award categories: 

• Partner of the Year 
• Award for Excellence 
• Award for Sustained Excellence 

 

Figure 10: Roles of ENERGY STAR awards program, Most Efficient product designation,  
and Emerging Technology Award 

Additionally, the ENERGY STAR program launched two new pilot programs in 2011: the Most Efficient 
product designation and the Emerging Technology Award. The following sections will discuss all of these 
awards and the role that they play in growing the ENERGY STAR program, which are outlined in Figure 
10. In general, the awards on the left are meant to promote the ENERGY STAR program and push 
awareness and sales of ENERGY STAR qualified products, while the Most Efficient product designation 
and the Emerging Technology Award are designed to push industry to continue innovating and make 
and sell products of increasing efficiency. The Most Efficient product designation is technically not an 
award, but rather a threshold level that is more comparable in function to the standard ENERGY STAR 
label.  

ENERGY STAR Awards Overview 
 
The awards program started in 1993, not long after the ENERGY STAR program itself. Initially, it was just 
designed for manufacturers, but in 1996, the first pilot awards for utilities and retailers were given. Now, 
the Partner of the Year and Award for Excellence each have associated categories for which the awards 
are given, as seen below. The italicized programs will be discussed in this section: 

Push sales of ENERGY 
STAR qualified products

Push industry to make 
and sell products of 
increasing efficiency

ENERGY STAR
awards program

Most Efficient
product 

designation

Emerging 
Technology 
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• Partner of the Year: Energy management, new home builder, home energy rater, product 
manufacturer, program delivery (e.g. utility), retailer, service and product provider 

• Award for Excellence: Affordable housing, ENERGY STAR promotion, lighting retailer or 
showroom 

For each award category, applicants are asked by the EPA to submit an application of no more than five 
pages (ten pages for retailers) outlining the efforts they have taken in the past year in the ENERGY STAR 
program. In general, the EPA is looking to measure how the applicant has increased awareness of and 
penetration of ENERGY STAR products in the marketplace. Every application must speak to at least one, 
if not both, of these elements. The application forms for Partner of the Year (retailer, manufacturer) and 
Excellence (promotion) can be found in the Appendix or online at the EPA website.3 

Partner of the Year 
 
For product manufacturers and retailers applying for a Partner of the Year award, the application criteria 
can be broken up into four general categories: sales, training, marketing, and consumer education. 
These categories and representative measures are summarized below. In general, the requirements are 
similar for manufacturers and retailers, except where explicitly specified. 

• Sales of ENERGY STAR products (all of these should be measured both in absolute terms as well 
as with a percentage increase/decrease from the previous year) 

– Number of ENERGY STAR qualified models available that year (manufacturer) 
– Number of ENERGY STAR qualified models stocked in store (retailer) 
– Percentage of sales (in dollars) that were for ENERGY STAR products (manufacturer)4 
– Percentage of products stocked that are ENERGY STAR qualified (retailer) 
– Minimum ENERGY STAR labeling requirements must be met (manufacturer) 

• Training efforts for sales associates (qualitatively described and quantified by number of 
distributor or retailer locations trained and number of employees trained) 

– Integration of ENERGY STAR content into all existing training tactics 
– Training plan that includes goals, tactics, schedules, and evaluation 
– Details on how the retailer works with manufacturers/vendors (or vice versa) and how 

retailers and manufacturers work with utilities or energy efficiency program sponsors 
• Marketing using ENERGY STAR branding (qualitatively described and quantified by scope, 

duration, number of impressions) 
– Tradeshows, participation in DOE/EPA campaigns, community outreach 
– Web-based marketing 
– Advertising via print, radio, TV, mail 

• Consumer education (qualitatively described and quantified by quantity/frequency of efforts, 
number of impressions, and other factors) 

                                                           
3 http://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?c=pt_awards.pt_es_awards  
4 Almost all manufacturers are required to provide sales data as part of their ENERGY STAR partnership. Retailers 
are not required to provide sales data but must indicate the percentage of their product offering which is ENERGY 
STAR qualified. 

http://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?c=pt_awards.pt_es_awards
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– Focusing on educating the consumer about the important of ENERGY STAR and energy 
efficiency in general, such as via the “Change the world, start with ENERGY STAR” 
program 

– Website and in-store materials, YouTube and other social media (EPA 2011b) 
 
EPA does not release the system it uses to weight these different criteria, but they do emphasize 
completeness in the application and trying to address most, if not all, of the criteria. Each application is 
seen and assessed by multiple reviewers. The EPA also keeps a small measure of flexibility in evaluating 
different applications, such that they can continue to recognize key partners in the program (which are 
often very large companies) as well as outstanding newcomers (which are often smaller companies). 
According to interviews with EPA employees, the application process has gotten increasingly 
competitive over the years, as the bar is consistently raised in terms of both the percentage of ENERGY 
STAR products manufactured and sold as well as increasingly creative ways to promote the program 
(Tomlinson 2011, Tomlinson 2012, Vohr 2012). The full application guidelines can be found in the 
Appendix on page 39 (manufacturer) and page 46 (retailer). 

Award for Excellence 
 
The Award for Excellence focuses in solely on the efforts of an ENERGY STAR promotion campaign that a 
manufacturer or retailer implemented in the past year, as opposed to the broader application criteria 
for the Partner of the Year Award. The applicant is asked to describe its efforts towards achieving the 
following criteria: 

• Increase consumer understanding of ENERGY STAR – visual recognition of blue label, what it stands 
for, who’s behind it, individual and collective benefits of choosing ENERGY STAR  

• Increase consumer participation in EPA national campaign activities, such as “Change the World, 
Start with ENERGY STAR” (i.e., increase visits to the ENERGY STAR Web site, pledge driver activities, 
drive attendance at educational events, etc.)  

• Increase sales of ENERGY STAR qualified products in a sustainable manner (e.g., any price incentives 
are complemented with educational materials conveying product benefits and value)  

• Affect sustained behavior change around energy efficiency – move consumers from ‘knowing’ to 
‘doing’  

• Increase presence of ENERGY STAR in media (TV, newspapers, consumer publications, Web content, 
trade publications, radio, etc.) 

The EPA asks the applicants to quantify the impact of promotions where possible. For instance, if the 
applicant has data on the number of media impressions (from various ad campaigns) or year on year 
percentage increase in sales of ENERGY STAR products, they should provide this data (EPA 2011b). 
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Award for Sustained Excellence 
 
The Award for Sustained Excellence is not applied for, but rather selected by the EPA. It is specifically for 
partners who have received the Partner of the Year award for at least three years in a row. There must 
also be clear year on year improvements in the majority of criteria (EPA 2011b).  

Recently Implemented Pilot Award Programs 
 
As the penetration of ENERGY STAR qualified products in U.S. households increases, the specifications 
and standards for energy efficiency are tightened, which drives the need for increasing innovation from 
product manufacturers. While the Partner of the Year and Excellence awards have been successful in 
promoting the ENERGY STAR program and its growing achievements, a gap of recognition remains for 
early innovators which is why the EPA has started two new pilot programs in the past year: the Most 
Efficient product designation and the Emerging Technology Award. 

The relationship of these programs to the overall landscape of energy efficient technologies is shown in 
Figure 11. The ENERGY STAR label is meant to serve the “early majority” position in energy efficient 
technology. In general, the consumer in the early majority has been impacted by various advertising or 
consumer education on the benefits of ENERGY STAR products and thus has moved to purchase such a 
product. The “late majority” and “laggard” positions are for the general consumer, who may not be well-
informed or may even be dismissive of energy efficient features. The federal MEPS that DOE sets 
capture these consumers and make sure they are purchasing a product that meets at least the minimum 
efficiency requirements (Banwell 2011).  
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Figure 11: Diagram of ENERGY STAR designations according to technology adoption and commercialization 
(adapted from Southern California Edison) 

 
Most Efficient Product Designation 
 
The new Most Efficient product designation is for the “early adopters”. It is meant to recognize products 
with exceptional performance in energy efficiency, yet no compromise in performance. The product 

designation itself (seen at left) is not meant to be a 
stand-alone label, and therefore cannot be placed 
directly on products displayed in store. It can, however, 
be placed on adjacent signage as well as in 
advertisements.  The program was launched on May 5, 
2011, and is taking annual applications for televisions, 

clothes washers, refrigerators, and heating and cooling. Technical specifications vary in each product 
category. Refrigerators, for example, must be at least 30% more efficient than the federal MEPS 
standard to receive the Most Efficient product designation, as compared with at least 20% more 
efficient than the federal MEPS standard to receive an ENERGY STAR designation (Banwell 2011).  

The EPA has helped to establish some utility partner programs (with rebates offered) to help get 
customers interested in these products. DTE Energy is doing a promotion with Best Buy for Most 
Efficient televisions, while PECO (part of Exelon) is running rebates for Most Efficient refrigerators and 
clothes washers. The EPA has decided to extend the Most Efficient pilot program through 2012. 
Specifications for televisions and refrigerators will be revised and a boiler category will be added, while 
all other category specifications will remain the same (Banwell 2011). 
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Emerging Technology Award 
 
The Emerging Technology Award occupies the earliest stage of commercial introduction for energy 
efficient technologies. Work for this pilot award started as early as 2007, but it was not launched until 
2011. The award looks to promote new products for which there are no established ENERGY STAR 
specifications), face significant market barriers for widespread application, are offered by more than one 
supplier but have limited commercial availability (<5% market share), and have a large potential for 
greenhouse gas emission reductions. The EPA is planning to introduce a new award category every year. 
In the spring, there is a call for award category nominations. In the summer, the category is selected and 
then applications open in the fall, with the application deadline in late fall/early winter. Winners are 
announced in first quarter of the following year. Micro combined heat and power (Micro-CHP) was the 
award category for 2011, and two companies were given the award: ECR International for their 1 kW 
Freewatt model and Marathon Engine Systems for their 5kW EcoPower model. Micro-CHP is a hybrid 
technology that combines an internal-combustion engine generator or fuel cell with a space or water 
heating device. The unit produces heat and electricity at the same time, allowing a home, multi-family 
unit, or small commercial business to self–generate a portion of its energy needs. The products are 
estimated to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 20-30% through the simultaneous generation of 
electricity and heat, yet this technology faces significant barriers of first cost as well as product 
knowledge throughout the market chain (utilities, building owners, consumers, etc.) (Duff 2011). 

For 2012, the EPA has decided to extend the Micro-CHP award category as well as introduce a new 
category for heat pump clothes dryers, for which there are commercially viable designs (and products 
selling overseas, mostly in the EU market) yet a significant barrier of upfront unit cost remains. In fact, 
there has been no ENERGY STAR specification for clothes dryers to date. The Super-Efficient Dryer 
Initiative, in association with the Collaborative Labeling and Appliance Standards Program, has engaged 
government, utility, manufacturer, and other stakeholders to update relevant federal test procedures 
and MEPS for dryers while also introducing an ENERGY STAR specification for dryers. The Emerging 
Technology Award and Most Efficient product designation will act as intermediate steps on the path to a 
more efficient fleet of clothes dryers (Granda et al 2011). The Emerging Technology Award, however, is 
just for clothes dryers that use heat pump technology, while the ENERGY STAR specification will be open 
to conventional electric dryer technologies as well. 

All in all, these two new pilot programs have aided in giving the manufacturing industry an incentive of 
high-level recognition from the EPA for energy efficient products that are pushing the earliest stages of 
commercial innovation. This recognition will aid in continuing to push the efficiency of appliances 
forward, such that ENERGY STAR can continue to be a program that saves consumers energy and money 
above and beyond what is required by federal standards. 
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Retailer and Manufacturer Experiences with Awards 
 
In 2011, EPA gave out five awards for retailers, with Lowe’s receiving the Award for Sustained Excellence, 
Sears receiving Partner of the Year, and Menards, Metro Lighting, and Nationwide Marketing Group 
each receiving an Award for Excellence. For manufacturers, there were 18 total recipients, as outlined 
below in Table 3 (EPA 2011a). 

Award for Sustained Excellence Partner of the Year Award for Excellence 
Bosch Home Appliances Andersen Corporation ASUSTeK Computer 
GE Appliances and Lighting Continental Refrigerator Canon U.S.A. 
ITW Food Equipment Group Electrolux Major Appliances DIRECTV 
OSRAM SYLVANIA Manitowoc Foodservice Lennox Industries 
Pella Corporation Panasonic Home & Environment Scotsman Ice Systems 
Whirlpool Corporation Samsung Electronics Sharp Electronics Corporation 

Table 3: 2011 ENERGY STAR award winners – manufacturers, Source: EPA 2011a 

The number of awards given over the past eight years to retailers and manufacturers are shown in 
Figure 12. The Award for Sustained Excellence was only recently given to a retailer in 2010, after that 
partner had maintained a Partner of the Year award for a few consecutive years. The first four 
manufacturers to receive the Award for Sustained Excellence in 2006 – GE Consumer & Industrial, Gorell 
Enterprises, OSRAM SYLVANIA, and Whirlpool Corporation – had held the Partner of the Year award in 
both 2004 and 2005.  

 

Figure 12: Number of ENERGY STAR awards per year, Source: EPA 

The number of awards for retailers is typically much less than the number for manufacturers. This is in 
part because the retailing sector is relatively consolidated while manufacturing is more diverse. There 
were five retailer awards every year between 2007 and 2011 and three retailer awards in 2012. For 
manufacturers, there were 16 awards in 2012 and 18 awards in 2011. Profiles for all award winners are 
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published online every year after the awards ceremony, which usually takes place in early spring.5 The 
following sections will give examples of what specific actions retailers and manufacturers took to receive 
Sustained Excellence or Partner of the Year awards.  

Retailer Awards and Case studies: 2011 
 
Lowe’s, The Home Depot, and Sears are the largest appliance retailers in the U.S. and maintain a very 
high level of involvement in the EPA ENERGY STAR awards program. Below is a table that summarizes 
information about the companies. 

Retailer Annual revenue - 
2010 ($ billion) 

Number 
of stores 

Claims 

Lowe’s 48 1,725 
Offers more ENERGY STAR appliances than any other 
retailer; first retailer to win the award for sustained 
excellence 

The Home 
Depot 68 2,248 Over 80% of appliance sales are ENERGY STAR 

qualified; works with over 100 utility partners 

Sears 43 >4,000 Market share in appliance sales greater than next two 
competitors (Lowe’s, The Home Depot) combined 

Table 4: Key information on appliance retailers 

The profile for Lowes’s 2011 Award for Sustained Excellence award hits on all of the major application 
criteria required by the EPA: product offering, training, marketing, and consumer education (EPA 2011a). 
In addition to filling out their 10-page application, Lowe’s submitted two large binders of appendix 
material containing examples and details on their marketing, training, and consumer education efforts.  
They completed the following actions as outlined in EPA’s award profile: 

• Continuing to expand its selection of ENERGY STAR qualified products—including appliances, lighting, 
windows and doors, and more—where the sales of these products from 2009 to 2010 saved 
customers more than $1 billion in their energy bills over the products’ lifetimes. (Product offering) 

• Integrating ENERGY STAR into its national corporate marketing strategy through the Efficient Home 
and “Build Your Savings” programs that have represented the retailer’s go-to-market platform for 
addressing the growing energy and water efficiency consumer market. (Marketing) 

• Engaging its employees in nationwide ENERGY STAR training programs, in particular, its Life Track 
health and wellness program’s Life Track Goes Green campaign, resulting in more than 238,000 
impressions among Lowe’s associates and their families. (Training and consumer education) 

• Continuing to build its utility program to plan and execute rebate and education events with more 
than 46 utilities in 2010 (Product offering and consumer education) 

• Securing billions of ENERGY STAR impressions in a wide variety of media including in-store 
marketing, advertising, public relations, and online (Marketing and consumer education) 

• Sponsoring ENERGY STAR-themed events such as the Earth Day Build and Grow clinic and the 
October 31 Days, 31 Ways to Save campaign—both of which featured Change the World, Start with 

                                                           
5 http://www.energystar.gov/ia/partners/pt_awards/documents/2012_profiles_in_leadership.pdf?879b-02e7  

http://www.energystar.gov/ia/partners/pt_awards/documents/2012_profiles_in_leadership.pdf?879b-02e7
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ENERGY STAR where Lowe’s drove enough pledges to save over 8 million pounds of greenhouse 
gases and more than $670,000 in energy costs. (Marketing and consumer education) (EPA 2011a) 

The list of actions from Sears in receiving its Partner of the Year award in 2011 also hit on the four major 
criteria: 

• Increasing its selection of products that have earned the ENERGY STAR, such as products in its Home 
Theatre in a Box, DVDs, TVs, refrigerators, and dishwashers, as well as its Craftsman C3 and 
Kenmore lines, and “Trim a Home” seasonal decorative light strings. Sears was also able to increase 
sales in most ENERGY STAR categories, particularly home appliances, where more than 4 million 
qualified units were sold in 2010 compared to 3 million in 2009. (Product offering) 

• Continuing its best-in-class ENERGY STAR training program, including supplementing traditional 
training programs with an ENERGY STAR overview program that went to over 100,000 associates. 
Furthermore, Sears initiated the development of a green consultation program for its Home 
Appliance showrooms with an aim to eventually expand to its Full Line stores. (Training) 

• Increasing ENERGY STAR messaging and promotions to educate and encourage customers to 
purchase ENERGY STAR products primarily through events (nationwide trade-ins), social media 
channels, and clear identification on products available for rebate—including the ENERGY 
STAR/energy efficient interactive “Experience” pilot that showcases a variety of ENERGY STAR 
products available for purchase. (Marketing and consumer education) 

• Garnering nearly 50 billion impressions for ENERGY STAR in 2010 print and broadcast impressions 
alone. (Marketing) 

• Creating the ambitious Big Switch campaign that leveraged EPA’s Change the World, Start with 
ENERGY STAR campaign and empowered customers to make the switch to ENERGY STAR qualified 
products. The effort generated more than 600,000 referrals to the ENERGY STAR website in October 
alone (more than Google), and drove over a billion pounds of pledged greenhouse gas reductions. 
(Marketing and consumer education) (EPA 2011a) 

In 2012, Sears received a special award called the ENERGY STAR Award for Corporate Commitment. It is 
only the fifth time that the EPA has ever given out the award. The EPA described the award at this year’s 
ceremony: “EPA’s ENERGY STAR Corporate Commitment Award recognizes organizations whose 
superior achievements in energy efficiency span the breadth of the ENERGY STAR program. By fully 
embracing and integrating the entire ENERGY STAR platform, Sears Holdings Corporation demonstrates 
world class programs in energy management, energy-efficient product retailing, and consumer outreach 
that have helped EPA’s ENERGY STAR program achieve meaningful reductions in greenhouse gas 
emissions.” (EPA 2012) 

Manufacturer Awards and Case Studies 
 
For manufacturers, product offering, training, marketing, and consumer education remain key 
assessment criteria. There is also an additional emphasis on number of ENERGY STAR product offerings 
as well as energy efficient efforts in the manufacturing facilities themselves. Bosch’s profile for its 2011 
Award for Sustained Excellence had a focus on its product offerings, with the following highlights:  
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• Being the only U.S. manufacturer with 100 percent of its major appliances ENERGY STAR qualified in 
2010; this line-up includes 48 dishwashers, clothes washers, and refrigerator models. (Product 
offering) 

• Lowering the average energy use of its dishwashers to only 250 kWh/year—a 9 percent 
improvement over 2008. (Product offering) 

• Offering the most water-efficient dishwashers in the United States, including multiple models that 
use Bosch’s ActiveWater™ technology to complete a cycle using as little as 1.57 gallons of water. 
(Product offering) 

• Improving the energy use of all its 27” washers. With the launch of Vision™ Laundry, Bosch’s most 
efficient 27” frontload washer model achieved an energy use of just 120 kWh/year in 2010. (Product 
offering) 

• Offering the EcoAction® option on various dishwasher models and clothes washer models in 2010; 
EcoAction is a feature that reduces energy usage by up to an additional 25 percent for dishwashers 
and 20 percent for washers, per cycle. (Product offering) 

• Reducing energy consumption in its manufacturing facilities by 14 percent since 2005. 
(Manufacturing facility energy efficiency) 

• Engaging consumers since fall 2010 through Green Technology Inside, a microsite that 
communicates the water and efficiency features of Bosch products and links consumers directly to 
the ENERGY STAR Change the World Pledge. (Marketing and consumer education) 

The profile for GE Appliances and Lighting also had a focus on product offering, with marketing and 
training measures also highlighted. 

• Expanding the number of lighting models that have earned the ENERGY STAR by adding 57 product 
models in 2010 for a total of 350, a 19 percent increase over 2009. (Product offering) 

• Introducing the first omni-directional LED lamp in an A19 standard shape; this product was the very 
first A19 LED lamp to earn the ENERGY STAR. (Product offering) 

• Continuing its “Plant a Bulb” promotion which educates consumers about energy-efficient lighting; 
every video watched results in a flower bulb being planted, with more than 91 million impressions in 
2010. (Marketing and consumer education)  

• Introducing 131 new ENERGY STAR qualified appliances in 2010, increasing the number of base 
models 6 percent over last year. (Product offering) 

• Training more than 36,000 retail customer sales associates face-to-face about ENERGY STAR and GE 
appliances with a focus on the ENERGY STAR message of efficiency. (Training) 

• Promoting ENERGY STAR qualified GE appliances on national television programs such as PBS This Old 
House, CBS Sunday Morning, and CBS News. (Marketing) 
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Retailer Motivations to Participate in the ENERGY STAR Awards Program 
 
ENERGY STAR program administrators cited the top four motivation for retailers to be involved in 
ENERGY STAR partner program as: 1) consumer demand and trust of ENERGY STAR brand, 2) consumer 
perception as “being green”, 3) discounts (became increasingly relevant during the ARRA appliance 
stimulus programs), and 4) sell up opportunities (Vohr 2012). Lowe’s and Sears consistently mentioned 
that the first point, consumer demand and trust of ENERGY STAR brand, as being the top motivation 
(Alto 2012, Henderson 2012). Over the years, ENERGY STAR certified appliances have occupied a 
growing share of these retailers’ appliance sales, and this is fundamentally linked to consumer trust of 
the ENERGY STAR brand and interest in saving energy and money.  

 

Figure 13: Example of Sears print advertisement featuring ENERGY STAR award logo, Source: Alto 2012 

Since the retail space is fairly consolidated in the U.S., however, the retailers are often looking to 
differentiate themselves from their competitors. One way they have done this is to apply for and win 
ENERGY STAR awards, particularly the Partner of the Year Award and the Award for Sustained Excellence, 
which is awarded when a retailer has won Partner of the Year a number of years in a row. The retailer is 
acknowledged in a national press release and at an awards ceremony. Over 800 people attended in each 
of the past three years, including attendance by EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson at the 2012 ENERGY 
STAR awards. Additionally, the retailers are also permitted to use the award logo (shown below) in their 
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advertisements. Figure 13 shows a typical print 
advertisement (newspaper insert) featuring the 
ENERGY STAR award logo in the bottom right corner 
(Alto 2012).  

Since the retailers have an active business interest in 
selling ENERGY STAR products, they have business 
teams dedicated to the ENERGY STAR brand and 
related advertising, consumer education, and sales 

associate training. The awards program has pushed them to become increasingly innovative in how they 
tailor their campaigns to promote and sell ENERGY STAR products. Thus, the awards program has played 
an indirect role in increasing the awareness and market share of ENERGY STAR products. 

Manufacturer Awards Program in China 
 
In 2007, China decided to implement an awards program to assist in promoting energy efficient 
appliances and to award the manufacturers associated with those products. The program was called the 
National Lead List of Excellent Enterprises and Energy-saving Products (中国节能产品优秀企业榜, here, 
referred to as “National Lead List”). When the program launched in 2008-2009, it was devised of two 
categories, three lists, and four products as shown in Figure 14. First, the program would be divided up 
into awards for companies and awards for products. The three award lists that China decided to create 
were: 1) energy efficient company lead list (节能企业榜), 2) highly efficient product ranking (高效产品

排名榜), and 3) total energy saved product rank (节能产品排名榜). Finally, the awards would be given 
across all three lists for four products: room air conditioners, refrigerators, clothes washers, and gas-
fired water heaters (CNIS 2009b).  

 

Figure 14: Design of China's awards program 

The National Lead List awards program gives awards out based on rank. Distinct measurements for each 
award list and each given product type are outlined by the China National Institute of Standardization 
(CNIS) and the China Energy Label Center (CELC). For example, room air conditioners are ranked 
according to a specific measurement of efficiency or energy saved: 
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• Energy efficient company lead list: average energy efficiency ratio of all products sold, and total 
energy saved from all products sold 

• Highly efficient product ranking: energy efficiency level of individual products6 
• Total energy saved product ranking: energy efficiency ratio (of a particular product) X total sales 

amount X annual hours of use  

The data for determining these rankings came from the CELC’s database, market research companies, as 
well as self-reported data from the companies applying for the awards. For the first trial run of China’s 
National Lead List awards program in 2009, 222 awards were given in total, as outlined in Table 5. Sixty 
companies made the energy efficient company lead list, while 162 products were given an award either 
in the highly efficient product rank or total energy saved product rank. 

Award and product category 2009 2010 
Energy efficient company lead list  60 29 

Room air conditioner 10 6 
Refrigerator and freezer 23 6 

Clothes washer 17 3 
Gas-fired water heater 10 3 

Electric water heater -- 3 
Computer monitor -- 3 

Self-ballasted compact fluorescent light bulb -- 3 
Induction stove -- 2 

Highly efficient product rank 162 211 
Room air conditioner 40 83 

Refrigerator and freezer 70 24 
Clothes washer 40 11 

Gas-fired water heater 12 21 
Electric water heater -- 41 

Computer monitor -- 10 
Self-ballasted compact fluorescent light bulb -- 13 

Induction stove -- 8 
Total energy saved product rank -- 66 

Room air conditioner -- 66 
Table 5: Number of awardees for China’s National Lead List in 2009 and 2010, Source: CNIS 2009b, CNIS 2010 

In 2010, the total energy saved product rank was made a unique award classification for 66 products 
within the room air conditioner product category. The product categories expanded in 2010 to include 
electric water heaters, computer monitors, self-ballasted compact fluorescent light bulbs, and induction 
stoves, and so the total number of highly efficient product awards increased to 211, although some 
product categories saw a decrease in awards. The competitiveness of the company lead list increased 
significantly as the number of awards fell from 60 to 29, even as more product categories were added 
(CNIS 2009b, CNIS 2010). 
                                                           
6 The efficiency level is measured differently based on the product. For air conditioners, the measure is cooling 
capacity divided by the energy efficiency ratio (or coefficient of performance). For refrigerators, the measure is 
energy efficiency index. For clothes washers and hot water heaters, it is unit energy consumption. 
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Following the finalization of the National Lead List, CNIS holds an awards ceremony and puts out an 
official press release to publicize the winners. At the most recent awards ceremony in 2010, 
representatives from CNIS, China Household Electrical Appliances Association, China Consumers 
Association, China Refrigeration and Air-Conditioning Industry Association, China National Hardware 
Association, the Collaborative Labeling and Appliance Standards Program, Energy Foundation, Haier, 
Midea, A.O. Smith, Gree Electric Appliances, and almost 50 other manufacturers were in attendance 
(CNIS 2010). 

Retailer Promotion Programs in the EU and Australia 
 
While the EU does not run any awards program for manufacturers or retailers, it is currently running a 
program called ComeOn Labels (Common Appliance Policy – All for One, One for All). The project (which 
is running from December 2010 to May 2013) is focusing on best practice for appliance labeling 
throughout the EU, with three different goals: 

• Proper information on labels 
• Proper display of the energy labels on energy using products in shops (including retailer 

compliance verification), catalogs, and electronic means 
• Promotion activities aimed at the final customers (information and education materials and 

awareness campaigns) 

Through the program’s national partners (such as national energy agencies), the ComeOn Labels 
program is performing spot assessments of retail stores to ensure that labels are in place as required. 
The program has provided a guide on how to run these checks, and reports from the national partners 
back to the program are due back starting this year. In addition, the program will publish a best practices 
guide for training retailer sales associates in July 2012. Best practice case studies for promotional and 
educational activities are regularly published on the ComeOn Labels website (SEVEn 2012). 

In addition to the ComeOn Labels program, there is also a voluntary Retail Forum. Their website 
contains the following description: “Membership in the Retail Forum is voluntary and open to all 
retailers who join the Retailers' Environmental Action Plan (REAP). Exemplary environmental initiatives 
of REAP Members are reported in the Matrix of environmental Action Points (MAP) and shall 
demonstrate the progress made in the environmental sector over time. This progress is to be monitored 
externally in order to ensure transparency and add more weight to the Forum, and to complement in a 
more cross sectional manner the retailers' individual and collective reports.” Each retailer’s MAP 
summarizes their actions into three categories: what they sell, how they sell, and how they 
communicate. What they sell looks at product offering, how they sell looks at limiting environmental 
impacts from the retailers’ own activities and supply chains, and how they communicate looks at 
consumer education and advertising. By October 2011, the REAP database reportedly contained 390 
environmental commitments from major European retail companies and associations. These 
commitments extend well beyond the realm of appliances (food, furniture, clothing, etc.) and include a 
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broad range of activities. An example of an appliance specific commitment would be a “20% increase in 
sales of A++ labeled white goods within two years” as identified by the retailer Colruyt (EU 2012). 

Australia, like the EU, does not run an awards program for manufacturers or retailers. A number of the 
provincial governments run retailer support programs, however. The Queensland government, for 
instance, runs the ClimateSmart Retail program, which provides retailers with training for employees on 
how to sell energy efficient products as well as other resources on advertising and communicating the 
benefits of these products to the consumer (Queensland Government 2012). 

International Comparison of Awards Programs 
 
The award programs discussed in this paper have important differences. Each awards program is trying 
to fundamentally impact at least one of the avenues for consumer influence in appliance purchases 
discussed in the first section in Figure 2. For instance, the awards for manufacturers in Japan, the U.S., 
and China are all based (at least in part) on the manufacturers’ product offering. While Japan focuses on 
particularly innovative and outstanding products, the U.S. judges the whole catalog of ENERGY STAR 
products a particular manufacturer offers. China has an award for the most efficient products offered as 
well as an award for weighted efficiency of all products a manufacturer sold in a particular year. If a 
Chinese manufacturer has high sales of relatively high efficiency products, then they are clearly having a 
large influence on the consumer. 

Country Amount of awards 
per year 

Requirement 
of sales data? 

Other quantitative 
metrics 

How the application is 
judged 

Japan Manufacturer: ≤ 15 
Retailer: ≤6 

Yes, for 
retailers 

Manufacturers: five 
different criteria including 
technical, environmental, 
etc; retailers: training, 
sales goals 

Multiple rounds and 
on-site investigations 
used; applications 
scored with weighting 
publicly released 

U.S. – 
ENERGY 
STAR 

Manufacturer: ~20 
Retailer: ~5 

Yes, for 
manufacturers 

Advertising and marketing 
impressions, training 
efforts, product offering 

Multiple reviewers 
used, looking at both 
quantitative and 
qualitative metrics; 
weighting of metrics is 
not publicly released 

China Manufacturer: >200 
Retailer: none 

Yes, for 
manufacturers 

Weighted/individual 
energy efficiency of 
products sold 

Review and rank 
strictly based on 
quantitative metrics 

Table 6: Comparison of Japan, U.S., and China awards programs for manufacturers and retailers 

The retailer awards programs in both Japan and the U.S. are judging the principal avenues for consumer 
influence: proper use of labeling, training of sales associates, and advertising (in-store, TV/radio, print, 
and online). Another common characteristic of the retailer awards programs is that the applicants are 
given resources by the program administrators. ENERGY STAR provides marketing, education, and 
training resources to all of its retailer partners through online means and their annual partners’ 
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workshop. In Japan, feedback is given to retailers on their applications, and an annual workshop is held 
to discuss avenues to improve their score. Indeed, the program administrators (EPA, METI) understand 
that many consumers are convinced to purchase energy efficient products at the retailer level, thus it is 
worth expending some program resources to ensure that the retailers excel in their product offering and 
messaging. 

Table 6 compares the basic attributes of the different awards programs for manufacturers and retailers. 
Japan and the ENERGY STAR program give out similar amounts of awards to manufacturers and retailers, 
while China’s National Lead List more resembles a product ranking and therefore the number of awards 
is much greater. In terms of quantitative versus qualitative application judgment, China is on the purely 
quantitative side, looking at the data for weighted efficiency or individual efficiency of products sold. 
Japan has a mixture of qualitative and quantitative judgment. The application criteria and grading scales 
are rigorous, but multiple rounds of evaluation and on-site investigations are used to help the judges 
narrow down the pool of applicants.  

While the EPA requires applicants to quantify metrics where possible, they place emphasis on the 
overall quality of the application, including the quality of marketing and education campaigns the 
retailers ran that year. The EPA believes that the retailer is not ultimately responsible for which product 
a consumer buys (ENERGY STAR or not), so they do not use sales data at the retailer level as an 
application criterion. Rather, they measure the amount of effort that retailers are expending in trying to 
convince the consumer to purchase ENERGY STAR. This is markedly different from Japan, where the 
judgment committee looks at effort as well as the retail sales figures and whether there are energy 
efficiency-related sales goals for sales associates. 

Recommendations for China to Adopt a Retailer Awards Program 
 
China has recognized its top manufacturers of energy efficient appliances with the National Lead Lists 
for a number of years now. China is now exploring options for retailer awards, realizing the importance 
of retailers in promoting energy efficient appliances. Having reviewed the international experiences in 
retailer awards in Japan and the U.S.’s ENERGY STAR program, we offer the following program 
recommendations: 

1. Promote label integrity. 

Underlying consumer trust in the label’s integrity is an important driver of retailers’ interest in selling 
energy efficient products. Consumer awareness of the ENERGY STAR label has grown to over 80% in 
recent years, but this has been the result of nearly two decades of effort by the EPA. Now, the consumer 
actively seeks products with this label and thus retailers are interested in offering a wide selection of 
these products. The EPA introduced certification and verification testing for ENERGY STAR products in 
2010 to ensure continuing consumer trust in the label. If the consumer does not trust the information in 
categorical or certification labels, then the consumer may be less inclined to purchase them, and the 
retailer may therefore be less interested in actively promoting them. 
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2. Give retailers tools to assist in their marketing and education. 

Programs in both the U.S. and Japan offer some feedback or resources to retailers to improve their 
efforts in educating the consumer and marketing energy efficiency products. An annual workshop held 
by the program administrator is a good avenue for retailers to learn about best practices in marketing 
and education. The ENERGY STAR program also offers streamlined resources for national ENERGY STAR 
marketing campaigns, a database of rebates offered on ENERGY STAR products, and online training 
materials for sales associates. Even countries that do not have awards programs, such as E.U. member 
states and Australia, still offer resources to aid retailers in marketing energy efficient products to the 
consumer. 

3. Focus on the evaluation of sales effort instead of, or in addition to, sales.  

There are many factors influencing a consumer’s decision to purchase an energy efficient product. Some 
of these factors are out of the realm of the retailer’s influence, such as the overall condition of the 
economy and consumer spending, so there is reason to evaluate sales effort as opposed to sales. The 
EPA judges a retailer based on their ENERGY STAR product offering as a proportion of total products 
offered, instead of requiring sales data. The EPA also evaluates the retailer’s training, marketing, and 
consumer education efforts, which are all directly related to the influence a retailer has on the 
consumer to purchase an ENERGY STAR product.  

4. Differentiate categories of retailers by size.  

Small and medium retailers do not have the same resources to compete with large retailers, and 
therefore two categories should be set. The EPA deals with this by allowing large retailers as well as the 
main buying group that represents many small retailers to both apply for awards. An awards program 
for many small retailers could be administratively burdensome. Japan has split their energy efficient 
retailer certification and awards program into large and small/medium categories, allowing them to 
have nuance in application criteria and judgment. 

5. Allow award-winning retailers to receive special recognition. 

Retailers involved in the ENERGY STAR partnership and awards program consistently cited that they 
sought differentiation in a highly consolidated and an increasingly competitive marketplace for energy 
efficient products. Seeking this differentiation is one of the main motivations in applying for these 
awards, as all ENERGY STAR award recipients are recognized in a well-attended awards ceremony and 
have permission to use the awards logo in their advertisements. This recognition and logo can help 
differentiate them from the competition. Providing this kind of special recognition will increase the 
competition between retailers for the award, which will in turn lead the retailers to be more innovative 
in their advertising and consumer awareness campaigns for energy efficient products. 

In conclusion, retailers play a role in the consumer’s decision to purchase an energy efficient product. 
Awards programs play a role in judging how creatively and effectively retailers can influence those 
decisions. As higher quality information flows to the consumer through advertising, conversations with 
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sales associates, and education campaigns, then the proportion of energy efficient appliances will 
increase. This study has found that the retailer award programs in Japan and the U.S. focus on judging 
these critical information outlets and recognizing those retailers that excel in promoting energy efficient 
products. Taking into account the above recommendations, China could establish its own retailer 
awards program which would contribute to the active promotion of energy efficient products. 
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Appendix:  ENERGY STAR Awards application materials 

Partner of the Year: Manufacturer 
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Partner of the Year: Retailer 
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