Building Australia’s Energy Literacy:
An introduction to the Report
Energy is indisputably one of the most contested, complex, confusing and yet
critically important topics in Australia today with public debate often heavily
politicised and weighted with ideology.
With critical decisions needed at the political, commercial, industrial and household
levels, confusion and concern around key issues such as energy pricing, reliability
and carbon emissions abound with many individuals looking for trusted and
accessible information, tools and resources to help them with their decision making.
What ‘energy literacy’ means however, and how it is achieved, has also become a
point of contention. A central dilemma is that it matters who funds any push to build
an energy literate society.
To help support an independent, collaborative and evidence-based approach to
building energy literacy across Australia, NERA commissioned the University of
Queensland to undertake a piece of research. The research was led by Professor
Peta Ashworth, Chair in Sustainable Energy Futures. Professor Ashworth is one of
Australia’s leading experts in sustainability, energy literacy and public perceptions of
climate and energy technologies.
To ensure the independence and credibility of the research, NERA removed itself
completely from the process and did not direct Professor Ashworth in undertaking
the research or to any pre-judged or preferred definition (or content) of energy
literacy or push an energy resources industry sector agenda.
Professor Ashworth’s final Energy Literacy Report seeks to provide an independent
definition of energy literacy and offers recommendations to coordinate under a
national framework what is currently a fragmented landscape too often driven by
sectoral agendas.
Commenting on her Report, Professor Ashworth observed that despite everyone
agreeing energy literacy is important, the situation has not changed over the last five
to 10 years, and in the broadest sense, there has been no coordinated attempt to
fund and improve Australia’s approach to energy literacy.
The Report finds that the most trusted sources of energy information includes the
CSIRO – as consistently the most trusted source of information – followed by
universities, schools and science museums, providing a useful starting platform to
build a national approach to developing and distributing information, tools and
resources.

One interesting finding of the Report was that interviewees focused almost entirely
on electricity and on the domestic consumer, not on transportation, industrial use,
the gas used in homes or the energy underpinning modern consumer lifestyles.
However, three quarters of participants did mention the climate, environment and
solar PV and just under half mentioned coal, mostly in the context of environmental
impact or in comparison to renewables.
The consensus view was that energy literacy comprises an understanding of the
source, use and cost of energy and requires information to be accessed from
multiple sources and information that is updated regularly e.g. energy pricing
structures, relevant government legislation, appliance standards and efficiencies,
peak energy use times and recommended user behaviours.
Energy Literacy Definition
Professor Ashworth found that energy literacy needs to include a combination of
cognitive (knowledge and skills), affective (attitudes, values, personal responsibility)
and behaviour.
The report defines an energy literature person as someone with the appropriate
level of knowledge which empowers them to make informed, rational energy
decisions and actions which have a positive outcome for the individual and
ultimately society at large.
It provides a more comprehensive energy literacy framework where an energy
literate person is someone who:
 Can trace energy flows and think in terms of energy systems
 Knows how energy is used in everyday life
 Can assess the credibility of information about energy
 Can communicate about energy and energy use in meaningful ways
 Is able to make informed energy and energy use decisions and take action
based on an understanding of impacts and consequences
 Understands the impacts that energy production and consumption have on
all spheres of environment and society
 Is aware of the need for energy conservation and to develop renewable
energy resources
 Continues to learn about energy throughout his/her life.

Proposed Action
While there have been a range of important school energy programs, the focus on
adults has been inconsistent and ad hoc. Further, funding for energy literacy
programs is rarely over the long-term as programs come and go based on what is
happening in the wider political context and many of the learnings are lost.
To address this, Professor Ashworth’s major recommendation is for the University of
Queensland to host a facilitated workshop that will bring together the range of
stakeholders that deliver activities that relate to building energy literacy.
Specific groups may include: Energy Consumers Australia, CSIRO, universities,
Questacon, energy retailers and network operators, ARENA, NGOs – both
environmental and those in support services, and industry peak bodies.
The workshop will seek to:
 Coordinate the current offerings into a more coherent story
 Develop an Australian Energy Literacy Steering Committee
 Identify the gaps in energy information
Other key recommendations include:
 Developing a plan to address the gaps
 Undertaking a national survey to establish the baseline for Australia’s energy
literacy
Click here to access the full report and for more information about NERA’s activities
across Australia’s energy resources sector, visit our website at nera.org.au.
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