
Energy efficiency is all about using technology and best 
practices to produce the same or better levels of services, such 
as light, temperature control, or motor drive power, while 
using less energy. Very simply, it’s about reducing waste.

Energy efficiency and health. Lowering the amount of 
energy we waste reduces our need to burn coal and other 
fossil fuels to generate electricity. Those reductions in 
pollution mean big gains for health, as pollutants from fossil 
fuel combustion contribute to four of the leading causes of 
death in the United States: cancer, chronic lower respiratory 
diseases, heart disease, and stroke. These pollutants damage 
all the major organ systems in the body.  

RESPIRATORY SYSTEM Fossil fuel pollutants, particularly 
fine particulate matter and nitrogen oxides, contribute to serious respiratory 
health problems including: lung cancer, which kills more men and women in 
the US than any other form of cancer; COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease), the third leading cause of death in the country, and asthma, which 
is at epidemic levels and is disproportionately harmful to children, especially 
minority and poor children.

CIRCULATORY SYSTEM Air pollutants produced by burning fossil fuels 
harm cardiovascular health. They contribute to coronary heart disease, the 
leading cause of death in the country; hospitalizations for heart attacks; and 
congestive heart failure, when the heart cannot pump enough blood and 
oxygen to support other organs in the body.

NERVOUS SYSTEM Pollutants released by burning coal target the nervous 
system, particularly the brain, leading to serious neurological consequences.  
These include stroke and loss of intellectual capacity due to mercury exposure.

Finally, burning fossil fuels contribute to climate change by releasing large 
quantities of carbon dioxide and methane. Climate change leads to extreme 
weather events that can severely affect health, from heat waves, droughts and 
extreme storms to expanding the habitats of disease-carrying insects.

Fortunately, a reduction in our reliance on fossil fuels will allow dramatic 
improvements to human health. That means that energy efficiency benefits 
health.

The benefits of energy efficiency. When we improve our efficiency, we 
reduce the cost of doing business or running a household. We also strengthen 
our economy by producing goods at a lower cost and creating jobs. 

A big bang for your buck. Technology upgrades to improve the way 
your home, building, or business functions typically require some up-front 
investment. Investments in new systems, better lighting, and insulation lower 
energy bills. In fact, many types of efficiency upgrades can generate savings 
for decades!

Helping the local economy. Some investments, such as insulation in an 
attic or replacement of an air conditioner, require the help of a specialized 
installer. This creates local jobs. Further, the money that is saved on utility bills 
goes back into the pockets of home and business owners. This “extra” money 
gets spent by families and businesses, creating even more jobs in the local 
economy.

Helping those who need it most. Improving energy efficiency benefits 
everyone, but especially those sensitive to volatile energy prices: people on 
fixed or lower incomes. A wide variety of programs are offered by the federal 
government, states, utilities, and local municipalities to ensure that energy 
efficiency upgrades are affordable and available to those who need them 
most. 

Energy efficiency is good for our economy, our environment and 
our health. New regulations limiting greenhouse gases from power plants 
provide an opportunity for us to scale up energy efficiency programs, since 
energy efficiency is generally the lowest cost compliance option. States should 
look to energy efficiency as a first and best option for reducing air pollution, 
and should include energy efficiency as a substantial part of their plans to 
comply with federal clean air regulations.

Energy Efficiency 
and Health

BRAIN Mercury and lead target the 
nervous system, particularly the brain, 
leading to serious neurological 
consequences.  These include stroke and 
loss of intellectual capacity.

HEART Air pollutants such as nitrogen 
oxides, sulfur dioxide and particulate 
matter harm cardiovascular health.  They 
contribute to coronary heart disease, 
the leading cause of death in the US, 
hospitalizations for heart attacks, and 
congestive heart failure.

LUNGS Fine particulate matter, 
sulfur dioxide, and nitrogen oxides 
contribute to lung cancer, COPD 
(chronic obstructive pulmonary disease), 
and asthma.
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