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Foreword

In 1988 the Office of Technology Assessment published Technology and the American
Economic Transition outlining ways that new technologies have redefined options for
stimulating economic growth. A centerpiece of that study was to trace how the structure of the
U.S. economy had evolved by looking at how the demand for products and the processes used
to produce those products (technology) had changed.

The Subcommittee on Energy and Power of the House Committee on Energy and
Commerce asked OTA to use the experience gained in the economic transition study to
provide a perspective on how patterns of energy use have changed with shifts in the economy.
Instead of looking at specific technologies or individual economic sectors, this paper takes a
broader perspective and looks at how the consumption of energy is affected by various
macroeconomic factors such as international trade, technology, or mix of spending. By
applying this analysis on the changes that occurred in the sixties, seventies, and eighties, the
report offers some insights on the forces at work in the economy that could affect future trends
in energy use.

In particular, we examine the period from 1972 to 1985, an era when the apparent link
between energy use and economic growth became separated-a departure from the experience
of most of the fifties and sixties. From 1972 to 1985, the average growth rate of the Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) was 2.5 percent per year, but energy use increased at an annual rate
of only 0.3 percent. We find that this leveling of energy use was due to large offsetting factors
where increases in energy use associated with growth in the overall size of the economy were
balanced by reductions in energy use associated with improved energy efficiency and changes
in the structure of the U.S. economy.

The background paper extends the analysis of energy use into new areas by explicitly
looking at how energy use has changed with the expansion of the service sector, the explosion
of international trade, and greater complexity of the U.S. economy as the structure of
businesses changed in response to new technologies and competitive challenges. The
increasing sophistication of the U.S. economy means that the role of energy is less likely to
be directly identified and is instead more likely to be an indirect factor that was added many
steps before in the complex network that connects producer to consumer. This report explicitly
separates direct from indirect energy use.

OTA acknowledges the generous help of the reviewers and contributors who gave their
time to ensure the accuracy and completeness of this report. OTA, however, remains solely
responsible for the contents of this background paper.
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