
1. Energy display monitors (EDMs) in 

Easterside homes 

DECC funding for the Easterside LCC covered the cost of 

600 ‘Owl’ electricity display monitors (EDMs), which were 

distributed before the start of the EVLOC project. This may 

help to explain the lack of interest in the small EVALOC 

‘display library’– the people most interested in using an EDM 

may already have had one. This brief report therefore deals 

with those households who were provided with an EDM 

through Eco Easterside (ten households), along with two 

households that received their displays from their energy 

supplier, as part of the Foundation Stage of smart meter 

rollout. All householders were interviewed and their 

responses are summarised in the table opposite.  Those that 

received an EDM through Eco Easterside activities had it 

offered to them between one month and 24+ months 

previously.  

Table 1 shows how almost half the householders were 

interested enough in a basic EDM (usually an Owl; Figure 1) 

to install it and look at it regularly. This seems like a low 

level of interest, given that the participants were already 

committed to the project to some extent. However, it does 

fit with the findings from the much larger-scale Energy 

Demand Research Project a few years earlier1, in which basic 

EDMs were supplied to hundreds of homes in the course of 

several trials. In one trial conducted by EDF, for example, 

just under 40% of householders with a basic EDM said that 

they were ‘aware’ of it, while in an E.ON trial, around half of 

the customers said they were aware of their EDM, and 

roughly half of those claimed to look at it every day. In a 
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recent community-based trial in Kingston upon Thames, up to 

40% of EDM owners said that they were using their monitors at 

least once a day, up to two years after installation.2  

Of the seven households that took an interest in their EDM, six 

were owner-occupied. Of the remaining eight, three were owner

-occupied and five were socially-rented, suggesting that social 

landlords could have a role in introducing EDMs to tenants. 

2. Building energy literacy and practical know-

how in a community 

An EDM is meant to make energy use more visible and easier to 

understand, but it may still take time for an EDM to become 

familiar and for people to gain the confidence and vocabulary to 

talk about it. It helps, of course, if they know a little in the first 

place. The interviews with EVALOC participants showed a wide 

range of knowledge about energy among the respondents. There 

were those who were at home with the concepts and the 

practicalities, including one man who generated his own energy 

records: 

“The most important things is what I get every month which is those 

graphs I churn them out, I look at it and I think that’s about the best 

thing that comes out of British Gas… it’s to do with the Owl - you’ve 

got to download it and do it that way … I get a printout from the 

electricity and gas use in graph form and also the consumption in the 

1 See https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/ofgem-publications/59105/energy-demand-

research-project-final-analysis.pdf  

2 See 

http://eprints.kingston.ac.uk/28626/1/Smart%20Communities%20report%20FINAL

%20low%20res.pdf  

KEY FINDINGS 
 

 EDMs can ‘work’ for people as awareness-

raisers and as part of household management, 

but the chances of their being effective are far 

greater if they are part of a ‘community 

conversation’, where there are people around 

to give guidance, share experiences, and 

develop new energy habits.  

 The ‘social’ nature of effective EDM use by the 

EVALOC households points to the 

importance of introducing new gadgets and 

technologies in a social way, e.g. with a trained 

installer or knowledgeable friend.  
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Home Display 

type 

How often 

do you look 

at display? 

Help 

with 

installing 

and 

using? 

Location Have you 

learned 

from it? 

Claimed 

Impact on 

electricity 

use? 

Discuss 

energy 

with family 

and /or 

friends? 

EDMs received from Eco Easterside 

H37 Owl Unused - - - - - 

H38 Owl Several times/

day 

Leaflet + 

husband 

Kitchen Yes Yes, esp. 

cooking 

Both 

H40 Owl+  

Smart 

Meter 

Several times/

day 

Son On TV Yes No Both 

H41 Owl Once/day No Office No No - 

H42 Owl Hardly ever No - - - - 

H43 Owl Several times/

day 

No Living 

room 

Yes Not sure Yes, no 

H44 Owl Several times/

day 

Friend Kitchen Yes Not sure - 

H45 Owl Hardly ever No - - - - 

H46 Owl Hardly ever Yes Living 

room 

- - - 

H47 Owl Hardly ever No - - - - 

EDM received from energy supplier 

H48 British Gas Several times/

day 

Grand-

daughter 

Kitchen Yes No – 

already 

frugal 

Both 

H51 British Gas Several times/

day 

British 

Gas 

Kitchen Yes Don’t know 

yet 

No, Yes 

* - Dash means there is no information available from 2012 household survey 

Table 1. Summary table: responses to EDMs in case study households in Easterside 
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month and to me that’s the significant thing, that’s the trend I’d 

go for… the weather’s got an effect on that…” (H41) 

There were also respondents who felt that their energy use, 

and the EDM itself, were beyond them, or that the EDM 

would not make any difference to their usage in any case: 

“Yes, I did get a monitor given but … I was a bit worried to put it 

in there because I don't know… It was an OWL monitor but I’m 

not quite sure where it is, we didn't put it in there because I 

thought, well, … I think it only showed you certain things, you 

know, monitored some of your usage… I didn't understand how 

that would work so I didn't use that… You just put that into your 

gas and electric cupboard and clipped it on there but I thought it 

probably wouldn’t have affected me because I tend to use the 

least I can.”  (H37) 

These comments show how people in the earliest stages of 

learning about their energy use are very likely to need some 

help in working out how an EDM might help them.  By and 

large, people found the instructions in the EDM leaflet 

difficult to understand.  

The Easterside project team did offer help in installing and 

using the displays, though not everyone took them up on 

this. Interestingly – and perhaps this is the single most 

important lesson about the use of EDMs in the 

project –  almost all the respondents who said they 

had learned from their EDM were using it with others; 

they had had some help with installing and interpreting the 

EDM, and they then went on to discuss energy issues with 

family, friends and neighbours. 

The ‘social’ nature of effective EDM use by the 

EVALOC households points to the importance of 

introducing new gadgets and technologies in a social 

way, e.g. with a trained installer or knowledgeable 

friend.  

Word of mouth or publicity can have a negative effect, 

though, as one respondent demonstrated: 

“.. she come back with all the [EDM] gear, you know, ‘plug in 

here’ and a CD or something… It was quite complicated … Well, 

as me wife brought it in, the article was in the Daily Mail and I 

said to her Look, it’s saying here that it’s giving you false readings, 

they give you false readings and not to take any notice of them… 

I didn't bother with it.” (H49) 

3. Impact on energy use 

Accurate ‘before and after’ consumption data for these 12 

case study households is not available (although annual 

electricity data available in 2008 and 2012 indicates that nine 

of the 12 reduced their annual electricity use by at least 7% 

between those years) and in any case the EDM is only one of 

many factors at work in each, therefore it is not possible to 

pinpoint any impact it may have had on energy use. But the 

interview responses include comments that strongly suggest 

that there was a useful impact for some, and that this could 

be direct (using less energy themselves) or indirect (passing 

on useful messages to others). For example,  

“I make sure that if I’m say cooking something and cooking a second 

thing that’s ready to go in the oven straight away, that I don't have to 

leave it on for an extra ten minutes before it goes in… I talked to my 

neighbour … I made sure that she’s got loft insulation and cavity wall, 

and I have talked to her about the project and to other people… 

Within the family, I’ve talked about … why is that on such-and-such? 

People have asked about different types of energy saving … things like 

turning the heating down one degree and turning lights off can make a 

difference because I’ve talked about the monitors, … I think that’s 

something actually that the champions could take more of a part in, 

that we could learn about those [EDMs] … and then tell people …” 

(H38) 

It is interesting that even in the homes where someone was 

looking at the EDM several times a day, some were not sure 

whether it was making a difference. Research elsewhere indicates 

average savings of a few percent for basic displays on their own, 

rising to ~10% or more if these are combined with other forms 

of feedback and advice. A strong lesson from feedback research is 

that ‘more is more’: if people hear the same sort of thing from 

several trusted sources, they are better able to take it in and use 

it than if they only hear it from one. One of the most engaged 

respondents (H40) commented that they had had some 

supplementary teaching: 

“We just did the daily course up at EDRA, it was about using power 

and things like that you know, it was just a two hour thing like a 

workshop... “ 

One further point, people seemed to use their EDMs in one of 

two ways. Some had;   

“...put the displays in a cupboard somewhere, because they’d used it 

for three to six months and then they’d sort of gleaned everything that 

they could from it, so that they knew how much the kettle was using 

… it was very good at reinforcing energy saving behaviours …but … 

only like over short term.” (Focus group 3).   

Others had made the EDMs more part of their daily routine, 

keeping it in a prominent place in the kitchen or living room, 

checking it quite often and talking about it with others. It is likely 

that the EDM was more useful to this second group, helping 

them to run their home day-to-day.  

Figure 1. The OWL energy display monitor. 
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4. Impacts on awareness and the spread of 

useful knowledge 

Five of the respondents had used their EDMs as talking 

points with family and friends. This is important in terms of 

community engagement, as so much useful knowledge 

spreads by word of mouth.  As well as influencing daily 

behaviour, an EDM can prompt thoughts on related issues 

such as appliance efficiency;  

“I just like to be able to see … out of interest,  how much 

electric? You know, if something says it’s A rated or whatever. It’s 

nice to know what an A rated is, isn't it?” (48) 

There was a comment that EDMs; 

“…make you paranoid. I don’t use it, because I tell you for why, 

because as it was going sky high I was telling people ‘ Turn that 

shower off  ! Turn that kettle off!’ “ 

But even that did not seem entirely negative: the same 

respondent (H43) went to say that;  

“What I prefer to do and have been doing for a couple of years 

now is I read my meter every month and I have a spread sheet 

that tells me exactly about how much my bill will be and how 

much I have paid off it. And last year I was within a fiver [of his 

estimate].”  

4.1 Easterside focus group comments on the EDMs 
As one participant commented, the EDM trial was to do 

with ‘what does a physical item do to change people’s attitudes 

and therefore capacity and … ability to use less?’ The focus 

group noted the social nature of EDM adoption; simply 

relying on the physical item to speak for itself was unlikely to 

do much for uptake and use;    

“...on the block I live there’s only four of us, there’s myself and the 

rest are all elderly residents, they … didn’t understand the whole 

focus of the project, … they weren’t sort of community aware, 

they weren’t aware that there was things on offer like your Owls, 

your monitors.  It worked better through school when parents 

were sent home letters through book bags and children actually 

being aware the project was going on in schools, so they … then 

informed their parents, then some parents actually knew what 

was going on, so it was like a chain.” 

There was also some suspicion about the offer of a free 

device;                                                                     

“This certainly came back from Holmwood and Easterside, and 

that is that we were saying ‘These are free pieces of kit that will 

benefit you’,  and it was, ‘Oh, we don't get anything for nothing, 

it’s obviously not really free, you know’.” 

However, people were willing to take up a free (or almost 

free) service if they could see clear benefits to it, such with 

home decoration;                                                              

“About six months ago when a local organisation was offering free 

painting for people who were elderly or disabled, we took a little 

page at the bottom of the [community council] newsletter which 

went to all the houses and it said if you are disabled, over 60, this 

organisation can paint two rooms in your house and all you have 

to do is pay a £3 fee.  Now that newsletter went to every house and 

on the basis of that, this area and another one that we leafleted had 

the biggest take-up for that service in the whole of Middlesbrough … I 

think the reason … was everybody knows what painting is … While it 

wasn’t … taken up in terms of ‘Power Downs’ [standby electricity 

switch-off plugs] and things like that, because I think really just people 

aren’t aware of those issues to the same extent they are aware of 

painting their house. So I think you need to give that information in a 

much simpler way, and perhaps on a face to face basis as well.” 

5. Summary 

The main lesson from the EDMs seem to be that they can ‘work’ 

for people as awareness-raisers and as part of household 

management, but the chances of their being effective are far 

greater if they are part of a ‘community conversation’, where 

there are people around to give guidance, share experiences, and 

develop new energy habits.  

 

Figure 2. Smart meter installed in household H40, obtained from 

energy supplier 
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For further information on 

EVALOC contact:  

Professor Rajat Gupta 

rgupta@brookes.ac.uk 

www.evaloc.org.uk 

The EVALOC project seeks to assess, explain 

and communicate the changes in energy use 

due to community activities within six 

selected case study projects under the 

Department of Energy and Climate Change’s 

(DECC) Low Carbon Communities Challenge 

(LCCC) initiative, a government-supported 

initiative to transform the way communities 

use and produce energy, and build new ways 

of supporting more sustainable living. 


