
TRANSPARENCY: 

Benchmarking, the act of measuring and tracking  
building energy performance over time, equips building 
owners with information to assess the potential for  
energy savings in their buildings. Transparency drastically 
expands the impact of a benchmarking ordinance by  
putting that information into the public sphere, thereby  
ensuring that energy efficiency can be recognized and  
rewarded by the market. 

Similar to energy use labels on appliances and miles-per- 
gallon (MPG) ratings on cars, transparency of benchmarking  
information helps to fill an information gap. Access to this  
information improves consumer choice, protects tenants, 
and creates additional incentives for building owners to 
improve the energy efficiency of their buildings.

Transparency benefits building owners
Creates market-based rewards. Transparency enables the market to assign 
additional value to energy-efficient properties, which have been shown to 
have higher occupancy levels, rental premiums, and sale prices. 

Provides competitive advantages. Publicly available energy information 
creates an incentive for building owners to compete with peer buildings. 
High-performing buildings can use it as a marketing tool. Both help to justify 
energy efficiency projects.

Transparency benefits the public
Informs consumer choice. Similar to considering MPG ratings on cars, a 
prospective commercial or residential tenant can consider energy perfor-
mance when deciding where to work or live. 

Protects tenants. Renters and buyers can better factor in utility costs as a 
portion of their expected expenses, making them more resilient to variable 
energy costs and less likely to miss rental payments or default on mortgages. 

Allows for better targeting of resources. Transparency can help identify 
buildings in greatest need of improvement and help target them for invest-
ment and upgrades, as demonstrated by the Low-Income Energy Affordabil-
ity Network partnership.

The key to unlocking the benefits of 
a benchmarking ordinance

A benchmarking and transparency ordinance  
represents a win-win opportunity for a communi-
ty’s building owners, the local government, and 
the public. Benchmarking through ENERGY STAR 
Portfolio Manager creates an efficiency metric or 
ranking (EUI and/or 1–100 score) that cities then 
share, usually on a website. Above: Portland,  
Oregon’s energy performance map. 
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https://www.imt.org/resources/added-value-of-energy-star-labeled-commercial-buildings-in-the-u-s-market/
https://www.facilitiesnet.com/powercommunication/article/Careful-Assessment-of-Energy-Options-Can-Show-What-Steps-to-Take--12849?
https://www.facilitiesnet.com/powercommunication/article/Careful-Assessment-of-Energy-Options-Can-Show-What-Steps-to-Take--12849?
https://buildingefficiencyinitiative.org/articles/mpg-buildings-energy-disclosure-tool-market-transformation
https://www.architectmagazine.com/technology/owners-of-energy-efficient-homes-less-likely-to-default-on-mortgages_o
http://data.wegowise.com/leanmap
http://data.wegowise.com/leanmap


Uncovers inequity and informs future policy. Transpar-
ency can enable cities to build tools to identify and priori-
tize outreach and assistance to buildings disproportion-
ately impacted by energy burden, disinvestment, and 
compliance requirements (e.g., Seattle’s Race and Social 
Equity Index Map and Denver’s Energy Burden Map), as 
well as inform future policies to undo existing inequities.

Transparency bolsters 
complementary efficiency actions
Spurs uptake of energy-aligned leases. Increased de-
mand for energy efficiency as an amenity provides an  
opportunity for landlords to use lease language to align 
incentives for improving energy performance to benefit 
both parties.

Creates a positive feedback loop between building  
design, construction, operation, and evaluation. Public 
energy information can help create a more informed pro-
cess for building design, construction, and operation, with 
opportunities for feedback and improvement that help 
ensure buildings operate as efficiently as designed.

Improves metrics on energy efficiency projects to help 
unlock greater investment. The $30 billion U.S. market 
for energy efficiency investments in buildings has the  
potential to see a fivefold increase in profitable projects. 
However, more standardized and verifiable data on 
post-investment energy performance, available through 
transparency, are needed to better scale the market and  
unleash more private sector capital.

Transparency benefits the city
The catalytic effect of transparency on energy efficiency 
improvement carries a myriad of potential benefits for the 
city. The tax base improves as property values increase. 
Pollution burdens ease and greenhouse gas emissions  
decrease as energy demand declines. Jobs in energy effi-
ciency fields—HVAC workers, carpenters, electricians, 
data management and analysis—increase, and these are 
local jobs that can’t be outsourced. And people become 
more comfortable, healthier, and less burdened by energy 
bills and related concerns as their homes and workplaces 
are improved.

What does transparency look like 
in cities? 
Transparency and visualization of energy data in cities take 
a variety of forms: spreadsheets (Minneapolis); interactive 
tables (Seattle, San Francisco); maps (Chicago; Denver; 
Washington, D.C.; Portland, OR); and websites or dash-
boards with multiple data formats (Philadelphia, New York 
City). Published metrics usually include a limited subset of 
those reported to the city: site and source energy, energy 
use intensity (EUI), ENERGY STAR score (if applicable), 
building address, type, year constructed, and compliance 
status.

For more information on benchmarking and transparency 
policies, this fact sheet provides a general overview of im-
pacts and benefits, and this matrix and map provide sum-
maries of existing policies in the United States.

AS THE SPHERE OF DATA AVAILABILITY  
WIDENS, SO DO THE POTENTIAL IMPACTS  
AND BENEFITS OF THE POLICY:

 Annual benchmarking provides owners with  
actionable information.

 Reporting to the city enables the city to  
track citywide progress and better target programs 
and incentives.

 Sharing data publicly allows the market to  
reward energy savings, increases consumer choice,  
and improves tenant protection.

 Creative third-party applications of the data  
(e.g., maps, overlays, analyses) can be leveraged to  
identify low-performing (and therefore high-opportunity), 
high energy–burdened buildings, and align incentives  
and outreach to assist those most impacted.

Reporting to the city  
benefits owners and the city.  

Sharing data publicly benefits  
owners, the city, and the public.

Creative third-party applications  
expand public benefits and can  

be leveraged to increase equity.

 Annual benchmarking  
benefits owners.

https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/SDOT/NSF/Race%20and%20Social%20Equity%20Map.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/SDOT/NSF/Race%20and%20Social%20Equity%20Map.pdf
https://public.tableau.com/profile/the.greenlink.group#!/vizhome/Denvertableaupublic/Final
https://public.tableau.com/profile/the.greenlink.group#!/vizhome/Denvertableaupublic/Final
https://public.tableau.com/profile/the.greenlink.group#!/vizhome/Denvertableaupublic/Final
https://www.greenleaseleaders.com/green-lease-library/
http://content.aia.org/sites/default/files/2019-09/EnergyBenchmarking-Whitepaper.pdf
http://content.aia.org/sites/default/files/2019-09/EnergyBenchmarking-Whitepaper.pdf
https://www.iea.org/reports/world-energy-investment-2020/energy-end-use-and-efficiency
https://www.greenbiz.com/article/energy-efficiency-win-win-investors
https://www.greenbiz.com/article/citigroup-energy-efficiency-industry-needs-talk-securitization
https://buildingefficiencyinitiative.org/articles/mpg-buildings-energy-disclosure-tool-market-transformation
https://www.buildingrating.org/graphic/us-benchmarking-data-and-data-visualization-links
https://www2.minneapolismn.gov/government/programs-initiatives/environmental-programs/
https://data.seattle.gov/dataset/2015-Building-Energy-Benchmarking/h7rm-fz6m/data
https://data.sfgov.org/Energy-and-Environment/Existing-Buildings-Energy-Performance-Ordinance-Re/j2j3-acqj
http://cityenergyproject.github.io/chicago/#chicago/2015?layer=energy_star_score&metrics[]=energy_star_score&sort=energy_star_score&order=desc&lat=41.884387437207835&lng=-87.6327896118164&zoom=11
https://energizedenver.org/
http://energybenchmarkingdc.org/#dc/2019?categories[0][field]=report_status&categories[0][values][]=In+Compliance&categories[0][other]=false&layer=energy_star_score&metrics[]=energy_star_score&sort=energy_star_score&order=desc&lat=38.92763284901759&lng=-77.04248428344727&zoom=12
https://www.portlandmaps.com/bps/buildingenergy/#/map
:
https://www.opendataphilly.org/dataset/large-commercial-building-energy-benchmarking
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/gbee/html/plan/ll84_scores.shtml
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/gbee/html/plan/ll84_scores.shtml
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/media-uploads/accc-benchmarking-overview-fs-20210420.pdf
https://www.imt.org/resources/comparison-of-commercial-building-benchmarking-policies/
https://www.imt.org/resources/map-u-s-city-and-county-benchmarking-policies-for-existing-private-buildings/

