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Energy is an interesting concept in that it 
is a widely used term that very few people 
can define properly. The standard definition 
of ‘the capacity for doing work’1 is indeed 
relatively vague for a non-physicist. This is 
paradoxical given that the ability to mobilize 
ever-increasing quantities of energy has been 
a key factor for the development of society 
as we know it2.  

For a very long time, the energy use per 
capita has remained stable. Estimates for 
the Roman empire give 10-20 GJ/cap/yr3,4, 
with about half of it for wood, while Morris5 
estimates are up 42 GJ/cap/yr, which is 
most likely an overestimate. Right before 
the Industrial Revolution, in 1800, the world 
average was still around 20 GJ/cap/yr6, while 
the most developed parts (e.g. the UK) were 
already at 607. This took off quite rapidly 
with the use of coal and the deployment 
of the steam engine. In 2020, the global 
average is 71 GJ/cap/yr8 but there are large 
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disparities. Qatar is at 590 GJ/cap/yr, the US 
at 260, while France and China are at 130 and 
100, respectively. The average for Africa is 
about 14 GJ/cap/yr. It is interesting to note 
that among the countries with the highest 
energy use per capita, many are oil producing 
countries9.  

Since the Industrial Revolution, the world 
energy demand, the gross domestic product 
(GDP*; see fig. 1), but also the world 
population have known a strong increase 
which accelerated after 1950 - a period 
that is sometimes referred to as ‘the Great 
Acceleration’10,11. This has led to strong 
improvements in the quality of life within 
industrialized countries. Indeed, the Human 
Development Index (HDI), which accounts 
for life expectancy, gross national income 
per capita and education level12, increases 
strongly with the primary energy use per 
capita13–15 (up to about 100-150 GJ/cap/
yr, after which it saturates) and the GDP per 
capita16. 

The post-1950 period has seen a strong 
increase in many indicators in addition to 
those already mentioned, such as fertilizer 
and water use, number of motorized vehicles, 
number of international tourists, etc., which 
characterize the human footprint on nature. To 
define this footprint, a group of scientists led 
by Johan Rockström has proposed in 2009 a 
framework based on the concept of ‘planetary 
boundaries’17. These nine boundaries 
characterize the planet’s biophysical 
systems and if crossed could threaten the 
planet’s habitability. They  pinpoint a ‘safe 
operating space for humanity’ within the 
biosphere. It has now been established that 
humanity has exceeded several of those 
planetary boundaries: species extinction rate, 

deforestation, atmospheric carbon dioxide 
levels (causing climate change) and the flows 
of nitrogen and phosphorus18. 

Currently, most advanced economies  
continue to experience annual economic 
growth, i.e. an annual increase in their GDP, 
typically at a rate of a few percent per year. 
The growth rate for OECD countries has   
steadily decreased from an average of 5 
percent per year in 1967 to 1-2 percent per 
year in 201319. Fig. 2 shows the data for the 
EU, the US, and China for comparison.

* One could use the Gross World Product but following 
common practice we will make use of the GDP in this 
report. They are strictly equivalent.

Figure 1: Evolution of the World Primary 
Energy use (top) and GDP (in 2011 $, 
bottom) for the period 1820-2020. The solid 
lines are fit to the data by time periods: a 
hyperbolic fit (growth rate increasing with 
time) until around 1970 and two linear fits 
from 1970-2000 and 2000 to 2019. Data 
from BP Statistical Review of World Energy9.
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During the period 1990-2010, the Chinese 
GDP has grown at an average rate of about 
10 percent. Other emerging countries 
are also experiencing an acceleration of 
their economies. The relative slowdown 
in developed countries is more than 
compensated by the strong growth in 
emerging countries, which explains the 
continuous and strong growth of the world 
GDP (fig. 1). 

Economic output is strongly linked with 
the availability of capital, labour and useful 
energy20. The remarkable economic growth 

experienced during the last 70 years has 
been made possible by the abondance of 
cheap fossil fuels. Globally, there is a very 
strong correlation between primary energy 
(PE) consumption and GDP as showed in    
fig. 3, although the correlation is evolving 
over time as the energy intensity of the GDP 
is decreasing. The primary energy demand is 
increasing at a slower pace than the economy, 
with a long-lasting trend where less energy 
is required to generate one dollar of GDP. 
There is a strong debate in the literature 
about the direction of the causality between 
PE and GDP. At the global level, some 
studies report the causality in the direction 
from PE to GDP21,22, while others point out to 
inconclusive results23. At the national level it 
appears to be very dependent on the type of 
economy and the level of development24–26. 
The production of material goods is energy-
intensive, although with productivity gains 
and increased energy efficiency, the amount 
of energy required tends to decrease over 
time, up to a certain limit27. Services, on the 
other hand, are usually less energy-intensive, 
but the tremendous growth of digital services 
in the last thirty years has been associated 
with a bump in electricity consumption. 

Economic projections from OECD scenario28 

Figure 2: Evolution of the 
GDP annual growth rate 
for China, the US, and the 
EU over the period 1950-
2019. The dash-dotted 
lines show the best linear 
fits for the US and the EU 
time series. Data from 
World Bank.

G
ro

w
th

 ra
te

 (%
)

0

4

8

12

 

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

 

European Union
USA
China

Many scenarios see an ever-
growing energy demand 
with no sign of stabilization 
by the end of the 
considered timeline, which 
raises the question of how 
long such a growth can be 
continued.



foresee a strong economic growth for 
developing countries and a more modest 
growth for developed countries, with a 
tendency towards convergence in the future. 
The Shared Socio-economic Pathways29 
foresee economic growth in most cases 
albeit at different rates. Given the correlation 
between primary energy use and GDP, those 
projections imply a rising global energy 
demand. In the SSP framework, global PE 
demand is expected to increase by 40-210 
percent depending on the scenario30. The 
large spread is based on assumptions about 
evolution of technology  improvements 
(energy efficiency), population behaviour, 
resource availability and implemented 
policies. Many of those scenarios see an 
ever-growing energy demand with no sign 
of stabilization by the end of the considered 
timeline, which raises the question of how 
long such a growth can be continued. Here we 
will assess the question of how global energy 
demand might evolve in the future based on 
an analysis of demand patterns from countries 
at various stages of development. 

Figure 3: Evolution of 
the relationship between 
primary energy demand 
and GDP for the period 
1850-2019. The black line 
shows our fitting model 
based on three phases: 
a linear model until the 
1970s, then a power law, 
and finally a linear model 
again but with a smaller 
slope. Data from the 
Maddison project31 and 
BP Statistical Review8.
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A closer analysis of the evolution of the world 
GDP (fig. 1) shows that at the beginning of 
the 19th century, the world experienced a 
hyperbolic economic growth, i.e. that the 
growth rate was increasing every year, which 
lasted until the first oil crisis. A reacceleration 
of the growth rate has been observed after 
2000, most likely linked with the strong 
growth of the Chinese GDP. Indeed, the 
share of China to the world GDP has risen 
from 3.6 percent in 2000 to 17.8 percent in 
2019. The world primary energy consumption 
experienced a similar hyperbolic growth at 
the beginning of the 19th century. This period 
was characterized by a rapid industrialization 
of western countries whereby the share 
of agriculture in the economy decreased 
strongly32. 
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Looking at the energy-GDP correlation (fig. 3), 
the data is best described by three phases. 
First a linear relationship until the 1970s 
which means that the economic output was 
proportional to the primary energy use and 
that both the energy demand and the GDP 
were increasing at a similar rate. The creation 
of one unit of GDP required one unit of 
energy. After that and until around 2000, the 
data is best fitted with a power law of the type
PE~ GDP0.6, a model already proposed in the 

literature33. During that phase, the economy 
was growing faster than the energy demand. 
Since around 2000, the PE-GDP relationship 
has been linear again but with a smaller slope.  

A closer look at the evolution per capita 
shows interesting trends. After a phase of 
exponential growth, the energy per capita 
(fig. 4) entered a period of very low growth 
until around 2000 when it picked up again. 
Comparing the evolution of the energy 
demand per capita with that of the GDP per 
person (fig. 4) shows that after a phase where 
both quantities evolved at the same rate, the 
GDP per capita now increases much faster 
than the energy use per capita which is rather 
stable.  

Decomposing the GDP evolution using an 
identity, one can write: 

with POP the population and NRJ the primary 
energy demand. 

Since the energy use per capita is evolving 
quite slowly, the increase in the GDP per 
capita is mainly driven by a strong increase 
in the energy efficiency of the economy (the 
inverse of the energy intensity). To put some 
numbers on this, in the period 2010-2019 
(2020 is not representative because of the 
crisis caused by the Covid pandemic), the term 
NRJ/POP has increased by  hardly 3 percent, 
GDP/NRJ  by 20 percent giving an increase 
of the GDP/capita of about 25 percent. In 
addition, the global population has increased 
by 10 percent, and the total GDP by close to 
35 percent during that 10-year period (which 
followed the 2008 financial crisis).  

= ×
GDP
POP

GDP
NRJ

NRJ
POP

Figure 4: Evolution of the global primary 
energy demand per capita in the period 
1825-2019 (top). World average energy 
demand per capita versus GDP per capita 
for the same period (bottom). Data from BP 
Statistical Review8.
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United Kingdom

In terms of economy and energy transition, 
two types of countries can be defined, 
depending on when their industrialization 
started. Vaclav Smil34 classifies them as:   

•  The ‘early innovators’, Western Europe 
and North America, which completed 
their path towards a high average per 
capita energy use during the nineteenth 
century. The UK primary energy use per 
capita was only 8 percent higher in 2000 
than in 1900. 

•  The ‘late innovators’ whose dependence 
on non-fossil (traditional biomass) 
energies lasted until the end of the 20th 
century.

In the following, the trends for the evolution of 
the primary energy demand and GDP growth 
for different countries will be analysed.   

Britain was the first country to achieve the 
energy transition from biomass to coal, and a 
forerunner in the adoption of oil. It is therefore 
an interesting historical case offering long-
term data series. Figure 5 shows the evolution 
of both the primary energy demand and the 
GDP (2011 $ value) in the period 1850-2019. 
The evolution of the PE demand exhibits a 
complex pattern. During the 19th century, 
primary energy consumption has experienced 
an exponential growth. The coal production 
increased from 10 million tons in 1800 to 250 
million in 1900, reaching almost 290 million 
tons at its peak just before World War I36. 
Coal supplied about 98 percent of all thermal 
energy in Britain in 1900, a share which was 
still about 76 percent in 196034. 

The peak of British coal production in 1913 
can be clearly seen on fig. 5, as well as the 
two massive strikes of 1921 and 1926 in coal 
mines. During the period 1913-1926, despite 
the decrease in PE consumption, the country 
did not experience a recession of equivalent 
duration. When looking at the energy intensity 
of the UK economy   (fig. 6), the limit in coal 
supply coincided with a turning point. Until 
1913 the energy intensity was increasing, 

Figure 5: Evolution of the primary energy demand (left) and GDP (right) for the United Kingdom. Data from 
Center for Energy and Economics, Harvard University35.
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with more energy needed to generate one 
unit of GDP. This effect has been observed in 
most countries and is attributed to the strong 
increase in energy consumption associated 
with the industrialization and large-scale 
deployment of energy-intensive activities37. 
Once the sector service develops, the energy 
intensity goes down. 

The primary energy demand has decreased 
since 2000 by about 16 percent (as of 2019), 

while the GDP has increased by 12 percent. 
During that period the share of manufacturing 
in the UK GDP has declined from 15 to 12 
percent. At first sight one might wonder if 
this drop in energy demand is linked with de-
industrialisation, which implies an increase in 
the quantity of goods manufactured abroad 
and imported. Answering this question 
requires to account for the energy embodied 
in traded goods between countries. Several 
studies have attempted this. They are based 
on some simplifying assumptions as it is 
not possible to describe the content of all 
traded goods. In the case of the UK, in 2010, 
the net energy embodied in importations 
was estimated about 10 percent of the 
total primary energy use38. But even when 
accounting for this, the total energy demand 
was found to decrease by 3-5 percent over 
the period 2000-2010. This is in accordance 
with the Total Energy Footprint Analysis by 
Lan et al.39. 

Finally, Hardt et al. performed a detailed 
decomposition of the energy footprint of the 
UK and found that most, but not all, of the 
decrease in energy consumption was due to 
offshoring40 - confirming a slight reduction 
in the period 1997-2013. An indirect 
confirmation can be found in the carbon 
footprint analysis which accounts for territorial 
and imported greenhouse gases emissions. 

Fig. 6: Left: Evolution of the energy intensity of the UK economy. Right: Evolution of the energy demand 
versus the UK GDP. Data from Center for Energy and Economics, Harvard University35.
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Given that importations usually come from 
countries with a much higher carbon intensity 
of the energy, the observed decrease in the 
UK carbon footprint tends to correlate with 
the observed decreased total energy use. 

Looking at the correlation between primary 
energy use and GDP (fig. 6), one can see that 
the GDP increases while the energy demand 
slightly decreases or at least remains flat. 
While this is different from what is referred 
to as energy-GDP absolute decoupling,   
whereby the GDP increases at the same rate 
as the energy demand decreases41, it indicates 
that in the UK the energy demand per capita 
is hardly changing while the GDP continues 
to grow.  

In this report we do not discuss in detail why 
energy or material resource use have reached 
a maximum and are decreasing. In 2011, 
Chris Goodall, from a detailed analysis of the 
consumption of material goods in the UK, 
introduced the notion that the UK might have 
passed its ‘peak stuff’42.  

We will now look at different advanced 
economies to see whether this trend is specific 
to the UK or not.

Other developed countries 

Figure 7 shows the evolution of the GDP and 
PE demand for five western countries: the 
US, France, Italy, Spain and the Netherlands. 
Those countries are selected because they 
show representative features regarding their 
evolution.  

The effects of the two world wars, the Great 
Depression in the 1930s, and the oil shocks 
(1973 and 1979) on the evolution of energy 
demand are visible. Their impact on GDP 
is less clear: while in most cases the effects 

of the oil shocks are hard to distinguish, the 
effect of the 2008 financial crisis is however 
very apparent for countries like Spain and 
Italy where a strong departure from the 
overall trend is observed. For both countries, 
the 2019 GDP had hardly recovered its pre-
shock level.

If one looks at the energy demand, the 
variations caused by those different events  
are much higher in relative value than the 
effects on GDP. If we look at the case of 
France, the GDP fell by about 3 percent due 
to the subprime crisis but recovered to its 
pre-crisis level within three years. In parallel 
the primary energy demand fell by about 6 
percent and never recovered. Interestingly, 

Figure 7: Evolution of the primary energy 
demand (top) and of the GDP (bottom) for 
a range of advanced economies.

Pr
im

ar
y 

en
er

gy
 (E

J)

0.1

1

10

100

 
1850 1900 1950 2000

 

France
Netherlands
Italy
Spain
USA

G
D

P 
(2

01
1$

)

0.01

0.1

1

10

 

1850 1900 1950 2000

 

France
Netherlands
Italy
Spain
USA



RESEARCH NOTE
POWERING THE WORLD10

all countries saw decreasing trends in their 
primary energy demands. While some 
countries recovered economic growth, Italy 
and Spain still have not fully recovered their 
economic output. This illustrates that at 
national levels, the GDP-energy relationship 
can be quite different.  

It is striking that the evolution of the energy 
demand curves for those countries are quite 
similar, oscillations due to shocks aside, with 
a decrease of the energy demand since 
2007-2008. All five countries also show a 

transition around the two oil shocks from an 
exponential increase of their energy demand 
to a linear increase – each with a different 
slope. Looking at the evolution of the energy 
per capita as a function of the GDP per capita 
(fig. 8, bottom), the obtained curves (as was 
the case for the UK) have the appearance of 
S-curves, which are used to describe a wide 
range of phenomena in nature43.  

Wang et al.44 have proposed a 4-phase 
description of the S-shaped GDP-PE curves 
(fig. 8, top). The first phase (I), before the 
take-off point, corresponds to economies 
with low energy intensities usually dominated 
by agriculture. It is then followed by a 
phase (II) of rapid growth in both energy 
consumption and GDP, corresponding to the 
transition from an agriculture-based to an 
industrial economy. It is usually accompanied 
with strong increases in the per capita 
consumption of steel and cement45 which are 
fundamental materials for the development 
of large scale infrastructures46. This continues 
until the turning point when the energy 
consumption rate per capita for a given GDP 
per capita starts to decrease. This transition 
happens at a different level of energy 
consumption depending on the country, 
although Wang’s study shows that it typically 
happens for a GDP of $10-20,000 per capita. 

Figure 8: Top: S-curve model proposed by 
Wang et al.43 to describe the relationship 
between energy demand and economic 
development. Bottom: Evolution of the 
energy demand per capita as a function of 
the GDP per capita for a range of advanced 
economies. The fits are made according 
to the model by Wang et al.44. Data from 
Center for Energy and Economics, Harvard 
University35 and BP Statistical Review8.
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This third phase marks an improvement in 
the energy efficiency and energy intensity 
of the economies. The zero-point marks the 
transition to phase (IV) after which the energy 
consumption starts to decrease as economies 
move to a post-industrial phase. 

As shown in fig. 8 bottom, many developed 
countries have entered the phase IV in the 
2000s, and so far their energy demand has 
not picked up again. A more recent analysis47 
for the period 1971-2014 finds similar 
conclusions as Wang et al. As for the case of 
the UK, one could wonder whether this is due 
to the offshoring of manufacturing and if the 
effect of the embodied energy in imported 
goods is properly accounted for. 

Detailed studies of the energy embodied in 
trade exist in the literature although there is no 
agreed single method on how to estimate it. 
Regrettably, those data are also often neither 
standardized, nor published on an annual 
basis. For France, a detailed study for the 
year 200448 shows that the energy embodied 
in imports is about 40 percent of the national 
energy demand, while exports count for 
about 24 percent, so that the energy footprint 
is about 18 percent higher than the energy 
demand - quite similar to the case of the UK. 
Kulionis has developed an analysis of energy 
embodied in trade with a description similar 
to that used for carbon footprint analysis, 
distinguishing production and consumption-
based energy demand49. For the period 
1995-2011, he finds that most developed 
countries have seen an energy demand (both 
for production and consumption) increase at 
a much slower rate than GDP. Four countries 
(France, US, UK, Denmark) had a decreasing 
energy demand while their GDP increased - 
a case of relative decoupling, also both for 
production and consumption. Interestingly, 
for most countries, the share of imported 
goods in the energy demand has increased 
since 2000. For the countries exhibiting a 
decrease of their energy demand, it can be 

explained by efficiency improvements both 
in the domestic manufacturing and service 
industries, but also by rapid improvements in 
the energy intensity in exporting countries49.   

Fig. 9 shows the evolution of the energy use 
(consumption and production) for a group of 
countries/regions. One can see that the energy 
use is stable in the US and even declining 
in the EU over the period 2000-201450. 
Developed countries have production-based 
uses lower than their consumption-based use. 
The contrary applies to emerging countries 
such as the BRICs. Looking in more details 
at individual countries50, the stabilisation 
or decrease of the total energy demand 
is a common pattern across developed 
countries - although as mentioned above, 

Figure 9: Production-based and 
consumption-based energy use for 
selected countries/regions for the 
2000-2014 period. Dotted lines 
show the consumption-based while 
the full lines show the production-
based values. Reprinted from 
Kulionis50.
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they experienced various levels of economic 
output.  

An independent evaluation of the hidden 
energy flows embedded in trade based on 44 
countries found that the ten most developed 
countries used in average 18.5 percent more 
energy than measured through the domestic 
primary energy demand51. As observed by 
Lan et al.39, the relative importance of imports 

in the energy demand increases with the 
level of GDP per capita. A detailed analysis 
of the energy embodied in the trade of China 
has been conducted by Zhang et al.52. The 
analysis was made both by industry and by 
trade partner. While the monetary value of 
Chinese exports was multiplied by more than 
two between 2006 and 2014, the embodied 
energy remained almost constant. This 
translates into a significant improvement of 
the energy intensity of goods imported from 
China, by about 2.3 over fourteen years. 
Similarly, looking at the US, Japan, and the EU, 
the embodied traded energy also remained 
constant for these countries. Since China is 
a major trade partner for most developed 
economies, this is an indirect confirmation 
of the results from Kulionis50. It is interesting 
to note that the traded embodied energy 
rose strongly over the period 1991-2006 and 
stabilized afterwards, in line with the energy 
demand of developed countries52,53.  

As for the case of the UK, the plateauing 
energy demand for developed economies 
is confirmed when looking at the energy 
footprint and traded goods. While the 2006-
2008 crisis has accelerated the trend, most 
countries were already on a stabilizing path 
before it. In addition, it is a clear confirmation 
that the GDP-energy relationship breaks 
down for developed economies. Such 
trends can be studied only if the energy 
embodied in trade is considered, as this 
represents a significant channel for energy 
use, especially in developed countries. As 
a result, the interesting feature is that most 
countries follow a S-curve for the GDP per 
capita versus energy per capita relationship. 
The ultimate energy per capita level depends 
on the country: the US and Canada have 
much higher demand levels than European 
countries of Japan. This can probably be 
explained by the geography of the countries 
(more widespread for North America with 
relatively low population density), the level 
of infrastructure, standards of living, cultural 

Figure 10: Top: Evolution of the energy-
GDP relationship for a range of emerging 
countries. Bottom: Evolution of the energy 
intensity of their economies.
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Figure 11: Top: Evolution of the energy 
demand per capita normalized by its 
historical maximum for the developed 
economies, and by the average energy 
per capita of the EU (140GJ/yr/cap.) for 
emerging economies, as a function of 
the GDP per capita. Bottom: Energy per 
capita as a function of GDP per capita for 
all countries in the world during the period 
1990-2015. Each dot represents the data 
for one country and for one given year. 
Source: OurWorldinData54.
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The case of emerging countries

Fig. 10 shows the per capita GDP-energy 
curves for China, India, Brazil, Indonesia, 
and Mexico. Those countries too show 
an evolution which resembles the S-curve 
described above. Their GDP per capita is still 
much lower than that of advanced economies 
and since economic development does not 
proceed through a smooth and continuous 
evolution, one cannot conclude about the 
stage those economies are in and whether 
they have already passed the turning point 
between stage II and III. In addition, as is 
evident from fig. 8 (bottom), the actual path 
through the S-curve is not smooth and their 
economies could go through a succession 
of individual S-curves which overall give that 

observed pattern. Looking at the energy 
intensity of their economy, one sees that 
most countries have only recently (between 
1990 and 2000) transitioned to a phase of 
continued decrease and much more progress 
is still possible. The evolution of the energy 
intensity in China is somehow more difficult to 
interpret as it seems to go through phases of 
improvement and decrease. 

To further study the possible similarities in 
the energy-economy development paths of 
different countries, one can look at relative 

The energy use in 
developing countries will 
strongly increase with the 
building up of 
infrastructure since there is 
a strong relationship 
between the material 
footprint (and hence 
energy) and economic 
development.

aspects, and the fact that both the US and 
Canada are oil producers. However, for the 
current analysis, the important point is the 
S-shape evolution and the fact that developed 
economies seem to reach an asymptote in 
terms of energy demand. 
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Key Highlights

Most developed countries reach a 
point where their energy demand 
either plateaus or even decreases. 

As the energy demand of most 
countries seems to follow a S-curve 
with an asymptote, applying a 
logistic function to the historical 
global energy data allows us to 
estimate what the energy demand 
might be if all countries were 
proceeding along the same path.

Our analysis indicates a possible 
asymptote for the world energy 
demand, which implies that the 
energy demand of humanity might 
not grow indefinitely. 

This provides a much more realistic 
framework than the assumption of 
a continuous exponential increase, 
and gives a good scheme to size the 
energy system that would ensure a 
good development for humanity. If 
correct, it also implies that energy 
might not be a limit for economic 
growth in the near future. 

variations of the energy per capita. For the 
advanced economies, since their energy 
per capita has either plateaued or entered a 
degrowth phase, one can normalize the data 
shown in fig. 8 (bottom) by their historical 
maximum. Plotting this normalized energy 
per capita as a function of GDP per capita 
gives the curves shown in fig. 11. Since these 
emerging countries  have not yet reached  
their peak  energy  demand, the same 
normalization cannot be applied directly. 
Extrapolating from fig. 10 would not give a 
clear picture since development does not 
proceed through a smooth curve as illustrated 
by fig. 8 (bottom). Instead, one can assume a 
target energy consumption, such as the EU 
average of 140 GJ/cap/yr, which is similar 
to that of Japan but below the high values 
in North America. When normalizing by this 
value, one obtains the curves shown in fig. 12.  

The five emerging countries considered here, 
which are at quite different levels of GDP 
per capita, show trends which fit well with 
that of advanced economy. This is consistent 
with the observations made when looking at 
the annual statistics of energy and GDP per 
capita for all countries in the world, during 
the period 1990-2015 (fig. 11, bottom). One 
can see that there is a strong increase of the 
energy demand for GDP up to $30,000/capita 
and a tendency for saturation above that 
value54. One unresolved question is whether 
this turning point will be lower in the future 
(i.e. for emerging and developing countries), 
thanks to spreading of cheaper, more 
efficient technologies for energy intensive 
activities such as transportation, housing and 
manufacturing. 

The important point is to observe that most 
countries appear to follow a relatively similar 
pattern in terms of their energy-economy 
evolution, which appears to be well-described 
by a classical S-curve. Developing countries, 
many of which are in Africa, are further behind 
in terms of energy and GDP per capita.  



Figure 12: Logistic fit 
of the global energy 
demand over the 
period 1800-2019 and 
extrapolation up to 
2080, with a 10 percent 
confidence interval.
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As mentioned above, the average energy use 
in Africa is 14 GJ/cap/yr, while the average 
GDP for sub-Saharan Africa is hardly $1,500 
per person. It is therefore difficult to make 
any projection regarding the much-needed 
evolution these economies will follow. The 
concept of leapfrogging is often referred as 
a way for developing countries to develop 
without having to go through the same stages 
discussed above. This is made possible by 
the availability of technologies (in the area of 
energy for example) that were not available 
to advanced economies at a similar stage55. 
A typical example is the phone network 
which can now be directly mobile and does 
not require the development of the landline 
infrastructure56. 

It is clear, however, that the energy use in 
developing countries will strongly increase 
with the building up of infrastructure. There 
is a strong relationship between the material 
footprint (and hence energy) and economic 
development57,58. The increasing population 

also implies an increasing energy use, 
although the fertility rate usually decreases 
strongly with the level of development59. 

As the energy demand of 
most countries seems to 
follow a S-curve with an 
asymptote, applying a 
logistic function to the 
historical global energy 
data allows us to estimate 
what the energy demand 
might be if all countries 
were proceeding along the 
same path.
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extensively discusses in his book Growth, 
while many growth phenomena are described 
by logistic functions, projections are very 
difficult unless the inflexion point has been 
well passed.  This only gives an illustration 
of a possible trend. If one assumes a world 
average of 140 GJ/cap/yr and a population of 
8-10 billion people, the total energy demand 
would be 1120-1400 EJ. 

Fig. 13 shows an overview of different 
energy scenarios found in the literature, with 
the median values determined here. Most 
scenarios foresee a moderate increase in the 
energy demand with most values for 2050 
falling in the range 600-800 EJ. The logistic 
extrapolation gives 770 EJ for 2050, falling 
in the same ballpark. In most scenarios the 
increase in the energy demand is mainly borne 
out by emerging and developing countries. 
The SSP scenarios used by the IPCC give a 
range between 500 and 1600 EJ for 210029,30. 
They are based on very different assumptions 
regarding economic growth since the 2100 
GDP varies by a factor three between the 
most conservative and the most optimistic 

Figure 13: Evolution 
of the primary energy 
demand (in EJ) foreseen 
by a range of published 
energy scenarios, namely 
the SSP scenarios used 
by IPCC and the IEA Net-
Zero by 2050 scenario.

How would the world energy demand look like 
if it was to follow a S-curve? Fig. 13 shows a 
logistic fit of the total primary energy demand 
up to 2080. The fit is performed through the 
period 1850-2019, the trend is then continued. 
Two different functions are used to illustrate 
the sensitivity to the assumed function*. It is 
interesting to note that the fit finds 2007 as 
the middle point of the S-curve. With a 10 
percent confidence interval, the fit gives an 
energy demand converging towards 780-950 
EJ in 2080. This is 35-65 percent higher than 
the 2019 energy demand and corresponds 
to 78-95 GJ/cap/yr for a world population 
of 10 billion people and 97-120 GJ/cap/yr 
for a population of 8 billion people. With a 
global average of 71GJ/cap/yr for 2020 this 
is in every case a significant increase of the 
average energy consumption.  

This is obviously not a prediction and different 
models could be used to fit the data. As Smil 

A possible scenario for 
the evolution of the world 
energy demand

* Function 1 has the form:                          and function 

2 has the form :    

A2  = 
A1 - A2

1 +  ( )pt 
t0

A2  = 
A1 - A2

1 +  e
t - t0

dx



scenario. Recently, the International Energy 
Agency published its ‘Net Zero by 2050’ 
scenario60. 

It foresees that the total energy supply in 
2050 (550 EJ) will be 7 percent lower than 
in 2020 despite significant increase in the 
global population and economic growth. This 
assumes strong improvements in the energy 
intensity of the GDP (twice higher than during 
the 2010-2020 period), gains in efficiency 
and behavioral changes. Since developing 
countries will see a strong increase in their 
energy demand, this implies a significant 
decrease in the energy demand in developed 
countries. 

And indeed, a recent report from the JRC 
reviewing a range of scenarios compatible 
with the EU ambitions to reach carbon 
neutrality by 2050 found that the energy 
demand has to decrease in all scenarios by 
20-45 percent. Note that since it is associated 
with continuous economic growth, it implies 
a much stronger decoupling than what has 
been historically observed.  As pointed out 
by a recent study61, most decarbonization 
scenarios do not specify clearly how they 
intend to reach absolute decoupling and/or 
how they will strongly accelerate historical 
trends. One powerful lever is the increase 

of the primary to final energy conversion, 
through electrification of transportation 
and heating for example62,63. While there is 
significant room for improvement there are 
also practical limits on what is possible27. 

In addition, rebound effects tend to limit 
the gains expected from energy efficiency 
improvements. The term ‘rebound effect’ 
refers to a variety of behavioral and economic 
responses to improved energy efficiency, 
whose net result is to reduce energy savings 
relative to a counterfactual scenario in which 
those responses do not occur64. A recent 
literature review64 noted that this effect 
decreased the expected gains by 71 percent 
in average. While the precise rebound effect 
estimated varies with the method and the 
context, the evidence suggests that economy-
wide rebound effects could erode more than 
half of the expected energy gains. 

As mentioned above, primary energy 
demand is strongly linked with the HDI. 
An HDI above 0.8 is defined by the United 
Nations Development Programme’s as a high 
human development65. A statistical analysis 
of 40 countries indicates that this threshold is 
reached for a primary energy demand of 124 
GJ/cap/yr and for a primary energy footprint 
of 140 GJ/cap/yr66, slightly above the values 
derived above. Those thresholds bear large 
uncertainties since there is large scatter in 
the data, with some countries having an HDI 
higher than 0.8 for an energy demand of 
80 GJ/capita/year, the lowest value derived 
from the logistic fit. Also, many countries 
see a relative (in some cases even absolute) 
decoupling between HDI and energy 
footprint67. This is the case for countries such 
as France, Hungary, Japan, the UK, Italy and 
Spain, and that decoupling started between 
2003 and 2006, hence before the financial 
crisis.  

Applying a S-curve to the 
historical global energy 
data allows us to 
extrapolate that the energy 
demand might be around 
780-950 EJ in 2080, 
consistently with most 
existing scenarios.



The correlation between energy demand and 
economic output is driving many discussions 
about future energy demand and the 
possibility for continuous economic growth. 
As such, a continuous economic growth 
would imply an ever-increasing energy 
demand, demand which would eventually 
be constrained by our ability to tap into 
energy sources available on Earth - with the 
incoming solar energy as the ultimate limit.  

In this study, we have shown that most 
developed countries do not actually follow 
an ever-increasing energy demand; along 
the path they reach a point where the energy 
demand either plateaus or even decreases. 
This analysis considers the energy embodied 
in international trade, which is a significant 
part of the energy footprint of developed 
countries - only with such an indicator can 
policymakers really judge the relevance 
of their energy policy. The decrease in the 
national energy footprint in most developed 
countries is caused by a variety of factors 
including improvements in energy efficiency 
both domestically but also in the countries 
from which imports come. 

At the same time, many developed countries 
have experienced economic growth while 
their energy demand was constant or 
decreasing.  

DISCUSSION 
& CONCLUSION



DISCUSSION 
& CONCLUSION

Since the energy demand of most countries 
seems to follow a S-curve which tends to an 
asymptote, it seems reasonable to assume 
that the global energy demand might follow 
a similar pattern. This indicates a possible 
asymptote, which implies that it will not 
grow indefinitely. This provides a much more 
realistic framework than the assumption of a 

continuous exponential increase and gives a 
good framework to size the energy system 
that would ensure a good development for 
humanity. If correct, it also implies that energy 
might not be a limit for economic growth in 
the near future.  
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