
Investigating the Energy Efficiency Conversation in the  
Australian Volume Home Building Sector  

 
 

Erika Bartak1, Georgia Warren-Myers1, Christopher Heywood1 
 
1 Thrive Research Hub, Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning, University of 
Melbourne, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia.  
 

Introduction 
 
High performance energy efficient housing can positively contribute through reduced energy 
demands and associated greenhouse gas emissions to the global environmental challenge of 
climate change.  In addition, such homes can provide social and financial household benefits 
such as improved comfort, health and wellbeing, and reduced cost of living (ASBEC 2016, 
2018).  Although these potential benefits are well established, the adoption of increased 
energy efficiency in new Australian housing is not widespread.  To address this gap between 
discourse and practice, this study focuses on the dominant providers of new housing in 
Australia, the influential volume home building sector.  These organisations occupy an 
influential position in the system of new housing supply, informing and directing the choices 
of infrequent and inexperienced homebuyers, while offering significant contracts to a large 
construction supply chain (Warren-Myers & Heywood 2018).  Communication of energy 
efficiency within the home building sector has been identified as one of the key institutional 
barriers to greater uptake of energy efficient homes (Heffernan et al 2015; Osmani & O’Reilly 
2009).  The focus of this study is the manner in which major volume home builders 
communicate energy efficiency to their potential homebuyers through organisational 
websites. 
 

Research Approach 
 
A content analysis of selected organisational websites was used to establish an evidence base 
of the current energy efficiency ‘conversation’ between volume home builders and their 
potential homebuyers. The objective was firstly to assess what information or content was 
being provided to homebuyers, and secondly to identify opportunities for a more productive 
conversation, and the mainstreaming of higher energy efficiency performance in new housing. 
This paper reports on the first stage to examine the type and style of content provided by 
home builders.  The sample for the analysis comprised websites of the top 20 detached 
volume home builders operating in Victoria, as selected from the HIA’s annual list of the 
largest 100 residential builders (HIA 2018).  Websites were combed and then content 
analysed using a framework between November 2018 and January 2019.   
 
The research investigated three key question: 

• Is any general information regarding energy efficiency provided? If so, how prominent 
and detailed is this information?   

• Are any specific housing products or upgrade options related to energy efficiency on 
offer?  If so, what do these entail? 

• Is there any mention of minimum regulatory performance requirements – such as a 6 
Star house energy rating (NatHERS)?  If so, where and how is this described? 

 
 



 
 

Results/Findings 
 
Overall, the study found that the communication of energy efficiency on the selected volume 
home builder websites is often lacking in prominence, clarity and detail.  The vast majority of 
the examined websites did not mention energy efficiency on their home pages, and there were 
very few specific housing product ranges or upgrade options available related to energy 
efficiency.  Energy efficiency information was typically general in nature, and often located 
in less prominent locations such as in blog posts and web articles.  Only three out of the 20 
examined websites had a specific page dedicated to sustainability and/or energy efficiency, 
and only one organisation had a specific high-performance energy efficient house currently 
available for purchase.   
 
The house energy rating was a commonly mentioned indicator of energy efficiency 
performance in the content analysed.  Yet, it was often not clear a 6 Star house energy rating 
was the minimum regulatory requirement in Victoria.  In some cases, this requirement was 
vaguely implied by a brief mention in the ‘standard inclusions’ document, for example: 
“Insulation as required to comply with 6 Star energy assessment” (VB3).  In other cases, the 
reference to 6 Star performance could easily be misinterpreted by inexpert homebuyers as 
something other than the legal minimum: “In fact, all our home designs have been awarded 
six-star energy ratings in Victoria … which is testament to the quality and standard of our 
homes” (VB9).  As a specific performance benchmark and minimum regulatory standard, the 
house energy rating was generally poorly described on the examined websites, and there was 
little explanation of the rating, energy efficient features or potential for improvements.   
 

Discussion and Implications 
 
The results of this study suggest that energy efficiency is not a priority for the selected 
volume home builders – or at least, is not considered a priority for their anticipated website 
visitors, new homebuyers.  Prominent and detailed information regarding energy efficiency is 
the exception rather than the norm.  Given the lack of specific housing products and upgrade 
options available, the onus is placed on the homebuyer to be informed and request their own 
modifications for higher energy efficiency performance.  This is problematic, as homebuyers 
are typically the inexpert stakeholders who will turn to industry experts such as home 
building organisations for advice and guidance in their housing choices (Warren-Myers & 
Heywood 2018).   
 
The lack of detail and clarity regarding house energy ratings is of major concern.  If 
homebuyers are unaware of the regulatory requirement for – and the practical implications of 
– a 6 Star house energy rating, then their capacity for making an informed choice regarding 
the energy efficiency of their new home is constrained.  Further, they will not be seeking 
additional energy efficiency improvements if they are led to believe they have a high 
performing house. This study has revealed that there is an urgent need to consider the 
acceptable level of disclosure of minimum energy efficiency performance standards to new 
homebuyers, and considerable opportunity for improvement in the communication and 
offerings of energy efficiency in new homes.   
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