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In all major economies the energy sector plays an important role. The corresponding energy system 
may be regarded as the backbone of economic and societal development. Hence, great importance is 
attached to the political steering of processes imposing changes on the energy sector and particularly 
on the energy system. In many countries energy ministries, e.g. Department of Energy in the US 
(DoE) and Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und Energie in Germany (BMWi), have been installed 
and are directly responsible for the direction of the energy policy of the country. In the European 
Commission, the Directorate General Energy is in charge for the EU policy at EU level. 

According to the overall understanding that global energy trends are not sustainable, the assessment 
of energy systems is high on the agenda of scientists because the question has to be answered what a 
sustainable energy system is.  

Indicators have been specified in order to characterize energy systems or even more to provide the 
option to compare alternative systems in more detail. The background of these indicator sets 
originates from the debate of societal guiding principles e.g. sustainable development. According to 
present understanding, a modern energy system must provide affordable, clean and secure energy. 
These themes give a better idea on what is expected from an energy system, but one has to further 
break down the themes leading to indicators explaining the meaning more precisely. In the end such 
an indicator set represents the result of a normative process. The IEA has published a report 
describing their understanding of a suitable indicator set in detail. While it is already challenging to 
agree on a specific indicator set as a prerequisite for an assessment study it is at least as challenging 
to establish an appropriate consistent data base for the indicators. This task is not yet completed. 

An assessment is multi-dimensional, i.e. it reflects the economic, environmental and societal 
dimensions of sustainable development. The assessment uses multiple criteria to interpret each 
individual dimension in detail. This hierarchical concept links the energy system to other broader 
concepts on the top level and to technological development at the bottom level.   

The assessment of energy systems is part of a public debate. Hence, the results must be 
communicable to a broader public contributing so to transparency of decision making and public 
participation. 
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