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A central question for policymakers is whether communication can serve as an 

effective demand-side instrument. This paper studies France’s 2022–23 energy 

crisis, when reduced nuclear availability and surging prices led the government to 

launch one of Europe’s largest conservation campaigns. Drawing on more than 

12,000 official communications, narrative-specific attention indices from Google 

searches, and tariff-disaggregated electricity data, the analysis traces the channel 

from communication to attention to demand. Crisis-framed messages captured 

attention and reduced consumption, while generic conservation appeals had little 

effect. Communication thus enhances demand flexibility under scarcity but cannot 

substitute for prices or operational measures. 
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Executive summary 

 

 

A central challenge for energy policy is how to mobilise households to reduce demand when 

systems face stress. During the European energy crisis of 2022–23, France experienced 

historically low nuclear availability and surging wholesale prices, raising the risk of shortages. In 

response, the government launched one of the largest conservation campaigns in Europe, 

alongside price shields and operator-led load control. This paper evaluates under what conditions 

large-scale public communication can influence household electricity use. 

The analysis combines more than 12,000 official government communications, classified into crisis-

framed and conservation-framed narratives, with daily data on Google search activity measuring 

public attention and household electricity consumption disaggregated by tariff type. Using a 

sequential econometric design, the study traces the channel from government communication to 

shifts in attention and finally to changes in demand. 

The empirical results highlight two sets of findings. First, the analysis of attention dynamics shows 

that public interest in conservation messaging arises only when such messaging is embedded 

within a broader crisis narrative. In contrast, attention to crisis-related communication responds 

directly to salient system reliability concerns and peaks during periods of high media coverage 

about potential shortages. This indicates that the salience of conservation behaviours is conditional 

on being framed within a scarcity context, whereas crisis narratives can capture attention 

independently. Second, the consumption analysis reveals that crisis-related attention explained up 

to 7% of the reduction in electricity, even during load control. Conservation-related attention 

generates a measurable but delayed reduction in consumption outside control periods, emerging 

one to two days after the attention shock. However, price and temperature increases exert the 

largest and most persistent effect on household electricity use, particularly among households on 

peak/off-peak tariffs.  

These findings carry three policy lessons. First, framing matters: communication is most powerful 

when scarcity is salient. Generic appeals to save energy in normal times are unlikely to change 

behaviour, but crisis narratives can mobilise public attention rapidly. Second, household 

heterogeneity matters: responses were concentrated among tariff groups with greater consumption 

and structural flexibility. Tailoring communication toward these groups enhances effectiveness. 

Third, policy instruments interact: voluntary demand reductions were partly constrained by 

operator-led load control, such as midday curtailment of hot-water heating. These interventions 

ensured stability but mechanically reduced households’ discretionary scope to respond to 

conservation appeals, highlighting a trade-off between centralised control and voluntary 

engagement. 

More broadly, the study highlights that credible, well-timed communication can be a low-cost policy 

lever to engage households during crises. Similar strategies may be relevant beyond energy, such 

as in water management, public health, or fiscal compliance, where mobilising behaviour quickly 

under scarcity is essential. 
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