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Policy  
Pathways  
towards  
1.5-Degree  
Lifestyles
This policy brief is part of a publication series that explores Policy Pathways 
towards 1.5-Degree Lifestyles – lifestyles which are compatible with staying 
within 1.5 °C global warming. This series presents insights from academic re-
search and discussion in Policy Labs with members of the European Commis-
sion, with this particular policy brief building on a Policy Lab in September 
2021 co-organised by the ZOE Institute and DG GROW. In this series, five pub-
lications outline the potential and options for reducing consumption-related 
greenhouse gas emissions:

 · Reducing Emissions through Equitable 1.5 Degree Lifestyles:  
An Essential Plank in Bridging the Emissions Gap

 · Equitable 1.5 Degree Lifestyles: How socially fair policies can  
support the implementation of the Green Deal

 · Housing in a Climate-Neutral Europe: Reshaping Housing Policy  
for Equitable 1.5-Degree Lifestyles

 · Mobility in a Climate-Neutral Europe (forthcoming)

 · Food in a Climate-Neutral Europe (forthcoming)

For more information about the project, visit Policy Pathways towards 
1.5-Degree Lifestyles. 

https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/reducing-emissions-through-equitable-1-5-degree-lifestyles/
https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/reducing-emissions-through-equitable-1-5-degree-lifestyles/
https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/equitable-1-5-degree-lifestyles/
https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/equitable-1-5-degree-lifestyles/
https://zoe-institut.de/en/project/policy-pathways-towards-1-5-degree-lifestyles/
https://zoe-institut.de/en/project/policy-pathways-towards-1-5-degree-lifestyles/
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Executive Summary
This policy brief outlines why and how European Union 
policies on housing and the built environment can be 
better designed to enable equitable “1.5-Degree Life-
styles” in line with the Paris Agreement’s 1.5 °C global 
warming target. To counter the escalating challenge of cli-
mate change, the European Union has set ambitious cli-
mate goals for 2030 and 2050 and begun the journey to-
ward the “green transition” to a climate-neutral Europe. 
However, a gap remains between the policies in place and 
the scale of change needed to meet the EU’s 2030 and 
2050 climate targets1. 

Household consumption is linked to two-thirds of green-
house gas (GHG) emissions globally2. This indicates that 
climate action is not only about technology but also about 
the way we live and consume, and that incorporating de-
mand-side policies has significant potential for acceler-
ating the pace and scale of emissions reductions2. Hous-
ing is one of three “hotspot” areas of carbon-intensive 
consumption both globally and within the EU3,4. While en-
ergy efficiency and the diffusion of renewables are essen-
tial components of decarbonisation in the housing sec-
tor, demand-side measures are an important and under-
explored complementary strategy to bolster emissions re-
ductions by directly reducing demand, particularly for res-
idential energy5. To ensure that basic needs such as ad-
equate housing are protected and to target the most car-
bon-intensive consumption, equity considerations be-
long at the centre of policy design. 

Based on academic research and discussion with policy-
makers, this policy brief maps out existing and suggested 
policies for the housing sector according to their contri-
butions to advancing equity and “1.5-Degree Lifestyles”. 
Following this analysis, three types of policies are rec-
ommended for policymakers: policies which provide fi-
nancial support for shared or communal housing, pol-
icies which advance neighbourhood approaches to ur-
ban zoning, and policies which create adaptable build-
ing use regulations. Through pioneering initiatives such 
as the New European Bauhaus, the European Union is al-
ready taking steps to sustainably reimagine and redesign 
the built environment with an eye toward inclusivity, crea-
tivity, and wellbeing6. By building on this progress through 
the recommendations and approach set out in this policy 
brief, policymakers can ensure that housing policy is facil-
itating the development of “1.5 Degree Lifestyles” which 
are accessible to all and key to the goal and vision of a cli-
mate-neutral Europe.
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With the launch of the European Green Deal (EGD) and 
the subsequent “Fit for 55” package, the European Un-
ion (EU) has set itself the goal of becoming the first cli-
mate-neutral continent by 2050 and the intermediate 
goal of 55 % emissions reductions by 20307. Enshrined 
into EU law, these goals were made legally binding, and 
Member States now must ensure that ambitious actions 
are taken. Climate targets were also considered in the EU’s 
Recovery and Resilience Facility, with a conditionality set 
at a minimum of 37 % of expenditures going toward cli-
mate investments and reforms in order to steer post-COV-
ID investment in ecological and social directions8. These 
developments demonstrate that the EU has recognised the 
severity and urgency of ecological challenges and is chart-
ing a path toward reshaping our economies and lifestyles 
from fossil-based to regenerative. 

A  cornerstone of the EU’s decarbonisation strategy is the 
“Renovation Wave for Europe”, a part of the EGD, the EU’s 
energy strategy, and the Recovery and Resilience Facility. 
Indeed, energy use in buildings accounts for more than 
a third of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in the EU, and 
the greatest climate impacts stem from residential hous-
ing9,10. The Renovation Wave utilises the deep renovation 
of buildings with the goal of increasing energy efficiency as 
the main tool for achieving emissions reductions and acts 

ferent income groups are differentially affected not only by 
climate change but also by climate policies, equity con-
siderations deserve specific attention. This policy brief 
examines policy tools and approaches for reducing GHG 
emissions which are left unexplored by current EU housing 
policy, highlighting the potential of policy instruments fo-
cused on enabling equitable 1.5-Degree Lifestyles, mean-
ing “clusters of habits and patterns of behaviour embed-
ded in a society and facilitated by institutions, norms, and 
infrastructures that frame individual choice, in order to 
minimize the use of natural resources and the generation 
of wastes” in accordance with the 1.5 °C target set in the 
Paris Agreement13.

Introduction

I  For a detailed analysis of the role of demand-side solutions, see 
the ZOE Institute’s previous paper, 1.5 Degree Policy Mix.

The Renovation Wave sets the following concrete objectives:

· at least double the annual energy renovation rate of residential and non-residential 
buildings by 2030, resulting in the renovation of at least 35 million buildings,

· reduce buildings’ GHG emissions by 60 % by 2030 compared to 2015 levels,

· reduce buildings’ final energy consumption by 14 % by 2030 compared to 2015 levels

· reduce energy consumption from heating and cooling by 18 % by 2030 compared to 
2015 levels, and

· create an additional 160,000 jobs in the construction sector.

In addition, the Renovation Wave aims to enhance digital-friendly renovation, promote 
renewable energy in buildings and address energy poverty by tackling worst-performing 
buildings first. The revision and creation of many other policies in the housing sphere fall 
under the umbrella of the Renovation Wave. The most notable include:

· the revision of the Energy Performance of Buildings Directive (EPBD),

· the revision of the Energy Efficiency Directive (EED),

· the revision of the Emissions Trading System (ETS),

· the revision of the Renewable Energy Directive (RED),

· the New European Bauhaus,

· the Affordable Housing Initiative, and

· the European Flagships Renovate and Power Up.

Box 1: The Renovation Wave14

as a strategic framework across policy areas (for concrete 
objectives and other key policies, see Box 1). More recent-
ly, the EU’s “Fit for 55” package suggests amendments to 
the Energy Efficiency Directive – another key policy in the 
housing context – which almost double the annual end use 
energy savings obligations for Member States11. Addition-
ally, the “Fit for 55” package suggests expanding the EU 
Emissions Trading System (ETS) to the building sector in 
order to boost innovation as well as stimulate behavioural 
change in the housing sector11. Until the ETS for the build-
ing sector enters into operation in 2026, housing policy 
would still be impacted by the Effort Sharing Regulation 
(ESR) that sets out annual binding greenhouse gas emis-
sion targets for sectors not included in the current ETS12. 

While the sum of these efforts is a policy package to miti-
gate climate change which stands among the most ambi-
tious worldwide, achieving the 2030 and 2050 goals will 
require even more action1. While the discussion has pro-
gressed on how to shift to more sustainable construction 
methods and heating technologies, there is untapped 
emissions reduction potential in demand-side solutions 
that decrease the need for energy useI. Many EU citizens 
and local authorities are already starting to change their 
lifestyles and redesign the built environment accordingly, 
and the policy toolbox should include demand-side poli-
cies which enable and promote these changes and thereby 
bring the EU nearer to achieving the 1.5 °C target. As dif-

https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/3776/
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The recent IPCC report, Climate Change 2021: The Phys-
ical Science Basis, warns that the world is racing toward 
the 1.5 °C climate target, with “the central estimate of 
crossing 1.5 °C of global warming … occur[ing] in the ear-
ly 2030s”15. In their current state, the sum of all poli-
cy pledges falls short of meeting the 1.5° C target, with 
the most recent projections by the United Nations En-
vironment Programme (UNEP) showing 2.7 °C in 2100 
even if all Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) 
are achieved16. The GHG emissions reductions needed in 
developed countries are particularly significant, at an av-
erage of more than 95 % reductions by 2050 from a base 
year of 199017. While the EU has set ambitious targets in 
line with closing this global “emissions gap”, the existing 
policy measures are not on track to achieve 2030 or 2050 
targets1. With the measures currently in place, the Euro-
pean Environment Agency (EEA) projects only 41 % emis-
sions reductions by 2030, falling far short of the 55 % tar-
get, meaning that the EU and its Member States must sig-
nificantly increase the overall rate of decarbonisation1.
 
In the building sector, to meet the EU’s 2050 goal of cli-
mate neutrality, energy use in buildings would have to de-
cline by at least 50 %18. Effectively reducing emissions in 
the building sector can, however, be particularly challeng-
ing. For example, on a global scale, despite a steep growth 
in the number of actions to reduce energy and limit emis-
sions in the building sector, the rate of emission reductions 
between 2016 and 2019 slowed down rather than sped 
up19. This trend is reflected within the EU, where energy 
consumption in the housing sector continues to rise20.

Housing is one of the three “hotspot” sectors for car-
bon-intensive consumption, alongside mobility and food. 
These sectors are the three main areas of climate impact 
for the average EU citizen’s consumption, and account 
globally for up to 75 % of lifestyle-related GHG emis-
sions3,4. The average per capita carbon footprint in the EU 
in 2020 was calculated at 8.6 t CO₂e2. However, the 1.5 °C 
target can only be met if per capita carbon footprints de-
crease to a global average of 2.5 t CO₂e by 2030, 1.4 by 
2040, and 0.7 by 20503. In housing specifically, consump-

The emissions gap and 
the building sector

tion-based emissions would have to decrease by 68%3. 
While so far, most emissions reduction strategies have un-
derutilised the potential of lifestyle-related reduction ef-
forts, research shows that in realistic pathways to a cli-
mate-neutral Europe by 2050, comprehensive policies 
targeting lifestyle change play a key role3,21. 

In order to close the emissions gap and keep the 1.5 °C 
target in sight, unprecedented efforts and new approach-
es are needed, including measures which reimagine and 
reinvent current patterns in housing and energy use22. Riv-
er flooding in northern Europe, agricultural droughts, se-
vere wildfires along the Mediterranean, and frequent ex-
treme heat waves in Europe already warn of the wide-
spread consequences for human well-being, the natural 
environment and the economy if the 1.5 °C target is not 
reached15. These warnings demonstrate the urgency of re-
thinking existing policies as well as designing new policy 
approaches.

The need for a lifestyles 
approach
While the discussion on climate mitigation strategies of-
ten centres around energy efficiency improvements and 
the diffusion of renewables, another complementary 
strategy to close the emissions gap can help to complete 
the picture: lifestyles. Globally, the demand for larger liv-
ing spaces has skyrocketed over the last decade, outpac-
ing population growth, a trend which can be seen in Fig-
ure 119. This trend is matched in the EU, where the rising 
demand for floor area and the accompanying rising ener-
gy consumption have outpaced the gains from energy ef-
ficiency improvements20. 

To effectively reduce energy consumption and the result-
ing emissions in the housing sector, this unsustainable 
demand must also be addressed, which entails re-envi-
sioning living spaces as a part of fostering sustainable life-
styles. Demand-side policies, or “sufficiency”, are the cru-
cial terms in this context. Beyond trying to satisfy demand 
with less or non-carbon-based resources, demand-side 
and sufficiency policies help directly reduce the (ener-
gy) demand. The importance of not only improving en-

Figure 1: Trends in emissions, population, and floor area across the building sector19
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Figure 2: The impact of missing sufficiency policies on emissions reductions in the housing sector5 

Decomposition of CO₂ emissions of residential buildings in the EU27 + UK over the period 1990 – 2018

ergy efficiency but also reducing demand in the housing 
sector is underlined by Figure 2. This figure shows how 
the increased demand for floor space in the housing sec-
tor (labelled as rising emissions under “Sufficiency”) al-
most completely offset the emissions reductions achieved 
by energy efficiency improvements in the housing sector. 

This shows the strong relevance lifestyle changes have 
in the success or failure of addressing the climate chal-
lenge and underscores the need for sustainable lifestyles. 
In line with definitions by the UNEP, sustainable lifestyles 
are characterised by such habits and patterns of behav-
iour, that “minimise the use of natural resources and gen-
eration of wastes, while supporting fairness and prosper-
ity for all”2. 

This is not only about individual behavioural change. Pol-
icies have also always played a crucial role in shaping 
lifestyles; for example, by requiring a certain amount of 
parking space for new buildings but not requiring storage 
space or racks for bicycles. For sustainable lifestyles to 
properly develop, societal institutions, norms and infra-
structures have to be restructured to encourage and en-
able sustainable individual choices13. The term “1.5-De-

gree Lifestyles” indicates even more concretely the level 
of ambition by linking the aim of sustainable lifestyles to 
the political commitment made in the Paris Agreement3.  
The overall aim of policies which enable “1.5-Degree Life-
styles” is to make it easier for citizens to pursue a sustain-
able way of living within the restrictions of the remaining 
global carbon budget. If designed well, these policies not 
only help reduce GHG emissions but also promote high-
er life satisfaction, stable societies, and prospering econ-
omies23. 

Demand-side policies hold great potential and bring 
a variety of co-benefits. A major advantage of this ap-
proach is that lifestyle changes do not depend on the ef-
fectiveness of future technologies and thus, there is no 
risk of unpredicted ecological side effects21,24. Also, signif-
icant co-benefits can be expected, including health im-
provements, higher overall subjective wellbeing, pollution 
reductions, and the bolstering of local communities25. Cal-
culations suggest that 84 % of the emissions reduction 
costs of cutting GHG emissions down to reach a 1.5 °C 
compatible level in the EU could be offset by savings in 
health care costs26. 

Policy areas with untapped potential in housing

To support 1.5-Degree Lifestyles in housing, policymak-
ers have a wide range of tools and policy options to pick 
from and build upon21,24. Infrastructural changes like re-
furbishment and renovation, e. g., including heat pumps 
and renewable-based heating, already offer considerable 
reduction potential. In particular, self-producing renewa-
ble electricity can decrease the average carbon footprint 
substantially, although the mitigation potential is impact-
ed by various contextual factors, e. g., location (determin-
ing how much energy can be generated) and the way tech-
nologies are maintained27. 

Thinking from a lifestyles perspective, however, can open 
up many more, and often more holistic, options. This per-
spective calls for shifting the focus from optimising indi-
vidual buildings to designing built environments in pursuit 
of reaching the 1.5 °C target. Examples of this approach 
include:

• Many cities and communities are already exploring 
how neighbourhoods can be built to encourage a new 
way of low-carbon livingII (see section 6). For exam-

ple, zoning requirements can be designed to encour-
age sustainable ways of living through making all nec-
essary services available in the neighbourhood, de-
creasing space for cars, and making neighbourhoods 
and cities more “walkable”.

• Changing the relationship between living space 
and energy demand should also be explored in more 
depth. Reducing energy demand through behaviour 
change mainly concerns electricity consumption or 
heating behaviour. Policies in this context so far are 
mainly limited to appeals and information provision to 
the consumers.

• Rising demand for floor space can be tackled through 
a “sufficiency” approach encouraging and enabling 
smaller living spaces, for example through renting 
out guest rooms, co-housing, and more multi-fami-
ly housing developments27. Policy options here range 

II  Expert presentation by Lewis Akenji at ZOE Institute Policy  
Lab 1: Policy Pathways Towards 1.5-Degree Lifestyles. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9h5c2fHJ9xU&list=PLuDOzzG4lVPnjsddmA647u2V-i9V7P_Rz&index=4
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from modifying tax incentives to sufficiency consultan-
cy, for example by municipal actors. This policy field is 
particularly important not least because collective liv-
ing arrangements have cross-cutting effects into oth-
er hotspot areas: people who live together usually not 
only share space, cooling, heating, lighting and ap-
pliances, they also tend to share other consumption 
types such as food when cooking together and – in a 
neighbourhood context – traffic can also be reduced27.

• A rather restrictive policy proposal emerging in climate 
research is to define needs-based maximum levels of 
home energy consumption by households / individu-
als. This could possibly increase incentives for house-
holds to find ways of living that only consume neces-
sary energy, e. g., through sharing, downsizing or re-
ducing the use of spaceIII. However, this policy pro-
posal requires further research before it can be defin-
itively included as a policy recommendation. 

Integrating equity into housing 
and lifestyles
In the context of global warming, inequity is a double re-
ality. On the one hand, vulnerable groups based on in-
come, gender, age or geographical disadvantages suf-
fer more from the effects of climate change. On the oth-
er hand, the same groups are affected disproportionately 
by the impacts of climate policies. Both effects need to be 
considered when designing climate policies. Accounting 
for inequity is especially important where policies touch 
on lifestyles, in order to ensure basic needs are protect-
ed, to target the most carbon-intensive consumption, and 
to increase the public acceptability of these measures28.
 
Per capita GHG emissions mainly depend on income. 
Therefore, they are not only unequally distributed on the 
global level but also within the EU: the top 10 % of en-
ergy consumers in the EU consume 20 % of the energy 
while the bottom 50 % are responsible for 30 %IV. In other 
words, an individual belonging to the top 10 % consumes 
three times more energy than an individual in the bottom 
10 % of the total population. Today, the emissions tar-
get of 2.5 t CO₂eq/cap is only achieved by about 5 % of EU 
households29. However, these levels are usually kept low 
due to precarious living conditions and poverty, not emis-
sions-conscious lifestyles. On top of this, the major re-
ductions in GHG emissions have been mainly achieved 
by low-income Europeans, leading to energy poverty 
in many cases30. Such disparities endanger the success 
of the EGD and undermine social cohesion and political 
trust31,32. Considering such disparities, it is necessary that 
first basic needs are ensured and protected for everyone 
including physical requirements such as a warm shelter 
and healthy food and social requirements such as com-
munication, participation, and mobility33.
 
As adequate housing is a necessity, equity considerations 
must play a central role when designing policies toward 
emissions reductions in housing. This is particularly rel-
evant regarding energy use for electricity consumption 
and heating. Policies focusing on these sectors need to 
be designed with caution to make sure they do not dispro-
portionately have adverse effects on vulnerable groups33.  

III  ZOE Institute Policy Lab 1: Policy Pathways Towards  
1.5-Degree Lifestyles, Housing breakout group

IV      For more information, see the ZOE Institute’s previous paper 
Equitable 1.5 Degree Lifestyles: How socially fair policies can 
support the implementation of the Green Deal.

https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/equitable-1-5-degree-lifestyles/
https://zoe-institut.de/en/publication/equitable-1-5-degree-lifestyles/
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The EGD and subsequent policy packages identify the al-
leviation of energy poverty as a key element of the Reno-
vation Wave, for example through the focus on worst-per-
forming buildings in the Renovation Wave and the Afforda-
ble Housing Initiative. 

However, to a large extent, residential energy use can be 
categorised as a “necessary good” which consumers will 
buy regardless of changes in price or income. As a neces-
sary good, there is a limit to how far citizens can choose to 
reduce their emissions in this area. Attempting to achieve 
reductions, for example, by increasing the price of energy 
uniquely burdens those who are not able to move or reno-
vate their housing, and these burdens fall heaviest on the 
shoulders of those with the lowest income. In this context, 
the new Fit for 55 package has been criticised for extend-
ing the EU ETS to the building sector without adequate-
ly cushioning the negative effects on vulnerable house-
holds34,35. In response to this, the Social Climate Fund 
devotes parts of the ETS revenues to compensate these 
households. However, concerns remain about whether 
the fund can really compensate for all the side-effects of 
the ETS extension and the problems of its ex-post charac-
ter (paying back only after the burden materialises), and 
the fund has limited political backing34–36. 

For the development of equitable 1.5-Degree Lifestyle 
policies, the following criteria should be consideredV:

• Housing and energy costs are, at a core level, a form 
of subsistence consumption, and when introducing fi-
nancial policies surrounding housing and energy, poli-
cymakers must draw a red line at ensuring that hous-
ing and residential energy use are affordable for 
every individual and family.

V  Based on insights developed in a ZOE Institute expert  
workshop on “Strengthening equity considerations in  
1.5-Degree Lifestyle policies” and the resulting Policy Paper  
“Equitable 1.5-Degree Lifestyles – How the Green Deal can 
support socially fair and sustainable policies”.

Mapping policies for equitable 
1.5-Degree Lifestyles in housing
To illustrate the new terrain of how policy can contribute 
to 1.5-Degree Lifestyles in a fair manner in the area of 
housing, the ZOE Institute has developed indicative pol-
icy maps consisting of policies currently discussed in the 
EU political context as well as policy proposals emerg-
ing in academic research. In figure 3, policies along the 
x-axis are scored regarding their expected contribution 
to making 1.5-Degree Lifestyles easier. Their contribu-
tion to equity is illustrated along the y-axis. The scoring is 
based on a qualitative assessment drawing on academic 
research and discussion with policymakers, with a range 
of −5 to +5, 0 meaning no impact, 3 meaning a moder-
ately positive (or −3 moderately negative) impact and 5 
meaning a very strongly positive (or −5 very strongly neg-
ative) impact.

The purpose of the map is to make an appeal for designing 
policies in such a way that they fit into the upper right part 
of the map where incentives and support for low emis-
sions go hand-in-hand with a high level of equity. The posi-
tioning of policies on the map may still be a topic of debate, 
but such debates add to the value of the map by sharpen-
ing perspectives on the potential and impacts of policies 
for achieving equitable 1.5-Degree Lifestyles. After all, the 
main aim of this map is to boost discussion and thinking 
beyond the current set of solutions. 

The development of the map is based on a qualitative 
impact assessment. This was carried out in exchange 
with scientific experts and policymakers during the ZOE  
Institute’s Policy Lab 2: Shaping changes in the built  
environment to meet 1.5 Degree Lifestyles, co-hosted with 
DG GROW in October 2021. The map presents a non-ex-
haustive policy selection that characterizes the broad 
spread of instruments discussed in the field. This selec-
tion includes instruments which could be applied at var-
ious levels of governance, with some more appropriate 
at the national or local level and some arising from the 
EU policy landscape. The positioning of the policies in the 
map is indicative only and also accounts for considera-
tions such as avoiding overlaps and allowing a balanced 
distribution. The assessment values and brief explana-
tions can be found in the map’s accompanying table.

In this paper, we will focus on a few of the most promis-
ing policy recommendations to achieve equitable hous-
ing policies which enable citizens to live “1.5 Degree Life-

styles”. To illustrate the combined approach toward life-
styles and equity visualised on the map, take the exam-
ple of shared or communal housing. In general, improved 
support for shared or communal housing can be imple-
mented through various instruments at various levels, 
such as priority areas for communal projects and lower 
prices for purchasing community / municipality ground 
through lower taxes / fees or more favourable mortgage 
conditions21. Such measures impact the lifestyle choic-
es of individuals and households, facilitating shared liv-
ing situations and thereby cutting down on living space 
through shared communal and guest spaces21,37. With re-
spect to the 1.5 °C target, this policy can aid decarbonisa-
tion efforts not only through the reduction in floor space 
but also through the reduction of energy-intensive appli-
ances per household. With respect to equity, this meas-
ure can enable community building and increase support 
for elderly or disadvantaged individuals21,33. 

As an example of a promising policy on the national or lo-
cal level, consider instruments such as progressive prop-
erty taxation. Progressive property taxes, calculated on a 
per capita level, would ensure that the purchase of larger 
houses or apartments leads to a larger financial burden. 
Because the tax is progressive by design, it places the em-
phasis on wealthier households and thus enhances eq-
uity. From the perspective of 1.5-Degree Lifestyles, pro-
gressive property taxation can help overcome the trend 
toward continually larger floor space per person. Such an 
instrument, however, must be linked to the per capita floor 
space so as not to disproportionally affect larger families37.

• The examination of who can tap into benefits plays a 
crucial role.  Policies which, for example, reward the 
uptake of solar PVs or introduce electric vehicle charg-
ing infrastructure benefit those who can afford to buy 
into such sustainable technology. 

• Policy measures which allow for inclusiveness should 
be prioritised; for example, through the development 
of commercial-free areas for recreation in all neigh-
bourhoods or through renewable energy communities.

• Absolute caps are also an option for residential ener-
gy use, but, as discussed, such a policy would have to 
be carefully designed, as different levels of energy use 
may be a subsistence requirement for some house-
holds, for example for those with disabilities or severe 
illnesses.

• Establishing participatory decision-making processes 
can help reshape zoning requirements for neighbour-
hoods, ensuring that everyone in the neighbourhood 
has the opportunity to reimagine the built environment 
around them in a way which allows them more acces-
sibility, flexibility, and freedom.
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H1 · Energy Performance Certificates 

The costs of generating EPCs are 
usually indirectly passed on to buy-
ers and renters. The certificates are 
often confusing, not standardized, 
and haven’t been shown to impact 
buying and renting choices.

0 −1

H2 · Renovation priority for worst- 
performing buildings

Low-income people disproportion-
ately live in the worst-performing 
buildings, exacerbating energy 
poverty. While this policy allocates 
significant resources to energy pov-
erty, the relevance for 1.5-Degree 
Lifestyles is unclear. 

0 4

H3 · Renewables requirement in 
renovated buildings

Increasing the presence of 
renewables in all new and renovated 
buildings/units can make energy 
more expensive. Increasing the 
presence of renewables in all new 
and renovated buildings/units 
decreases emissions but does not 
impact lifestyles.

1 −1

H4 · Energy labelling for appliances

This has no clear impact on equity. 
Appliances only have a small impact 
on energy consumption, although 
the impact of such policies could be 
improved by including reparability 
requirements and a no-data no-mar-
ket principle. In addition, choosing 
a more efficient product does not 
require a lifestyle change.

1 0

H5 · New European Bauhaus

In line with the Bauhaus concept 
100 years ago, the New European 
Bauhaus focuses on providing a good 
life, explicitly incorporating social 
aspects. With its focus on broad 
societal debates and engagement, 
the New European Bauhaus reveals 
a high potential for inducing the 
required cultural shift towards 
1.5-Degree Lifestyles.

3 3

Estimated 
impact on

life-
style

equity

H6 · Increase flexibility in building use regulations

Increasing flexibility through adaptable building use 
regulations would bring (1) more and (2) more affordable 
flats on the market. This can happen for example through 
changing office space into dwellings, allowing for building 
micro-apartments, and allowing for a shift from ownership 
to usership. The ability to choose an adequate (neither too 
limited nor oversized) per capita living size is one of the most 
important steps towards 1.5-Degree Lifestyles.

3 2

H7 · Municipal sufficiency agencies

By offering training on how to run a sufficient home, such 
agencies could especially support households in energy 
poverty. Regarding 1.5-Degree Lifestyles, sufficiency agen-
cies can, for example, support dwelling exchange between 
growing and shrinking households, ensure that enough 
flats of reduced size – and of lower price – are offered, and 
thereby ensure that per capita living area is adequate and 
neither too limited nor oversized.

2 1

H8 · Progressive property taxation

Progressive property taxation contributes to better equity 
as it specifically targets wealthier parts of society. It can 
also contribute to overcoming the trend toward steadily 
increasing floor area per capita.

2.5 4

H9 · Real estate tax incentive for downsizing living space

It is more likely that wealthier population groups will benefit 
from this measure; however, having it in place does not 
harm lower income groups. As an additional side effect, this 
would bring bigger apartments/houses on the market again 
for larger families or shared housing. Benefitting households 
which move to smaller dwellings can be an important signal 
to take up societal debate on per capita living space.

4 2

H10 · Financial support for shared/communal housing

This can offer support for elderly/disadvantaged individuals 
and build community. Shared/communal housing is a lifestyle 
choice which can really decrease floor space per capita and 
the number of appliances per household.

4 4

H11 · Apply a neighborhood approach to urban zoning

This will make access to needs and amenities easier, also 
in low-income areas. Through changes in urban design, 
reducing space for cars, and making neighborhoods and 
cities more walkable, a new ‘default’ way of low carbon living 
can be constructed and encouraged.

5 3

H12 · Needs-based maximum energy consumption

By basing the maximum on needs, luxury consumption rather 
than needs-based energy consumption is targeted. This 
pushes households to find a way of living which uses only 
the necessary energy by downsizing, sharing or reducing 
appliances, and so on.

5 4.5

Policy recommendations
Commission proposals / 
existing policies
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Figure 3: The impact of existing and recommended EU housing policy measures on equity and lifestyles 
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Policy recommendations 
The policies making significant contributions to equitable 
1.5-Degree Lifestyles can be found in the upper right cor-
ner of the policy map. All of them are relevant, but from 
this set, we would like to highlight three, based on their 
specific relevance in the EU policy context and their po-
tential to foster systemic change. 
 
Two types of policies offer the opportunity for the Europe-
an Union to help reshape the ways in which the built envi-
ronment is inhabited in order to foster equitable 1.5-De-
gree Lifestyles, while the third type renders buildings 
themselves more adaptable to sustainable lifestyles. It 
should be noted that an effective and equitable repurpos-
ing of the built environment on a neighbourhood level re-
quires the participation of those living in those neighbour-
hoods and, on a broader scale, of the residents of a city or 
state. Changes to housing and zoning policy should be 
cocreated with citizens and residents or decided through 
citizens’ assemblies and similar democratic initiatives, es-
pecially to encourage equitable solutions and rebalance 
the influence of industry in this sector38. 

That said, the most promising recommendations for poli-
cies which enable 1.5-Degree Lifestyles while advancing 
equity are as follows:

1. Policies providing financial support for shared or 
communal housing score equally high regarding their 
contribution to both equity and 1.5-Degree Lifestyles. 
Rather than a prescriptive policy, these financial sup-
port policies can help encourage a voluntary shift to-
ward a communal way of living which some parts of the 
population already practice21. Helping citizens rethink 
their ways of living ultimately builds more equitable 
and environmentally friendly living opportunities21. Ex-
amples of such financial support could include funding 
for communal housing projects, preferential access to 
publicly owned real estate for communal housing, and 
the establishment of information centres and resourc-
es for those seeking communal living opportunities. 

2. Policies advancing neighbourhood approaches to ur-
ban zoning received a particularly high score with re-
spect to their estimated impact on increasing equi-
ty because they can facilitate the access to ameni-
ties and needs in low-income areas39. Rethinking ur-
ban zoning also promotes a less carbon-intensive way 
of living, for example by reducing space for cars, thus 
contributing to GHG emissions reductions40. These in-

terventions thus go hand-in-hand with initiatives to ap-
proach housing more holistically and connect it with 
other systems like mobility (e. g., considering how 
housing is built in relation to public transport, gro-
cery stores, bike tracks, gardens, and so on). Some 
cities have already implemented projects exploring 
how urban zoning could be done differently, for exam-
ple through Barcelona’s car-free “superblocks” or the 

“15-minute city” concept being implemented by Par-
is and other cities41,42. Neighbourhood approaches are 
a promising area for lifestyle-oriented interventions, 
which could, at the EU level, be guided by and find in-
spiration, for example, in the New European Bauhaus.

3. Policies which increase flexibility through adaptable 
building use regulations contribute both to equity and 
to 1.5-Degree Lifestyles by creating opportunities to 
adapt the indoor space available to meet the needs 
of citizens. Dwelling quality is determined by needs, 
liveability, and subjective wellbeing; therefore, the ide-
al living space for each person is not set or one-size-
fits-all but varies throughout a person’s life, for exam-
ple when their family expands or their children move 
out43. Adaptable building use regulations and creative 
design, as practiced for example in the “Urbane Dör-
fer” project in Switzerland, could allow residents to 
adapt the purpose of rooms, alter the size of or divi-
sion between apartments, and shift from ownership to 
usership or single-family to communal over time38,44. 
This can improve equity by ensuring residents are not 
paying for more space and energy than they need and 
by opening up space for new dwellings, including by 
opening unused office space for housing. The flexibil-
ity to change one’s living space as necessary can also 
promote health by relieving energy poverty and free-
ing up resources for other needs38.

Conclusion
In addition to existing policies reducing the energy needs 
of buildings and shifting energy sources, EU policymak-
ers have already begun to explore the potential value of 
reshaping the built environment. In this sense, the New 
European Bauhaus is a promising step in the right di-
rection, especially in its focus on societal debates and 
citizen engagement. Described as a design lab, network 
and accelerator at the same time, the New European Bau-
haus is set to re-envision our built environment6, including 
the interaction between housing and the other two hot-
spot areas food and mobility. Furthermore, similarly to the 
Bauhaus concept of 100 years ago, the initiative explic-
itly aims to foster a “good life” which is accessible and 
inclusive, opening an avenue for creative approaches to 
equity in the built environment. In addition to being sus-
tainable and beautiful, New European Bauhaus projects 
are envisioned as affordable and accessible, and the ho-
listic approach toward a liveable built environment can 
produce ways to support equitable 1.5-Degree Lifestyles 
outside the home6. These projects create room and fund-
ing for the EU to explore and introduce the recommenda-
tions set out here, including communal housing, sustain-
able and participatory neighbourhood zoning, and flexi-
ble building usage.

To build on this progress and unlock the full emissions re-
duction potential of lifestyle changes in housing and the 
built environment, EU policymakers should steer and im-
plement further innovative policy approaches such as 
those discussed in this policy brief. By envisioning and 
developing policies which advance both equity and sus-
tainable lifestyle change, policymakers can drive a Eu-
ropean shift toward the equitable 1.5-Degree Lifestyles 
needed to build the first climate-neutral continent.  
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