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Managing Office Plug Loads
Spencer Sator

A plug load is the energy consumed by any electronic device that’s plugged into a socket. 
In offices, this includes computers, copiers, coffeemakers, task lamps, vending machines, 
refrigerators, and projectors—many of which consume some electricity even in standby 
mode or when switched off. Because office plug loads account for about one-fifth of 
an office energy bill—roughly as much as heating, lighting, or air conditioning—there 
are significant opportunities for energy managers to cut energy consumption, boost 
the bottom line, and trim corporate greenhouse gas emissions through wise equipment 
procurement and effective practices.
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Laptops. Portable laptop computers use considerably less energy than desktop models. 
The average laptop draws only about 25 watts while turned on and 2 watts in standby and 
while turned off. And because laptops often have more aggressive power-management 
settings built in, they will often cost less than $10 per year in electricity to operate. From 
an energy use standpoint, it makes more sense for companies to provide employees with 
energy-efficient laptops instead of larger, more consumptive desktops.

Peripherals. Peripheral equipment can also be responsible for significant power draw. A 
printer or scanner can consume more than 30 watts while in use and about 6 watts in 
standby. Bookshelf speakers require several watts and often remain turned on 24 hours 
a day. But modems and wireless routers usually consume more electricity than any other 
peripheral—together, these draw up to 50 watts and often remain on continuously. This 
translates to more than 350 kWh per year, or about 6 times more than a laptop uses over 
the same period.

Strategies for Reducing Computer-Related Energy Costs
A typical company can easily spend $100 per employee each year on computer-related 
energy expenses and associated HVAC costs, although these expenditures can be slashed 
through several low- or no-cost approaches. The cheapest approach to saving energy is 
to simply set aggressive power-management settings on all computer equipment. To do 
this, IT staff, energy managers, and/or executive management should hold a meeting to 
explain the plan, then follow up with an e-mail or two explaining to employees how to 
enable power-management features on their machines—and exhorting them to do so. 
Finally, to sustain participation most effectively, you should follow up with new employees 
and with those who missed the message the first time. Although this method is essentially 
free and may result in greater awareness and less energy waste, there’s no way to ensure 
that employees will comply with the power-management policy—nor is there a simple 
means of determining energy savings. However, this may prove to be the most effective 
approach in many offices.

If power-management settings on individual computers turns out to be ineffective, there 
are low-cost or free network-based power-management software options available. 
This software differs from individual computer power settings because it’s centrally 
controlled—this helps IT personnel ensure maximum energy savings and users are 
less likely to disable it. A 2004 study by the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory 
demonstrated the potential impact of network-based power management when it 
revealed that 60 percent of office computers remain on overnight and during weekends, 
and only 6 percent use aggressive power-management settings.4 Other reports suggest 
employees don’t turn off computers or disable power settings—either because it’s policy 
to leave equipment on overnight, they don’t care about saving energy, or they believe the 
computer will go into sleep mode by itself (although most monitors automatically go into 
standby, few computers do).5 Clearly, building managers and network administrators 
can significantly reduce operating costs if these idle machines are switched off (Table 2, 
page 4 and Table 3, page 6). For more information, see the E source purchasing advisor 
on Office Equipment: Computer Power-Management Software.


