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The problem: Measurements are needed 

To increase resilience against the rising energy prices and to provide customers with cleaner thermal 
energy, policies for the decarbonization of district heating networks through efficiency and renewa-
bles (RES DHC, Renewable Energy Sources for District Heating and Cooling) are more and more 
common. 

Such policies could be developed at utility level, thus including all the networks managed by a single 
company, or at geographical level, of course at different scales, such as a regional project for reduc-
ing district heating carbon footprint or a municipal initiative for increasing the share of renewables in 
all the district heating and cooling networks on the territory. 

One of the key questions with these policies, however, is: How to measure their effectiveness? Out 
of this initial question, then, other may easily pop up: How often should we calculate our indicators? 
When could we say that we are satisfied with the obtained results? Which further improvements 
could we expect and should we aim at? 

To tackle these issues, the Horizon 2020 RES-DHC project elaborated a simplified methodology for 
answering, at least partially, all these questions by providing the actors carrying out the RES DHC 
policies with ideas on what to measure, how often, which targets to set, etc. 

 

The solution: A flexible methodological approach 

First of all, policies for fostering RES DHC are complex activities, thus needing an equally complex 
system for evaluating their results. 

In fact, these results could and should include many different fields affected by such policies: Energy 
production, effects on the environment, social and economic outcomes, etc. 

Though the implementation of this methodology will be quite different depending, for example, on 
the scope and size of the study boundaries, some common steps for performing an evaluation of 
any RES DHC policy can be identified, as in the following, by a series of guiding questions that any 
developer of a specific policy should ask itself. Each question can also be regarded as a step in the 
implementation of the methodology. 

 

  



 
 

STEP 1 – Defining the scope: What is the scope of your policy? 

As above described, the scope of the policy you need to evaluate could be the set of DH networks 
managed by a single utility (or part of it), a regional or municipal territory, etc. 

 

STEP 2 – Set the goals of the policy: What are your general objectives? 

The policy objectives can be different depending on the answer to the previous question. In the case 
of a utility, for example, one of its priority goals would be for sure to maintain a fair heat price (if not 
lowering it) to the customer, while a regional authority designing a policy may want to set a different 
priority, for instance increasing the regional economy by activating supply chain for the local energy 
sources. 

 

STEP 3 – Choosing the indicators: How should you measure the policy effectiveness? 

Defining the objective should immediately bring to the choice of the indicators which should be used 
to measure the effectiveness of the policies, exactly against the objectives set in performing step 2. 

In the next chapter of this appendix, some suggestions for possible indicators to be included are 
reported. It may sound inconsistent not to ‘oblige’ policy developers to use the same set of indicators 
because, with such a flexible approach, it would be much harder to compare different policies. 

However, one should consider that most probably comparing the results of policies characterized by 
different scopes and objectives simply does not make sense, since they are clearly not comparable. 

In spite of that, the approach here suggested (see below) which focuses on percentage improve-
ments and satisfaction levels can partially reduce this inconsistency by allowing a fair comparison 
even among quite different plans. 

 

STEP 4 – Defining the time intervals: How often should you evaluate your policy? 

Once again, there is no general rule on the time periods between the different evaluations you want 
to perform about your policy. 

However, such policies are normally planned with long time horizons and, therefore, setting a time 
step of, for example, 1 year may be reasonable. 

Of course, the time step for measurement also depends on the total duration foreseen for the policy. 
While 5 or 7-year plan can easily be measured and evaluated every year, the same interval does 
not make any sense for a short-term policy lasting, for example, 18 months. 

 

  



 
 

STEP 5 – Assess the policy: When should you be satisfied about the results? 

The almost obvious initial remark about this step is that setting absolute values for targets to be 
reached through performance indicators is rarely a good idea. 

In fact, the first assessment to perform for setting a satisfaction goal is to define a baseline scenario: 
Where are we starting from? Where we would evolve to in absence of a specific RES DHC policy? 

Once we agree on that, we can then set some quantified objectives, probably in terms of percentage 
improvements with respect, for example, to the starting point (baseline) or to the business-as-usual 
scenario. 

Again, the suggestions here is not to go for a single target value to be reached but rather to choose 
a set of satisfaction levels. For example, the developer can decide, for each indicator, 3 target values 
or ranges for its percentage improvement, which correspond to ‘not satisfied’, ‘moderately satisfied’, 
‘fully satisfied’. 

Let’s examine this in detail with an example, taking as indicator the amount of district heating gen-
erated by renewables in a region. The developer decides that, thanks to the specific policy under 
preparation, this amount should increase at least by 10% with respect to the business-as-usual sce-
nario. The satisfaction levels could then be as follows: 

- ‘Fully satisfied’: More than +15% 
- ‘Moderately satisfied’: From +10% to 15% 
- ‘Not satisfied’: Less than +10% 

 

This approach, more flexible than a ‘go / no go’ setting for the target values, also makes the following 
fine-tuning step (see step 6) easier and more productive. 

Of course, this step is related to an internal assessment, which should be flexible enough to also 
allow for changes (see following step). Nevertheless, the external communication of the policy as-
sessment could be done through more absolute and precise values (therefore not using ranges), 
which may suit best to, for example, a communication at political level. 

 

STEP 6 – Improving the measurements: Are you doing fine enough? 

As happens in all consistent methodology, a feedback loop should be used, with the consequent 
fine-tuning action. Depending on the results obtained in the evaluations at the various time steps 
and/or on the comments by stakeholders (see also the stakeholder group, included in the following 
chapter on indicators), the policy developer may want to modify something in the assessment meth-
odology: 1) Reduce or enlarge the time step; 2) Exclude some indicators which proved to be mean-
ingless or too imprecise to measure; 3) Include additional indicators whose relevance the developer 



 
had not been aware of; 4) Modify the levels of satisfaction (see question 5); 5) Any other changes in 
the approach. 

 

The performance indicators: Hints and tips 

As explained above, the table reported below list a series of possible indicators for measuring the 
effectiveness of RES DHC policies. However, each policy developer should decide about its set of 
indicators according to the criteria exposed in the previous chapters. 

 

CATEGORY INDICATOR UNIT 
Energy Primary energy savings GWh/year 
Energy Renewable energy production GWh/year 
Energy Renewable energy share in DHC % 
Environment CO2 emissions avoided t/year  
Economic Investment put in place (CAPEX) M€/year 
Economic, social Job occupation FTE 

Social Increase of stakeholders’ know-how Semi-quantitative measurement to 
be defined 

Social Involvement of consumers Semi-quantitative measurement to 
be defined 

Organisational Process completeness 

Completeness check, e.g. 1) Is there 
a planning document for the policy? 
2) Is there a participation process 
going on? 3) Has a stakeholder advi-
sory group been set up? 

Examples of performance indicators for RES DHC policies 
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