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Abstract 

In the context of convergence of objectives among the single Member States within the European Union, 

environmental policy has always been considered one pivotal and necessary step towards a cohesive EU. 

Employing clustering techniques, this work identifies affinities in environmental performances (e.g., CO2 

emissions), energy efficiency, and clean energy patterns for European countries. K-medoids clustering will be 

used for a cross-section of the total carbon dioxide emission in three reference years (2008, 2013, 2018). Data 

to feed the algorithm have been selected considering the well-established IPAT relationship as an analytical 

framework. After preliminary analysis, results highlighted the presence of persistent groups of countries over 

time with marked characteristics in terms of environmental performances, energy efficiency, and clean energy 

patterns. Considering the limitations of data employed and the potentialities of the methodological approach, 

this work could shed light on a new perspective of analysis in light of the harmonization path the EU has been 

undertaking since its foundation. These findings could better address policymakers in terms of convergence of 

environmental policy implementing new measures to promote low-carbon consumption and production 

patterns with a specific focus on energy efficiency (e.g., heating and cooling) and sustainable sources (e.g., 

nuclear power). 

Keywords: IPAT; clustering; renewables; energy efficiency; emissions; environmental policy; energy policy; 

energy mix  
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1.1 Introduction 
The process of sustainability transition has always witnessed Europe as one of the most ambitious players in 

the global landscape. In this sense, while finding an alignment at the international level, the EU is also seeking 

out harmonization of environmental policy objectives at the Member States’ level. This process will strengthen 

the EU’s position as an international leader, promoting a more conscientious relationship between humans and 

the environment. The European Union has been committed to reducing GHGs emissions (EU2020 Climate 

and Energy Package). However, only 13%1 of the overall energy supply in the Union comes from renewable 

sources.  Besides the idea of a worldwide carbon tax, Europe has put a cap on its level of emissions (e.g., 

European Emission Trading Scheme), with the power sector being among the most prominent players. The 

power sector is also transitioning to more efficient use of energy along with more sustainable energy sources. 

Estimates in DG Energy (2020) show that in Europe, in 2008, renewable generation has outperformed fossil 

fuel-based energy production.  

The IPAT relationship represents a simple yet effective framework of analysis bridging human beings and 

nature. The underlying philosophy of the relationship, as stated by Ehrlich and Holdren (1971) in their seminal 

work, aims to assess the (negative) impact society is exerting on the environment. Empirically, the IPAT model 

has considered energy about the technology domain save more recent specifications. With some exceptions, 

the discourse around the energy transition investigates the influence of its main dimensions (e.g., energy 

efficiency, renewable sources) concerning the other elements of the IPAT relation (Chontanawat, 2018). 

According to the diverse epistemological viewpoint collected by Chertow (2000), this influence could be 

assessed via the contribution either incrementing environmental pollution or reducing. From a strictly applied 

point of view, IPAT has been employed to assess which dimension exerts the higher contribution on the 

environmental impact, implying a causal relationship. However, the IPAT is also useful to decompose those 

effects over time and space, providing a synthetic measure of the main drivers of (human) impact on the 

environment. In this sense, a wide range of empirical applications have been employed at different territorial 

levels. However, this dimension could be further explored to highlight common patterns of sustainability 

transition. In this sense, clustering techniques have been proved to identify hidden patterns of data homogeneity 

without pre-existing knowledge of the relationship.  

 While other algorithms somewhat imply an underlying relationship among data (supervised learning), 

clustering is instead applied to uncover relationships (unsupervised learning). Unlike other statistical 

techniques, clustering thus solves the issue of dimensionality reduction without significant loss of information 

(Kaufman and Rousseeuw, 2005). Clustering algorithms can be employed in several fields to find homogeneity 

in data with many diverse characteristics. In the specific context, this work will apply a clustering algorithm 

to find common patterns on a set of dimensions related to IPAT with a focus on energy. The data employed 

come from 31 European Countries (27 EU + Norway, Lichtenstein, Iceland, United Kingdom) spanning from 

economic (GDP per capita), industrial (% of the manufacturing sector in VA in GDP) demographic 

(population, density, urbanization), environmental (CO2 emissions from fossil fuel combustion), energy 

(primary energy consumption, renewable energies, share of fossil fuels in electricity production). A clustering 

algorithm will be performed on a cross-section of this dataset for three reference periods (2008, 2013, 2018). 

Using a comparative static approach, different time frames will monitor clusters' (possible) evolution and their 

characteristics over time. The context of the EU provides valuable insights as it will be possible to assess 

whether the EU-wide policy framework has somehow affected the harmonization of the existing differences 

among the Member States. The environmentalist-industrial ecologists’ debate will provide ulterior insights 

towards a clearer understanding of the IPAT relationship. The simplicity yet effectiveness of IPAT makes it a 

potential tool for policymakers tackling a complex issue such as the human-environment system.  

The paper will review the literature on applications of the IPAT relationship and clustering techniques. More 

details will then be provided regarding the specific clustering algorithm and the data employed. Cluster 

analysis identified homogeneous countries with diverse environmental, economic, and demographic 

characteristics. On the other hand, the comparative static analysis of the three periods identified some groups 

 
1 Source Eurostat, data from 2017 



of countries within clusters that have been stable over time. Northern European countries have scored better 

environmental performances in emissions and clean energy consumption. The same stands for the Baltic States, 

even though they reached that cluster only in 2018. Despite the relative homogenization over the decades, a 

well-established cluster (e.g., Germany, France, Italy, Spain, United Kingdom) has emerged, showing 

relatively worse environmental performances with a higher impact on the population dimension. Belgium, 

Luxembourg, and the Netherlands have a relatively high wealth per capita and room for improvement in 

reducing environmental pressures. For the most, Balkan and Eastern European States score a relatively poor 

amount of wealth and a promising level of clean energy consumption and energy efficiency. However, the 

cluster scored the highest share of electricity production from (liquid and solid) fossil fuels. In fact, among 

those countries, only Croatia managed to move to the cluster with higher environmental performances in 2018. 

The transition process over the decade for those countries was identified in 2008 when Croatia, Greece, Ireland, 

and Portugal formed the fifth cluster.  The case of Poland could be considered an opposite pattern, as the 

Country returned among Balkan and Eastern European States in 2018 after a transition phase in 2013. More 

substantial discrimination among countries could be identified in the demographic dimension, with Germany, 

France, Italy, and the United Kingdom presenting a relatively higher population level. Overall, the efforts at 

the policy level to harmonize the Member States from a policy perspective have produced certain results for 

specific cases. However, cluster analysis is highly dependent on the choice of data employed to feed the 

algorithms. The IPAT relationship has been chosen to provide a well-established analytical framework for 

variable selection. Further expansions of the analysis will include variables more directly related to the 

objective set at the EU level on low-carbon transition. 

2.1The IPAT relationship 
The relationship between economic growth and environmental pressure resulting in global warming and a 

potential threat to human life and livelihood has been consolidated on the scientific ground. Historically, the 

scientific community has been striving to propose several frameworks to  encompass human and environmental 

systems. Over the decades, McNicoll (2015) notices the IPAT relationship has been further refined considering 

the impact I as influenced by population P, affluence A, and technology T. More accurate formalizations also 

led to different interpretations of IPAT from the one proposed by Ehrlich and Holdren (1971) in their seminal 

paper. While environmentalists think population growth is at the core of environmental pressure, industrial 

ecologists think income increases improve quality of life (da Silva et al., 2019). In this sense, some applicative 

instances of the IPAT model include some measure of energy efficiency and energy transition as a potential 

factor influencing human impact on the environment (IPAT-E). Brizga et al. (2013) used energy intensity and 

total primary energy supply to investigate carbon dioxide drivers of the former Soviet Union. Yue et al. (2013), 

in the context of IPAT, extended the model including emergy analysis to assess the sustainability of a Chinese 

industrial province. On the other hand, Chontanawat (2018) employed energy efficiency measures in a 

decomposition analysis of CO2 emissions for ASEAN countries. Wen and Li (2019) introduce several 

dimensions of energy consumption in a structural equation model assessing potential driving forces for carbon 

dioxide emission at China’s regional and national levels.   

3.2 Clustering 
Clustering algorithms have been either used to find structures among data or to synthetize information more 

neatly. In this sense, clustering algorithms have been widely applied to find common patterns in data   

(Kaufman and Rousseeuw 2005). Clustering algorithms have mainly been applied to combine economic and 

non-economic objects of different orientations,  (Babenko et al. 2021; Banga and Sinha 2018; Boumans and 

Leonelli 2020; Dogan and Birant 2021; Jayatilake and Ganegoda 2021). Algorithms can aggregate computing 

the distance among the diverse characteristics of data. The different algorithm classes partition data according 

to a specific distance measure (e.g., Euclidean, Manhattan) Steinley (2006). Data can be clustered according 

to a decision-tree structure (e.g., hierarchical clustering) or based on local proximity (e.g., density-based 

clustering). Among density-based algorithms, k-means, one of the widely used attempts to minimize the 

squared distance of some k objects, yielding to centroids. On the other hand, k-medoids selects k objects around 

which building the clusters in either small (Partitioning Around Medoids) or large (Clustering Large 

Applications) datasets. Clustering can be performed matching a (statistical) model-based structure (e.g., model-



based clustering). Homogeneous data aggregation can also come out of graph representations and 

computations (e.g., graph-based clustering). In this sense, clustering can be employed to enhance similarities 

among data or to mark dissimilarities. In environmental analysis, Franceschi et al. (2018) employed clustering 

algorithms to analyze the concentration of PM10 and PM2.5. K-means algorithm was used to cluster different 

simulations to assess the risk of atmospheric pollution (Cervone et al. 2008). On the other hand, Di et al. (2019) 

used partitioning around medoids (PAM) and expected-maximization (E-M) clustering algorithm in analysing 

wastewater heavy pollutant contents. Chang and Lee (2019) applied the k-means algorithm to compute the 

Sustainable Development Progress Index (SDPI) with data of 32 OECD Countries. A combination of k-means 

and kernel-based (density-based spatial clustering analysis with noise- DBSCAN) has been employed to 

analyse the supply and demand flow of dockless shared bicycles Chen and Chen (2020).  

4.1 Data and Methodology  
The choice of the data to perform the analysis follows the one traditionally employed in the literature for the 

IPAT identity. For a proxy of environmental pressure, CO2 emission series have been calculated from the 

combustion of fossil fuels, following the methodology in Eggleston et al. (2006); Quatrosi (2020). The choice 

of emissions from fuel combustion will provide a more direct link with the environmental pressure and 

performances of the energy sector. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita, population density, and 

urbanization have been chosen as reliable indicators of affluence (A), coming from Eurostat. Data on GDP per 

capita are collected in chain-linked volume with 2010 as the basis year, whereas population density refers to 

the ratio of inhabitants per square kilometer. Urbanization measures the (urban) population percentage living 

in the largest city (e.g., metropolis) taken from World Bank’s World Development Indicators database.  

Furthermore, the algorithm will be fed with data on industrialization, i.e., percentage of manufacturing Gross 

Value Added (GVA) in total GDP. The dataset covers a decade (2008-2018) for 31 European Countries (27 

EU + Norway, United Kingdom). For the energy dimension, the choice of the variables encompasses 

significant aspects of the energy transition. Primary energy consumption and share of renewable energies have 

been chosen as measures of the two aspects of energy transition (i.e., energy efficiency, clean technologies). 

The two variables have been retrieved from the SDG Indicators collected by Eurostat. The energy dimension 

is completed with data on the shares of electricity production from (liquid and solid) fossil fuels computed 

from Eurostat. Over a decade, the clustering algorithm will be performed on three reference years (2008, 2013, 

2018). Considering the different units of measures, the clustering algorithm will be performed on the variables 

after standardization. The analysis will be eventually conducted on a comparative static of the three years, 

highlighting changes in the composition of clusters. As for the clustering algorithm partitioning around 

medoids (PAM) has been chosen for better dealing with outliers, as suggested by Kaufman and Rousseeuw 

(2005). In this procedure, clusters are constructed by assigning each dataset object to the nearest representative 

object (e.g., medoids). Choosing the optimal number of clusters for all the years will follow a two-layered 

approach. The optimal number of clusters will be assessed via the elbow method as the first step. The choice 

of this method, with respect to others, is mainly driven by the capacity of grouping clusters in a more 

meaningful way, namely reducing the sum of squared errors. However, as there exist a quite wide array of 

methods  (Milligan and Cooper 1985; Cuevas et al. 2000; Tibshirani et al. 2001), the choice will also follow a 

somehow graphical approach considering the more homogeneous configuration of clusters (Kaufman and 

Rousseeuw 2005).  

5.1 Results and Discussion 

Figure 1 shows the elbow plot for the data on the three reference periods (2008, 2013, 2018). The optimal 

number of clusters k will be chosen whenever more disaggregated groups do not significantly reduce the sum 

of the squares within clusters. This stands for k = 5 in 2008, k = 4 in 2013 and k = 4 in 2018.  

 

 

 



Figure 1 Elbow chart for the three reference periods 
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The analysis follows with the geographical representations of the clusters for the three reference periods 

(Figure 2). In this sense, as it was possible to appreciate from the preliminary analysis on the number of 

clusters, 2013 and 2018 show the same number of clusters. The clustering and the different average 

performances of countries contribute to creating a diversified picture over the years. 

Figure 2 Groups of EU Countries clustered with K-medoids algorithm 
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From a preliminary overview, there appear to be groups of countries that have been persistent over time for 

the three different years. On the other hand, over the three years, there have been some changes in the 

composition of clusters. The analysis will focus on the formation and characteristics of every single year. 

Figure 3 summarizes the average quantities of the single variables for each cluster.  



Figure 3 Average values for every cluster in the three reference years 

   

   

  
 

 
  

2008  

In Cluster 1 is grouped mostly northern European countries and Austria and Estonia. They are characterized 

for the highest average performances in terms of clean energy consumption (31 % with respect to 3% of Cluster 

2, see Figure 3). This is coupled with the lowest emissions and primary energy consumption. Regarding the 

socioeconomic variables, Cluster 1 presents relatively high urbanization with low density with the second 

highest GDP per capita level. Cluster 2 groups Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands, the richest cluster 

per number of inhabitants with the highest density. As for environmental performances, Cluster 2 holds the 

second-highest share of emissions and the lowest share of renewable energies. Cluster 3 gathers all the Balkan, 

Baltic, and Eastern European States except Croatia and Estonia. This Cluster presents lower socioeconomic 

conditions and a higher density of inhabitants (105 people/sq meter on average see Figure 3). Those countries 

present the highest share of solid fuels employed in electricity production (43%, see Figure 3) and relatively 

low environmental pressure. On the other hand, the Cluster presents a relatively high performance in clean 

energy production (11% as opposed to 3% of Cluster 2) and energy efficiency. Croatia, along with Greece, 

Ireland, Portugal, form Cluster 4. This group displays the highest urbanization level (37%, see Figure 3) but 

the lowest density and number of inhabitants on average. From the energy side, it is the cluster with the second-

highest share of renewables in the energy mix (14%). Still, it holds the highest shares of solid and liquid fossil 

fuels in electricity production (28% and 11%, respectively). Cluster 5 collects France, Germany, Italy, Spain, 

Poland with the highest share of carbon dioxide emissions on average. The cluster shows the highest energy 

consumption and the second-lowest share of renewables. It is the most populated cluster with relatively low 

urbanization but high density. Cluster 4 presents the higher share of manufacturing GVA in GDP.  



2013  

Cluster 1 groups the same countries as in 2008 with the addition of Ireland and Portugal (Figure 2). In fact, in 

2013, the cluster maintained the same position as the best performer in energy consumed from renewable 

sources. The cluster shows the highest level of urbanization (33%, see Figure 3) the lowest density (59 

inhabitants/sq km). Cluster 2 has not changed in composition from the previous. Inhabitants in those countries 

are the wealthiest, with the lowest share of clean energy. The cluster also presents the second-worst 

performance in terms of environmental pressure (e.g., CO2 emissions). Cluster 3 (Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech 

Republic, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovak, Slovenia, Spain) holds the lowest wealth per 

capita and the second-highest share of solid fuels in electricity production (25%, see Figure 3). On the other 

hand, the cluster presents relatively low carbon dioxide emissions coupled with a sustained share of renewable 

energies (18%). Cluster 4 in 2013 includes France, Germany, Italy, Poland, United Kingdom. It shows the 

highest level of emissions with the highest level of primary energy consumption. Furthermore, Cluster 4 holds 

the highest share of electricity production from (solid) fossil fuels (37% see Figure 3). It also appears to be the 

highest populated cluster despite the relatively low level of urbanization.  

2018  

Cluster 1 keeps all the countries as in 2013 with Croatia, Latvia, and Lithuania. It is the least populated, also 

in terms of density. This group of Countries is the second wealthy cluster in terms of GDP per capita. Moreover, 

Cluster 1 is the lowest emitter of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and the highest energy consumer from 

renewable sources. Despite the relatively high contribution of the industrial sector, the cluster appears to 

consume a quite low quantity of energy (e.g., Primary Energy Consumption). Cluster 2 (Belgium, the 

Netherlands, Luxembourg) represents the wealthiest and the most densely populated agglomeration of EU 

States. On the other hand, it holds the lowest share of renewables (8% Figure 3) and a low industrial 

productivity level. Cluster 3 gathers Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Slovak, Slovenia. 

It holds the lowest GDP per inhabitant but the highest share of industry’s contribution to the GDP (21% see 

Figure 2).  On average, 17% of people live in the biggest cities, and the primary energy consumption is the 

lowest with respect to the other clusters. Cluster 3 holds the highest share of electricity production from (solid 

and liquid) fossil fuels, reaching 34% of electricity produced in 2018. On the other hand, this cluster shows 

33% of energy coming from renewable sources (the highest percentage, 38%, pertains to Cluster 1). Cluster 4 

groups France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom with the highest population level on average. 

The cluster appears to be the highest emitter of CO2 in the atmosphere and the highest energy consumer. 

Despite the highest population level, this cluster shows relatively low levels of both density and urbanization.  

5.2 Discussion 

The analysis of the clusters has identified groups of countries with peculiar characteristics. In this sense, 

Cluster 1 has always gathered countries that have shown relatively good performance in clean energy 

consumption, energy efficiency, and carbon dioxide emissions. Countries in that cluster have always been 

characterised by not being higher populated or densely inhabited. The solid basis of the cluster has been 

represented by Nordic countries with similar socioeconomic, cultural, and demographic characteristics 

Blindheim (2015). Austria shares the same performances, whereas it holds a higher population density due to 

the physical territorial extension of the States. Latvia and Lithuania were present in 2008 and 2018. On the 

other hand, Croatia, Ireland, and Portugal joined Cluster 1 in 2018. Latvia has shown an increasing share of 

renewables and relatively low energy consumption patterns. The Investment and Development Agency of 

Latvia (2020) reported that the Country is now in third place among the EU countries regarding renewable 

energy consumption. Together with Estonia and Lithuania, those two Baltic countries have shown good 

renewable production and consumption performances. The favourable climatic condition also helped Latvia, 

whereas Estonia still appears to be highly dependent on carbon-based energy (Štreimikiene et al., 2016). 

Croatia managed to increase its overall energy efficiency by 21.4% in the period 2000-2018, mostly led by 

industry (+ 2.4% per year) and the residential sector (+1.4% per year) (Odyssee ,2021). As for Portugal, 

Østergaard et al.  (2014) observe the Country has used a progressively consistent amount of renewables in the 

energy mix with the help of favourable climatic conditions to combat energy dependence. Ireland represents 

the latest newcomer to the Cluster in this picture in terms of (clean) energy performances. Although the share 

of renewables in consumption has increased over time (4% in 2008, 13% in 2013, 10.88% in 2018), it is still 



the lowest share. However, energy consumption patterns appear to be in line with the other countries of the 

cluster. Cluster 2 has been stable for all the periods considered with Belgium, Luxembourg, and the 

Netherlands. As already disentangled, those countries share the same socioeconomic characteristics with high 

per capita wealth and a relatively small territorial extension. Indeed, countries in the cluster appear to be the 

most densely populated. As for energy performances, Cluster 2 shows the smallest share of renewables yet 

with an increasing trend (up to 8.6% on average in 2018). Quantities of energy consumption have slightly 

decreased over time along with industrial performances. In 2008 there was also the formation of Cluster 4 with 

Croatia, Greece, Ireland, Portugal. Greece joined Cluster 3 in 2013 and has not moved since then. On the other 

hand, Croatia, Ireland, Portugal have joined Cluster 1 since 2013.  Newcomers in Cluster 1 in 2018 are mostly 

related to increasing clean energy consumption and performance efficiency. As already argued, Cluster 3 

shows lower economic wealth per capita with an increasing level of urbanization. The cluster also presents a 

low level of primary energy consumption coupled with lower carbon dioxide levels from fuel combustion. 

According to the estimates by World Energy Council and Oliver Wyman (2020),  Romania scores among the 

countries with the highest capacity of meeting energy demand internally (e.g., energy security). However, 

Romania still benefits from being an oil producer while it is still in the process of applying the EU energy 

agenda. In this sense, in the past two decades, the share of fossil fuel in the energy supply in the country has 

decreased and replaced with renewables (+10% within 2000-2018) and nuclear power (+5-6% within 2000-

2018) (World Energy Council and Oliver Wyman, 2020). In Hungary, the share of nuclear energy accounted 

for 37% of total final consumption (TFC) in 2015, thus covering the decrease in fossil fuels2 (IEA 2017b). As 

for Greece, the country has heavily relied on coal (i.e., lignite) production and imports of oil with a small but 

increasing share of renewables (mostly biofuel and waste) (IEA, 2017a). Reports by Agency of Energy (2019); 

Ministry of Environment (2018) show Slovenia and Slovakia can be classified as net energy importers with a 

high share of nuclear power in internal generation. Poland has changed position from Cluster 3 in 2008 and 

2018 to Cluster 4 in 2013. Poland has heavily relied on fossil fuel, especially coal, for its energy mix (74.4% 

of electricity generation from coal in 2020) (Hasterok et al., 2021). Despite the pressing influence of the EU 

environmental objective of a net-zero economy by 2050, the Polish government still plans to rely on fossil 

fuels for a long time (Kudełko, 2021). However, according to Polish Ministry of Climate and Environment 

(2021), Poland will be introducing nuclear power plants in its energy mix by the third decade of 2000 to lower 

the incidence of coal sources. The position in the cluster with Germany, France, Italy, United Kingdom has 

probably been achieved due to their bad performances in terms of emissions and clean energy consumption 

relative to the size of the economy.  

France, Germany, Italy, United Kingdom have formed another stable bloc of countries over time. In 2008 and 

2018, those four countries were joined by Spain. In 2013 Spain was replaced by Poland in the cluster. This 

replacement is mainly related to the 2008 economic crisis that particularly hit the Spanish economy in 20133.  

Countries of this group have scored marked (worse) environmental performances with higher CO2 emissions 

coupled with a high population level. From the energy side, Countries in clusters 4-5 show higher energy 

consumption and relatively low but increasing performances in renewable consumption (from an average of 

9% in 2008 to 15% in 2018). Despite this higher energy consumption with respect to the other Countries, this 

cluster shows average industrial sector performance levels over time.  However, Alola et al. (2019) proved that 

carbon dioxide and housing positively impact renewable energy generation in the long run, especially for 

Mediterranean countries. The cluster contains the most developed economies of the Union, and despite their 

commitment to EU objectives, they still appear to lag in clean energy generation.  According to Telli et al. 

(2021), the reason can be tracked down to the lack of available space to implement renewable energy 

generation for the national demand for energy or reliance on other sources for energy production (e.g., France, 

Spain). Indeed, despite the high commitment of Germany, the country still heavily relies on fossil fuels for 

energy supply (80% of primary energy supply in 2018). In contrast, for France, nuclear energy contributed 

46.6% in 2015 (IEA 2016a, 2020). According to the latest data by IEA (2021a), nuclear energy covers around 

 
2  In 2015 the country has gone from self-sufficient to being dependent for 87% on imports of natural gas. The same 

share stands for crude oil. However, the country still relies on coal for two-thirds of TFC 
3 https://www.expansion.com/2013/12/18/economia/1387360918.html 

https://www.expansion.com/2013/12/18/economia/1387360918.html


45% of production in Spain. The case of Italy4 is different with an increase in production due to renewable 

energies (68% in 2015) despite total energy supply still heavily relying on fossil fuels (IEA 2016b).  

6. Conclusions 
Since the beginning of the European Union, the so-called harmonization process has paved the way to a 

common orientation for the Member States, leaving broad discretion to each national regulatory framework 

(Majone 2014).  The EU regulatory framework is one of the most stringent and comprehensive globally. The 

Union is among the leaders and signatories of many international agreements (Paris Agreement, COP on 

Climate Change, COP on Biodiversity). In this framework, the latest roadmap at the policy level, the EU has 

committed to reaching net-zero carbon emissions by 2050 agenda series of other objectives for clean energy, 

energy efficiency, biodiversity, ecosystem conservation, sustainable production, and consumption (EU Green 

Deal). This overall (financial and non) impulse will ideally improve Member States’ commitments and 

environmental performances. Ideally, the European Union should act as a cohesive entity in the international 

landscape. Cultural and historical differences also mark consistent divergences within the Member States 

regarding environmental policies and the overall orientation of the EU (Jehlička and Tickle 2004). Applying a 

data-driven approach, this work tries to provide a comprehensive picture of how the Member States are coping 

with their environmental commitments applying a consolidated analytical framework. The IPAT relationship 

provided an overarching analytical setting to assess environmental performances comprising social, 

technological, and economic aspects. However, cluster analysis is highly dependent on the choice of the data 

to feed the algorithm. This work has focused on those variables that have been traditionally employed in the 

analysis of the IPAT identity in the literature. The choice of this approach was to provide a framework to the 

convergence of EU policy that comprises all the relevant dimensions (i.e., economic, demographic, 

environmental). Further expansions of the analysis may envision a set of variables more in line with the EU's 

objectives in terms of the low-carbon transition. A clustering algorithm has been applied to three cross-sections 

of data on three different periods (2008,2013,2018). The analysis identified three specific groups with marked 

differences: the ones with higher performances in terms of clean energy, energy efficiency; wealthy countries 

with poor environmental performances instead of relatively poorer countries with promising environmental 

performances. Among those polarized clusters, some countries have moved through clusters. After a transition 

phase (2013) in 2018, Latvia, Lithuania joined the cluster of best environmental performers. Croatia, Ireland, 

Portugal managed to reach Cluster 1 in 2018. On the other hand, Poland joined the cluster of bad environmental 

performers in 2013. On the other hand, Spain joined France, Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom in 2008 

and 2018. What marks a consistent divergence with the other clusters is the demographic (P) dimension. Even 

though clustering does not allow for causal relationships, it is possible to affirm that population size plays a 

consistent role in a country's environmental performance. The bulk of the policy framework at the EU level on 

air emissions and energy efficiency addresses heavy polluting industrial sectors (e.g., energy, petrochemical, 

industry). On the other hand, residential heating and cooling represent 46% of the total energy consumption 

for heating and cooling5 (IEA 2021b). The EU Directive 2012/27/EU (e.g., Energy Efficiency Directive) 

implements specific measures to promote a precise account of energy consumption related to heating and 

cooling within (non-)residential buildings meeting the overall energy efficiency targets at the EU level.  In this 

sense, despite all the incentives to promote a more renewable-oriented mix for heating and cooling (e.g., 

building energy codes), this energy consumption side is overlooked in the environmental policy framework 

according to IEA (2021b). Barriers to implementing that kind of clean technologies in (non-) residential 

buildings can be tracked down to the difficulty of the payback mechanism the difficulty of reaching an 

agreement on the investment (i.e., residential buildings). On the other hand, Fraunhofer Institute for Systems 

and Innovation Research et al. (2017) find investments for non-residential buildings often are undertaken if 

they provide concrete advantages in labour productivity (e.g., a better work environment for employees). In 

fact, of all European Member States, only Croatia has not set specific policy options for heating and cooling 

in any sector (REN21, 2021). Another interesting emerging pattern is nuclear energy within the energy mix as 

a substitute for fossil fuel-based sources. Nuclear power represents more than 50% of electricity consumption 

 
4 Following the results of the referendum in 1987 the Country decommissioned all the nuclear power stations abolishing 

nuclear energy from its energy mix.  
5 72% of energy consumption for heating and cooling comes from coal sources IEA (2021b) 



in France, Slovak, and Hungary and is a higher low-carbon source for other EU Countries (IEA, 2019a). 

Nuclear power is still under consideration to be included in a Delegated Act of the EU Taxonomy.  Indeed, it 

has been argued that the technology meets the “do-no-significant-harm” (DNSH) principle. European 

Commission Joint Research Center (2021); Scientific Committee on Health, Environmental and Emerging 

Risks (2021); IAEA (2021) highlight the main critical points revolve around (hazardous) waste production and 

material efficiency of existing plants in the use of uranium6, considering its extraction and the rather 

insufficient attention to the impact of radiation on (marine) ecosystems.  

Overall, thiw work tries to shed light on the state of convergence of national patterns in environmental policy 

implementation, meeting the objectives at the EU level. Moreover, the work tries to provide a new perspective 

of employment of a well-established analytical framework. Clustering techniques allow systematization and 

classification via a sole data-driven approach without any inference on the relationship among variables. 

Furthermore, the results of cluster analyses are highly dependent on the number and nature of the variables 

considered. Despite those limitations, the work feeds the literature of policy convergence, providing a 

systematic classification of countries with respect to their performances in relevant areas of policy intervention. 

The comparative static analysis over three reference periods provided a diverse picture of environmental 

performance. The choice of the data has primarily followed the literature on IPAT analysis to provide an 

analytical framework encompassing all the dimensions of the human-environmental relationship (i.e., 

economic, demographic, technological, environmental). Further development of this work might include 

variables more directly related to the objectives set at the EU level on low-carbon transition. Overall, the 

landscape of the EU Member States presents persistent clusters of Countries over time, also considering the 

socioeconomic dimension. In fact, after a transition phase (for most of the States in 2013), some Countries 

managed to increase their performances in terms of clean energy consumption, emission reduction, energy 

efficiency, whereas some others did not.  Ideally, the ultimate aim of the European Union would be to 

harmonize the Member States in terms of policymaking and (environmental) outcomes; the analysis suggests 

much work has already been done, whereas much more is needed. 
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