
What is Energy? 

Energy is the Ability To Do Work 

All of these sources provide us the energy we need to live our busy lives. 

To find out more, click on the Energy Source areas below.  

 

It comes in different forms -- heat (thermal), light (radiant), mechanical, electrical, chemical, and 

nuclear energy. Energy is in everything.  We use energy to do everything we do, from making a 

jump shot to baking our favorite cookies to sending astronauts into space -- energy is there, 

making sure we have the power to do it all. There are two types of energy -- stored (potential) 

energy and working (kinetic) energy.  For example, the food you eat contains chemical energy, 

and your body stores this energy until you release it when you work or play.   

All forms of energy are stored in different ways, in the energy sources that we use every day.  

These sources are divided into two groups -- renewable (an energy source that can be replenished 

in a short period of time) and nonrenewable (an energy source that we are using up and cannot 

recreate in a short period of time). Renewable and nonrenewable energy sources can be used to 

produce secondary energy sources including electricity and hydrogen.  

Renewable energy sources include solar energy, which comes from the sun and can be turned 

into electricity and heat.  Wind, geothermal energy from inside the earth, biomass from plants, 

and hydropower and ocean energy from water are also renewable energy sources.  

http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/renewable/renewable.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/nonrenewable.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/electricity.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/IntermediateHydrogen.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/renewable/solar.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/renewable/wind.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/renewable/geothermal.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/renewable/biomass.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/renewable/water.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/renewable/ocean.html


However, we get most of our energy from nonrenewable energy sources, which include the fossil 

fuels -- oil, natural gas, and coal.  They're called fossil fuels because they were formed over 

millions and millions of years by the action of heat from the Earth's core and pressure from rock 

and soil on the remains (or "fossils") of dead plants and animals.  Another nonrenewable energy 

source is the element uranium, whose atoms we split (through a process called nuclear fission) to 

create heat and ultimately electricity.  

We use all these energy sources to generate the electricity we need for our homes, businesses, 

schools, and factories.  Electricity "energizes" our computers, lights, refrigerators, washing 

machines, and air conditioners, to name only a few uses.  

We use energy to run our cars and trucks.  Both the gasoline used in our cars, and the diesel fuel 

used in our trucks are made from oil.  The propane that fuels our outdoor grills and makes hot air 

balloons soar is made from oil and natural gas.  

Renewable Energy  

Renewable energy sources can be replenished in a short period of time.  The five renewable 

sources used most often include hydropower (water), solar, wind, geothermal, and biomass.  

 

Renewable energy's impact on the world's energy picture is significant.  Many important events 

have occurred during the history of using renewable sources to generate electricity - but the 

overall consumption from renewable energy sources has declined by about 15 percent from their 

1996 peak to about 6 quads in 2005.  

The use of renewable energy is not new. Five generations (125 years) ago, wood supplied up to 

90 percent of our energy needs. Due to the convenience and low prices of fossil fuels, wood use 

has fallen. Now, the biomass which would normally present a disposal problem is converted into 

electricity (e.g., manufacturing wastes, rice hulls, and black liquor from paper production).  

http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/oil.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/naturalgas.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/coal.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/nuclear.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/uses/consumption.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/uses/consumption.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/electricity.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/uses/transportation.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/gasoline.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/diesel.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/diesel.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/propane.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/history/timelines/index.html


Historically, low fossil fuel prices, especially for natural gas, have made growth difficult for 

renewable fuels. The deregulation and restructuring of the electric power industry could have a 

major impact on renewable energy consumption. Demands for cheaper power in the short term 

would likely decrease demand for renewable energy, while preferences for renewables included 

in some versions of proposed electricity restructuring legislation would breathe new life into this 

industry.  

Use of renewables in the United States is not currently expected to approach that of the major 

fuels, and due to their limitations (e.g., their intermittent nature - cloudy days have no solar gain, 

quiet days mean no wind blows to drive wind turbines, dams are primarily for flood control, so 

hydroelectricity production varies as dams' water levels change), renewables may never provide 

"the" answer to all energy problems. Around the world, renewable energy is proving to be of 

great value.   

In 2005, about 6.1 Quadrillion Btu (Quads) of U.S. energy came from renewable fuels. Each of 

the energy sources we use is measured, purchased, and sold in a different form. Many units of 

measurement are used to measure the energy we use each day.  Learn more about converting 

energy units in the Units of Measurement section.  

Nonrenewable Energy  

Nonrenewable energy sources come out of the ground as  liquids, gases and solids. Right now, 

crude oil (petroleum) is the only naturally liquid commercial fossil fuel. Natural gas and propane 

are normally gases, and coal is a solid. Coal, petroleum, natural gas, and propane are all 

considered fossil fuels because they formed from the buried remains of plants and animals that 

lived millions of years ago.  Uranium ore, a solid, is mined and converted to a fuel.  Uranium is 

not a fossil fuel.   These energy sources are considered nonrenewable because they can not be 

replenished (made again) in a short period of time.  Renewable energy sources can be 

replenished naturally in a short period of time. 

 

http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/science/energy_calculator.html#unitsexplained
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/oil.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/naturalgas.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/propane.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/coal.html
http://www.eia.doe.gov/kids/energyfacts/sources/non-renewable/nuclear.html


 


