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3.7: Energy
⚙ Learning Objectives

Define heat and work.
Distinguish between kinetic energy and potential energy.

 
Just like matter, energy is a term that we are all familiar with and use on a daily basis. Before you go on a long hike, you eat an
energy bar; every month, the energy bill is paid; on TV, politicians argue about the energy crisis. But what is energy? If you stop to
think about it, energy is very complicated. When you plug a lamp into an electric socket, you see energy in the form of light, but
when you plug a heating pad into that same socket, you only feel warmth. Without energy, we couldn't turn on lights, we couldn't
brush our teeth, we couldn't make our lunch, and we couldn't travel to school. In fact, without energy, we couldn't even wake up
because our bodies require energy to function. We use energy for every single thing that we do, whether we are awake or asleep. 
 

Ability to Do Work or Produce Heat 

When we speak of using energy, we are really referring to transferring energy from one place to another. When you use energy to
throw a ball, you transfer energy from your body to the ball, and this causes the ball to fly through the air. When you use energy to
warm your house, you transfer energy from the furnace to the air in your home, and this causes the temperature in your house to
rise. Although energy is used in many kinds of different situations, all of these uses rely on energy being transferred in one of two
ways. Energy can be transferred as heat or as work.

When scientists speak of heat, they are referring to energy that is transferred from an object with a higher temperature to an object
with a lower temperature, as a result of the temperature difference. Heat will "flow" from the hot object to the cold object until both
end up at the same temperature. When you cook with a metal pot, you witness energy being transferred in the form of heat.
Initially, only the stove element is hot – the pot and the food inside the pot are cold. As a result, heat moves from the hot stove
element to the cold pot. After a while, enough heat is transferred from the stove to the pot, raising the temperature of the pot and all
of its contents (Figure ). 
 

Figure : Energy is transferred as heat from the hot stove element to the cooler pot until the pot and its contents become just as
hot as the element. The energy that is transferred into the pot as heat is then used to cook the pasta.

 
Heat is only one way in which energy can be transferred. Energy can also be transferred as work. The scientific definition of work
is a force (any push or pull) applied over a distance. When you push an object and cause it to move, you do work, and
you transfer some of your energy to the object. At this point, it's important to warn you of a common misconception. Sometimes we
think that the amount of work done can be measured by the amount of effort put in. This may be true in everyday life, but it is
not true in science. By definition, scientific work requires that force be applied over a distance. It does not matter how hard you
push or how hard you pull. If you have not moved the object, you haven't done any work.
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So far, we've talked about the two ways in which energy can be transferred from one place, or object, to another. Energy can be
transferred as heat, and energy can be transferred as work. But the question still remains –  what is energy? 
 

Kinetic Energy 

Energy is simply the capacity to supply heat or do work.  Machines use energy, our bodies use energy, energy comes from the sun,
energy comes from volcanoes, energy causes forest fires, and energy helps us to grow food. With all of these seemingly different
types of energy, it's hard to believe that there are really only two different forms of energy: kinetic energy and potential energy.
Kinetic energy is energy associated with motion. When an object is moving, it has kinetic energy. When the object stops moving,
it has no kinetic energy. While all moving objects have kinetic energy, not all moving objects have the same amount of kinetic
energy. The amount of kinetic energy possessed by an object is determined by its mass and its speed. The heavier an object is and
the faster it is moving, the more kinetic energy it has.

Kinetic energy is very common, and it's easy to spot examples of it in the world around you. Sometimes we even try to capture
kinetic energy and use it to power things like our home appliances. If you have driven through southwestern Minnesota or northern
Iowa, you have probably seen the windmills out in the farm fields or along the highways (Figure ). As wind rushes over the
hills, the kinetic energy of the moving air particles turns the windmills, trapping the wind's kinetic energy so that people can use it
in their houses and offices. 
 

Figure : A wind farm in northwestern Iowa harnesses the kinetic energy of the wind.

 
Potential Energy 

Potential energy is stored energy. It is energy that remains available until we choose to use it. Think of a battery in a flashlight. If
left on, the flashlight battery will run out of energy within a couple of hours, and the flashlight will die. If, however, you only use
the flashlight when you need it and turn it off when you don’t, the battery will last for days or even months. The battery contains a
certain amount of energy and it will power the flashlight for a certain amount of time; but because the battery stores potential
energy, you can choose to use the energy all at once, or you can save it and only use a small amount at a time.

Any stored energy is potential energy. There are a lot of different ways in which energy can be stored, and this can make potential
energy very difficult to recognize. In general, an object has potential energy because of its position relative to another object. For
example, when a rock is held above the earth, it has potential energy because of its position relative to the ground. This is potential
energy because the energy is stored for as long as the rock is held in the air. Once the rock is dropped, though, the stored energy is
released as kinetic energy as the rock falls. 
 

Chemical Energy 

There are other common examples of potential energy. A ball at the top of a hill stores potential energy until it is allowed to roll to
the bottom. When two magnets are held next to one another, they store potential energy too. For some examples of potential energy,
though, it's harder to see how "position" is involved. In chemistry, we are often interested in what is called chemical potential
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energy. Chemical potential energy is energy stored in the atoms, molecules, and chemical bonds that make up matter. How does
this depend on position?

As you learned earlier, the world and all of the chemicals in it are made up of atoms and molecules. These store potential energy
that is dependent on their positions relative to one another. Of course, you can't see atoms and molecules. Nevertheless, scientists
do know a lot about the ways in which atoms and molecules interact, and this allows them to figure out how much potential energy
is stored in a specific quantity (like a cup or a gallon) of a particular chemical. Different chemicals have different amounts of
potential energy because they are made up of different atoms, and those atoms have different positions relative to one another. 
 

⚖ Chemical Potential Energy
Since different chemicals have different amounts of potential energy, scientists will sometimes say that potential energy depends
not only on position, but also on composition. Composition affects potential energy because it determines which molecules and
atoms end up next to one another. For example, the total potential energy in a cup of pure water is different than the total
potential energy in a cup of apple juice, because the cup of water and the cup of apple juice are composed of different amounts
of different chemicals.

 
At this point, you may wonder just how useful chemical potential energy is. If you want to release the potential energy stored in an
object held above the ground, you just drop it. But how do you get potential energy out of chemicals? It's actually not difficult. Use
the fact that different chemicals have different amounts of potential energy. If you start with chemicals that have a lot of potential
energy and allow them to react and form chemicals with less potential energy, all the extra energy that was in the chemicals at the
beginning, but not at the end, is released. 
 

Units of Energy 

Energy is measured in one of two common units: the calorie and the joule. The joule  is the SI unit of energy. The calorie is
familiar because it is commonly used when referring to the amount of energy contained within food. A calorie  is the quantity
of heat required to raise the temperature of 1 gram of water by . For example, raising the temperature of  of water from 

 to  would require .

Calories contained within food are actually kilocalories . In other words, if a certain snack contains 85 food calories, it
actually contains  or . In order to make the distinction, the dietary calorie is written with a capital C.

To say that the snack "contains" 85 Calories means that  of energy are released when that snack is processed by your body.

Heat changes in chemical reactions are typically measured in joules rather than calories. The conversion between a joule and a
calorie is shown below.

We can calculate the amount of heat released in kilojoules when a 400 Calorie hamburger is digested.

 

 

Summary 
Any time we use energy, we transfer energy from one object to another as heat or work.
Heat is the term given to energy that is transferred from a hot object to a cooler object due to the difference in their
temperatures.
Work is the term given to energy that is transferred as a result of a force applied over a distance.
Energy comes in two fundamentally different forms: kinetic energy and potential energy. Energy can be converted from one
form to another. 
Kinetic energy is the energy of motion.
Potential energy is stored energy that depends on the position of an object relative to another object.

(J)

(cal)

C1o 100 g

C20o C22o 100 × 2 = 200 cal

(kcal)

85 kcal 85,000 cal

1 kilocalorie = 1 Calorie = 1000 calories (3.7.1)

85 kcal

1 J = 0.2390 cal or 1 cal = 4.184 J (3.7.2)

400 Cal = 400 × =kcal
4.184 kJ

1 kcal
1.67 × kJ103
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CK-12 Foundation

Chemical potential energy is a special type of potential energy that depends on the positions of different atoms and molecules
relative to one another.
Chemical potential energy can also be thought of according to its dependence on chemical composition.
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