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Nearly one-third of households report that it is a strain to pay energy bills and that they 
often choose electricity over food or medical bills. Despite having to make these difficult 
decisions each month, only 40% of consumers participate fully in energy efficiency 
opportunities, which could reduce their energy bills and save money. 

So the question is: why?

We know that utilities invest significantly in energy efficiency programs. In fact, energy 
efficiency spending has more than doubled since 2008, reaching $8 billion in 2018. 
Government also encourages energy efficiency through state mandates, goals and 
policies designed to lower energy costs.

So utilities and government are doing their part. But many electricity consumers still do 
not engage. Can their behavior be explained — and changed?

Examining Consumer Behavior 

Energy efficiency programs make good sense — 

they help the environment and save money. But 

for several reasons energy efficiency entreaties 

do not fully resonate with consumers. 

For one, the utility is not generally top of mind for 

consumers unless they lose power or their bills 

seem high. 

In addition, utility messaging must compete 

with the barrage of information that confronts 

consumers each day. 2018 estimates put 

robocalls at 5.1 billion received nationwide 

monthly, and by some estimates 60% of those 

are scams. Each person in the United States 

with a phone receives 14.2 robocalls a day. The 

average office worker gets 121 emails each day. 

This is a lot of information to sift through, and it is 

logical that some is lost in the pile. 

Consumers also may fear change, think the cost 

of energy efficiency upgrades are prohibitive, 

worry that programs and rebates will be hard 

to navigate, and misunderstand program 

qualifications.

And in some cases, they see utility rebates and 

other financial incentives as just too good to 

be true. “It can be really hard to give money 

away sometimes,” says Lana Lovick, Manager 

of Revenue Growth Programs at Entergy, in 

a webinar about the utility’s program that 

incentivizes electrification. 

One way to address consumer trepidation, 

according to the American Council for an 

Energy-Efficient Economy, is to better understand 

it through behavioral science. 

Behavioral science programs focus on motivation 

— how and why customers make energy 

decisions — and less on traditional strategies such 

as incentives, rebates, or regulations (although 

these may be incorporated into behavioral 

science programs). Behavioral science asks: 

“What do customers hope to achieve? And how 

can programs be tailored to fit those desires?” 

Successful programs work with human nature. 

A good example is Home Energy Rating (HER) 

offered by Oracle Utilities Opower, which is 

premised on the idea that people are more 

likely to change their behavior if they learn that 

other people are doing so. Households receive 

reports that provide energy savings tips and 

show how their energy use compares to others 

in their community. For whatever the reason — 

competition, concern or a desire to do good — 

seeing how they stack up against their neighbors 

inspires people to change. 

Opower has documented the results. The 

company reports, for example, that Exelon, one 

of the US’s largest utilities, reached more than 3.6 

million customers and saved 2.85 terawatt hours 

(TWh) through the program. Taking into account 

all of its utility partners and customers, Opower 

found that its behavioral programs saved 20 TWh 

as of 2018. That’s enough energy to power San 

Francisco homes for 10 years, brew 600 billion 

cups of coffee, or fuel 3 million electric vehicles 

traversing the equator. 

Real-time feedback is another motivator. It’s 

given rise to home energy displays and apps that 

show consumers their current energy use to 

inspire immediate action to conserve. Bidgely, 

a Silicon Valley software company with several 

utility investors, offers a display that drills down 

to energy usage by appliance in the home. 

This helps consumers take energy savings 

steps suited to their households. “Customers 

switch from feeling that they are being ‘energy 

shamed’ via normative influence, to being ‘energy 

empowered’ via personalized information on 

their specific usage,” says a Bidgely whitepaper. 

A Bidgely program for London Hydro achieved 

strong customer engagement, garnering a 53% 

email open rate for the program with nearly 40% 

of mobile users activating the program multiple 

times per week. London Hydro captured over two 

percent energy savings in the first three months.

People are more likely 
to change their behavior 
if they learn that other 
people are doing so.

https://www.npr.org/2018/09/19/649633468/31-percent-of-u-s-households-have-trouble-paying-energy-bills
https://www.smart-energy.com/industry-sectors/smart-energy/%EF%BB%BFsecc-reveals-consumers-top-values-related-energy/
https://www.edisonfoundation.net/iei/publications/Documents/IEI_Energy%20Efficiency%20Report_Mar2019.pdf
https://aceee.org/research-report/u1908
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/a-record-5-1-billion-robocalls-in-october-for-youmail-robocall-index-300746545.html
https://www.expressnews.com/hdn/hrlm/p/callback.html
https://www.campaignmonitor.com/blog/email-marketing/2019/05/shocking-truth-about-how-many-emails-sent/
https://go.icf.com/Energy-UsingElectrification-Webinar--OnDemand.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/consumers-hit-unprecedented-20-twh-energy-savings-with-oracle-utilities-opower-300730498.html
https://www.bidgely.com/bidgely_home-energy-reports/
https://www.bidgely.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Case-Study-Energy-Efficiency-London-Hydro.pdf


So what must utilities consider when 

embarking on behavioral energy 

efficiency, given the volume of 

information consumers receive, their 

apprehensions and the lessons learned 

from programs like these?

First, they need to think in terms of relationship 

nurturing. As stated in the 2018 State of the 

Consumer report, published by the Smart Energy 

Consumer Collaborative (SECC), utilities need 

“to treat the relationship with each customer as a 

journey that first starts with the basics and evolves 

over time as the customer’s energy-related 

understanding and needs change.” Or as put by 

Patty Durand, SECC’s President & CEO: “Long 

considered a commodity-based business, utilities 

are now being called on to build and nurture 

relationships with their customers.” 

Effective strategies, she says, 

engage consumers.

Second, utilities must avoid 

messaging that appeals solely to 

logic. People rarely make rational 

decisions when they are asked 

to step outside of their comfort 

zone and ingest large amounts of 

data to make decisions, according 

to a paper in ScienceDirect, 

“Household energy use: Applying 

behavioural economics to understand consumer 

decision-making and behaviour.” The paper places 

consumers into five behavioral categories.

 • Default to the status quo: I know what I  
  know and this is fine.

 • Do what suffices: Rather than doing the full  
  research, I’ll choose the answer that is  
  easiest to learn.

 • Avoid risk: Why risk it if the gain is not  
  significant?

 • Avoid loss: Although energy efficiency may  
  save more in the long run, now I have to  
  pay more.

 • Succumb to the sunk cost effect: I have  
  already put so much into repairing this item,  
  why change now and lose that?

Behavioral Energy Efficiency in Action

To reach consumers, many utilities have 

begun to develop outreach programs that use 

behavior science to drive energy efficiency. 

According to the World Resources Institute, 

these programs fall into two basic categories: 

(1) educational programs that give consumers 

information on efficiency and tips to save energy, 

and (2) feedback programs that provide usage 

information to consumers through smart meters, 

home energy reports, or comparisons with 

community, peers or similar households. Real-

time direct feedback programs through smart or 

prepaid meters have shown estimated savings of 

5 to 20%. Indirect feedback programs, through 

home energy reports, for example, have shown 

estimated savings of 5 to 10%.

In addition to education and feedback, utilities 

are incorporating the customer journey into their 

energy efficiency program outreach. This includes 

starting with the basics and helping the customer 

to evolve over time as they better understand 

energy efficiency measures and benefits. 

Timing is important, as is who delivers the energy 
efficiency message. Successful programs:

 • Engage customers on their timeframe.  
  A study of energy consumers’ engagement  
  level with utility energy efficiency programs  
  showed that 40% are “selectively engaged”  
  and commonly made their most significant  
  energy-related upgrades in response to an  
  immediate need or repair. The optimal time  
  to deliver energy efficiency messages about  
  rebates and other energy efficiency  
  programs is when customers are ready  
  to engage.

 • Leverage trusted advocates. An  
  advocate can be a neighbor, a community  

Utilities need to treat the relationship with each 
customer as a journey that first starts with the 
basics and evolves over time as the customer’s 
energy-related understanding and needs change.

2018 State of the Consumer report, published by the SECC

  leader or a trusted service technician.  
  When we need a plumber we ask a  
  neighbor for a recommendation. They are  
  a trusted resource. If that same neighbor  
  tells us how they saved money and energy,  
  we listen. Identify these community leaders  
  who can be energy efficiency advocates for  
  a program.

 • Work with representatives who know  
  your customers and who are trusted.  
  When the information comes from  
  someone your customers already trust,  
  it is well received. Think of the electrician  
  who comes to fix dining room lights. While  
  he is there, he says, “I can upgrade you  
  to energy efficiency bulbs that are covered  
  by a rebate.” Why would the customer say  
  no? He will do it, the cost is minimal or free,  
  and it saves energy. Engage representatives  
  who have established reputations for  
  delivering quality service to promote energy  
  efficiency programs.

 • Offer services that are tied to rebates to  
  help offset costs. If you are in the market  
  for a new car, rebates provide incentives.  
  Otherwise they are just junk mail. Timing  
  of a rebate is critical to how it is perceived.  
  The only way to know if the timing is correct  
  is to know your customer. While traditional  
  marketing and flyers have a place in  
  educating consumers, it’s more effective if  
  the message comes from a service  
  representative at the “point of repair.”  
  Branded programs that bring electrical  
  repair personnel into the home to fix  
  appliances and electrical systems offer a  
  chance to broach the subject of energy  
  efficiency at the right time and by the right  
  person. Work with partners that already  
  know the composition of household  
  appliances, ages and effective useful life.  
  They are best positioned to help consumers  
  take advantage of rebates.

https://cleantechnica.com/2018/02/19/ready-consumers-want-cleantech-energy-new-utility-programs/
https://www.smart-energy.com/industry-sectors/smart-energy/report-consumer-engagement-utilities/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1364032114007990
https://www.wri.org/blog/2018/06/how-behavioral-science-can-boost-household-energy-efficiency
https://cleantechnica.com/2018/02/19/ready-consumers-want-cleantech-energy-new-utility-programs/


  forward initiative to celebrate the company’s  
  100-year anniversary. Residents received  
  free energy audits, compact fluorescent  
  light bulbs and block heater timers and took  
  advantage of rebates of up to 75% on  
  energy-efficient lighting, heat pumps and  
  appliances. One homeowner received  
  a $12,000 energy home makeover. Students  
  learned green living basics — such as  
  unplugging electric appliances, not just  
  shutting them off — and were encouraged  
  to spread the word. They penned an Energy  
  Saving Pledge and collected signatures. 

 • Portland General Electric (PGE) Company,  
  OR. Provide incentives to change behavior.  
  In July 2019, PGE piloted a test program  
  in 3 neighborhoods to engage more  
  than 20,000 customers through their smart  
  devices (thermostats, water heaters, electric  
  vehicle chargers and batteries) to reduce  
  or shift their energy consumption during  
  high-use times. The program alerts  
  customers during these high-use times and  
  rewards them with “Peak Time Rebates” if  
  they shift their behavior to reduce the load  
  on the grid. When customers enroll, they  
  can choose to receive their rebates upfront  
  (such as a free smart thermostat that  
  costs an estimated $400) or through  
  ongoing rewards ($25 to sign up and $25 for  
  each high-peak season — summer and  
  winter — that they choose to participate).  

  The program simply asks residents to  
  change their energy use for a couple of  
  hours on certain days. This allows  
  customers an easy way to control their  
  use and costs and help reduce their carbon  
  footprints.

 • Sacramento Municipal Utility District  
  (SMUD), CA. Encourage efficiency.  
  Efficiency isn’t just about how much energy  
  consumers use; it’s also about when they  
  use it. This is especially true in California,  
  where vast amounts of renewable energy  
  have created a wasteful Duck Curve. To  
  reduce the belly of the duck — the period  
  of the afternoon when excess solar power  
  is being pumped into the grid — SMUD is  
  testing ways to encourage electric vehicle  
  drivers to charge during the day instead of  
  at night. Since many people are at  
  work during the day, the program  
  focuses on businesses rather than homes.  
  The utility discovered that several barriers  
  prevent businesses from installing EV  
  chargers for their employees, including cost.  
  So SMUD began offering employers  
  incentives for installing charging stations,  
  with the highest incentives for those  
  businesses that install DC fast charging  
  stations with public access. The program  
  considers customer behavior by placing the  
  technology, in this case the EV charger,  
  where the customer is likely to use it.

 • Xcel Energy, CO. Engage the  
  community influencers. To reach the  
  influencers, Xcel Energy piloted a house  
  party model called Halloween Gone Green,  
  offering Colorado customers a kit to host  
  a house party. The kit includes games that  
  teach about energy-saving opportunities  
  in the home. The parties were a form of  
  social diffusion in that hosts tended to be  
  energy efficiency leaders, and the parties  
  allowed them to talk about energy  
  efficiency and show guests what they had  
  done in their homes already. 

 • Puget Sound Energy, Bainbridge Island, WA.  
  Create energy-efficient customers for life.  
  On Bainbridge Island, Washington,  
  environmentally conscious residents  
  developed a plan to show that the island’s  
  existing infrastructure could support new  
  energy demand — if residents reduced  
  energy use. The community worked with  
  utility Puget Sound Energy on home energy  
  assessments, direct installs, home energy  
  upgrades and other programs. As a result,  
  the island avoided the construction of a  
  new substation and additional power lines.  
  This program engaged customers and  
  taught them how their behavior can help. 

 • BC Hydro, BC. Reward and challenge  
  customers. Team Power Smart is a loyalty  
  program for BC Hydro residential customers  
  who want to reduce their energy waste and  
  save money while they’re doing it. At no  
  cost, customers go online to join a team,  
  and access exclusive contests, deals and  
  events. Once they join, they can go to a  
  Member Tool Box to start a Reduction  
  Challenge or enter monthly contests for a  
  chance to win prizes, like home show  
  tickets, free admission to BC attractions or  
  energy-efficient products courtesy of BC  
  Hydro’s retail partners. 

 • Otter Tail Power, MN. Bring a community  
  together with a common goal. The Rothsay  
  Community Energy Challenge, a $300,000  
  Otter Tail Power pilot project, encouraged  
  every Rothsay home and business to go  
  greener and drive down the town’s energy  
  use 10 to 15%. The project was part of Otter  
  Tail’s Minnesota Conservation Improvement  
  Program, a bid to comply with Pawlenty’s  
  Next Generation Energy Act, which aimed  
  to decrease electricity and natural gas  
  use 1.5% annually. It also had a pay-it- 

Utilities can use behavior change to create a 
partnership with their customers, increase their brand 
recognition and make them a trusted resource – not 
just a monthly bill – to help save energy and reduce 
overall costs. Examples of successful behavior-based 
utility energy efficiency programs include:

https://www.bchydro.com/search.html?q=What+is+the+Team+Power+Smart+Challenge%3F&qid=1548&ir_type=1
https://www.bchydro.com/search.html?q=What+is+the+Team+Power+Smart+Challenge%3F&qid=1548&ir_type=1


Choose a partner who has:   

 • Marketing expertise. A partner with a clear  
  and established ability to reach the  
  customer is key. These are the partners  
  that residential customers already trust.  
  And with this trust comes an openness to  
  new ideas.

 • Established infrastructure and  
  technology. Your partner should have  
  a proven foundation to be able to deliver  
  your message. You don’t want a partner  
  that is staffing up as you are rolling out.  
  You want someone with the infrastructure  
  and staff to hit the ground running  
  when you are ready to launch. And one  
  whose message is welcomed — not  
  funneled into a junk folder.

 • Contractor network. Residential customers  
  think about upgrades when they have called  
  for a repair. The rule of thumb for customers is:  
  If the repair is more than 50% of the cost of a  
  new system, don’t repair. If the contractor can  
  help you increase your savings with rebates  
  and incentives, that percentage drops.  
  Leveraging established contractor networks is  
  a great way for utilities to market their  
  programs without additional costs.

 • Value-added products. Much like a new  
  car, the rebate is only as good as the need  
  of the consumer at that time. In-person  
  delivery of your rebates and incentives on  
  HVAC will not resonate with a customer  
  who is replacing their washing machine. The  
  value of the product relies on knowing the  
  customer and their needs. 

Successful behavior-based outreach 
programs engender trust and ensure that 
messaging aligns with their needs. Choosing 
the correct partner, who is trusted and 
established and knows the customer base, 
is critical to enhancing the customer bond. 
This partner can also help utilities identify 
community leaders who can head the 
energy efficiency charge in their area. The 
partner can be a company that services the 
customers already or an outside consultant 
that can help you determine which program 
best fits your communities’ demographics. 

HomeServe is a leading provider of utility-

sponsored home repair service programs 

serving over 4 million customers across 

North America. We enable utilities to offer additional services for residential energy customers that 

improve energy efficiency, enhance reliability and service, and increase customer engagement. 

HomeServe plans protect homeowners against the expense and inconvenience of HVAC, gas and 

electric lines, water heater and other home emergencies by providing affordable coverage and quality 

local service from rigorously vetted network contractors. As customers with a plan are more likely to 

repair/replace inefficient systems and proactively address issues, our solution promotes overall energy 

efficiency, reliability and safety. For more information, visit www.homeserveutility.com.
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Next Steps 

Behavior-based programming offers the best path forward, but it can be time consuming and cost 
intensive. How can utilities maximize this return on investment? Find a partner to implement these 
programs, one with a reason to be in the home — such as a repair service with an established 
relationship with the customer. Let the partner guide the customer through the programs. Their 
presence will promote your energy efficiency effort and enhance your reputation. 

https://www.homeserveutility.com/energy-efficiency/
https://www.homeserveutility.com/home-repair-plans/
http://www.homeserveutility.com

