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“Understanding Lower-Income Consumers” report

This report sheds light on who lower-income 

consumers are, how they engage with smart 

energy technology, how they view their 

electricity providers and more. It is based on 

a survey of 1,000 Americans with incomes 

below $50,000.



Marie D’Arrigo

Background

Director, Public Services, Maru/Matchbox

• Research consultant within the Public Services practice at 

Maru/Matchbox, a global insights and technology firm

• Over 10 years of experience consulting utilities, governments and 

telecommunications firms across North America

• Previously worked with SECC on various research projects, such as the 

Consumer Market Segmentation and Distributed Energy Resources 

research

• Specializes in consumer experience and engagement research in the 

energy sector



Research methodology: Implicit Association

Respondents are shown a series of statements and asked if they agree or disagree with whether each 

statement applies to them. A short reaction time shows implicit association, i.e., an instinctive reaction and 

strong connection (System 1). 

Passive System 1 tools (such as Implicit Association Testing) are used to understand the strength and 

influence of subconscious connections, capturing the emotions that overwhelm the decision-making 

process. 

Agree Disagree

Maximizing the comfort of my home 

is important to me

Illustrative Example

System 1 System 2

Reaction time testing provides the means by which psychologists can discriminate 

subconscious brain processes from conscious thoughts or decisions. This is 

because conscious and subconscious mental processes occur within different 

timeframes, allowing for two distinct paths for decision making:

• Unconscious Emotions

• Very Fast

• Involuntary

• Associative

• Implicit Responses

• Conscious Thinking

• Slow

• Controlled

• Rule Following

• Explicit Responses



We conducted a Key Driver Analysis to understand what key attributes drive interest in adopting each smart energy 

technology relative to one another.

Conducting a driver analysis over simply asking consumers directly what is important, or why they did something is a 

stronger measure – because consumers don’t recognize the underlying factors why they make a decision.  

The attributes are typically broken into three buckets:
• Primary Drivers 

• Secondary Drivers

• Tertiary Drivers 

There were eight smart energy technologies tested:
• Smart thermostats

• Smart appliances

• Smart lighting

• Rooftop solar

• Technology to manage energy usage

• Smart leak protection

• Smart surge protection

• Community solar power

Research methodology: Key Driver Analysis



Developing four consumer personas



Persona #1: Environmentally Driven



Persona #1: Environmentally Driven



Persona #2: Smart Energy Receptive



Persona #2: Smart Energy Receptive



Persona #3: Smart Energy Decliners



Persona #3: Smart Energy Decliners



Persona #4: Climate Change Skeptics



Persona #4: Climate Change Skeptics



Four actionable takeaways to address barriers

1. Begin with the common value. I’m concerned about how pollution impacts 

my personal health and the health of my family.

2. Remove the common barrier. Saving energy makes my home 

uncomfortable or is inconvenient.

3. Address affordability. All four of our personas say, to some degree, that 

energy efficiency measures are not worth the trouble because their electric bills 

are affordable.

4. Appeal to community spirit. A lot of individual actions within a community 

can make a big difference collectively.



What drives interest in smart technology?



Other attributes that drive consumer interest



Where do consumers learn about saving energy?



Obstacles to accessing financial assistance



Three key takeaways for overcoming obstacles

Educational – There is a significant opportunity to build awareness of energy-

saving technologies and programs designed to help lower-income consumers 

save money and enact behaviors that will help keep their homes comfortable.

Financial – Many financial assistance programs available to low-income 

consumers are limited to bill assistance and to the lowest-income consumers.

Relational – Many consumers, lower-income consumers included, interact with 

their electricity providers primarily through billing-related activities. 



COVID-19: Concerns about household expenses



COVID-19: How can electricity providers help?



Conclusion

• Lower-income consumers share many of the same values as 

consumers with higher incomes 

• The difference with lower-income consumers is their ability to 

take action to achieve their energy-related values. 

• While reaching these consumers takes more effort and requires 

enlisting a wider group of messengers, it is well worth it. 



Kristen Murphy

Background

Lead Analyst, Market Intelligence, National Grid

• 10+ years of experience in market research fulfilling passion of knowing 

why people do what they do and turning those insights into action

• Led research for clients in a wide range of industries, helping them to 

become better, faster and more predictive about what consumers want

• Found a strong fit with championing the customer voice in the energy 

sector, first at Con Edison and currently at National Grid

• Manages National Grid’s online customer insight panel which keeps the 

customer top of mind in making data-driven decisions and enhancing 

customer experiences

• A voice of customer resource for the Income Eligible customer segment, 

providing support that is critical during the current pandemic





Capture their stories:

Understanding our lower 
income customers as 
people first opens up 
opportunities to better 

serve them



"We are committed to helping our 
customers through the difficult times and 
unchartered challenges associated with this 
pandemic.”

- Badar Khan, National Grid, US President



Spotlight on: Financial Assistance Webinars



A view across our service territory

Marketing levers to pull in communication

Validates underway efforts and initiatives

Shows awareness and education still a 
major opportunity

Application to National Grid’s personas



Mackenzie Martin

Background

Community Projects Manager, Puget Sound Energy

• Has worked at Puget Sound Energy for over eight years. In her current 

role as a Community Projects Manager in the Clean Energy Solutions 

Department, she predominantly focuses on the development and 

deployment of PSE’s Low-Income Electric Vehicle Pilot Projects and 

PSE’s Green Power Community Support Grants

• Prior to entering into the Clean Energy Solutions Department, she

worked in HR, Thermal Generation, Board Relations, and Enterprise 

Risk Management 

• Holds a B.A. from the University of Washington in urban, social and 

political geography, a minor in environmental studies and a certificate in 

data visualization



Serving our low-

income customers
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PSE serves approximately 1.1 million electric and 840,000 

natural gas customers in Washington State
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PSE Up & Go Electric: Low Income

Use case Primary population served
Est. launch 

year

Low-income 

weatherization

Low-income households receiving weatherization or 

other social services
2020 and 2021

Tribal transportation
Community members whose mobility needs are not 

met by traditional transportation services
2021

School bus Income-eligible children 2021

Non-emergency medical 

transportation
Those without transportation to medical appointments 2021

Community car share
Individuals or groups whose mobility needs are not met 

by traditional bus services
2020 and 2021
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Green Power Community Support Grants
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Community Solar: Income-eligible

Enable low-income customers to share in the benefits of renewables
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Crisis Affected Customer Assistance Program



Questions? You will receive links to the research and a copy of 

today’s slides at the email address you used to register.
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