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Introduction
Broadly speaking, SECC’s research seeks to better understand smart energy consumers—their perceptions, attitudes 
and needs—and then leverage this understanding to formulate actions that utilities and other energy service providers 
can take to better serve and engage with their customers. As in past years, SECC worked with its members to craft a 
research agenda for 2017 and then presented it during the annual Consumer Symposium in San Diego in January 2017. 

Our 2017 research agenda consisted of a mix of surveys and other primary research supplemented by additional 
research intended to further analyze data from SECC’s previous studies. The agenda’s cornerstone was conducting 
the sixth iteration of SECC’s flagship Consumer Pulse and Market Segmentation Study, which involved surveying a 
nationally representative sample of consumers. We supplemented this survey research with two data-mining studies, 
each focused on an important group of energy consumers: Millennials and renters. 

This 2018 State of the Consumer report synthesizes the findings from the studies described below along with SECC’s 
Customer Engagement Success Stories and insights gleaned from two additional third-party reports with relevance 
to industry stakeholders interested in consumer engagement. We invite your comments, questions and feedback on 
the insights and supporting findings contained in this report. SECC is committed to continuing to provide research 
and thought leadership that supports stakeholders in delivering the value of smart energy into the hands of consumers.

Study Overviews
Consumer Pulse and Market Segmentation Study—Wave 6
The Consumer Pulse and Market Segmentation Study—Wave 6 updated the results  
from the previous Wave 5 study conducted in 2015. The study surveyed a nationally  
representative sample of 1,652 consumers from across the United States based on  
homeownership, age, household income and education and explored consumer  
awareness, knowledge, attitudes, perceived benefits and barriers around the adoption  
of smart energy-enabled programs and technologies. The Wave 6 study employed the  
market segmentation framework refined in the Wave 5 study, organized the segments 
based on level of consumer engagement, and then examined engagement patterns to 
focus on the market segments most relevant to SECC members. 

Spotlight on Millennials
The Spotlight on Millennials research acknowledged the fact that Millennials are now the 
largest group of energy consumers in the country and that they often exhibit different  
expectations, attitudes and behaviors from prior generations. The research examined  
Millennials’ attitudes, values and preferences for engaging in energy management  
activities and utility programs. The analysis leveraged data from three nationwide surveys 
SECC conducted in 2016: The Empowered Consumer, Consumer Driven Technologies, 
and Customer Experience & Expectations. Each of the surveys had at least 1,500  
respondents that were representative of consumers in the United States.

Consumer Pulse and Market  
Segmentation Study–Wave 6
June 2017
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Spotlight on Renters
SECC conducted the Spotlight on Renters research recognizing that more than a third of 
households in the United States currently rent rather than own their homes—the highest 
levels in about 50 years—and furthermore, this trend may be increasing. Many renters lack 
the authority or control to make energy-related investment decisions, and some renters 
feel that energy-savings programs do not fit their needs. The research examined renters’ 
attitudes, values and engagement preferences, specifically in their energy management 
activities and utility programs. Like the Spotlight on Millennials, the Spotlight on Renters 
mined data from three national surveys SECC conducted in 2016.

Customer Engagement Success Stories
In addition to its survey research, in 2017 SECC also published four case studies  
illustrating how utilities and other smart energy stakeholders have effectively  
engaged consumers in the new energy world. Two of these case studies are  
featured in this report:

Georgia Power: Empowering Customers with a Prepaid Billing Solution

Pacific Gas & Electric Company (PG&E): Business Best Rate Campaign:  
A Proactive Approach to Lowering Energy Costs for SMBs

These case studies include lessons that can be applied by other stakeholders  
to improve the success of their own smart energy programs.

Voices of Experience: Integrating Intermittent Resources (DOE)
SECC staff, as industry experts, often participate in working groups and other initiatives 
related to smart energy that subsequently publish a report summarizing their activities.  
In July 2017 the Department of Energy’s Office of Electricity Delivery and Energy Reliability  
published the Voices of Experience: Integrating Intermittent Resources report as a 
resource for utilities planning and preparing for increased penetration of customer-sited 
generation resources, particularly distributed solar. This DOE report documents the 
experiences, insights and lessons learned from a working group of utility representatives 
who are at the forefront of this trend. The findings from this report, though, are applicable 
to all utilities and other energy service providers and stakeholders in the midst of a transition 
to a smarter energy future.

The EmPOWERED Consumer (Mission:data)
The team at the Mission:data Coalition advocate for customer-friendly energy data  
access policies throughout the country to create benefits for consumers and enable an 
innovative, vibrant market for energy management services. The organization published 
The EmPOWERED Consumer report to showcase the experience of three states (California, 
Illinois and Texas) who are at the forefront of providing consumers with access to smart 
meter data and the benefits they are experiencing. 
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Integrating Intermittent Resources.  
What Utilities are Learning.

August 2017

VOICES  
of Experience

The 
EmPOWERED
Consumer
How Consumer Access to Energy Data can 
Help Solve our Biggest Energy Challenge

SMART ENERGY CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT SUCCESS STORIES
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Background
Headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia Power is the largest of the four electric  
utilities that are owned and operated by Southern Company. The utility  
serves over two million residential customers and 300,000 business  
customers across the state of Georgia. 

The utility has been a leader in the development of customer programs 
around innovative new technologies, including residential solar, electric 
vehicles and smart thermostats, and has been recognized as one of the  
top performing utilities in terms of customer satisfaction scores.

Understanding the customer base
In 2013, Georgia Power brought in an outside consulting firm to help with  
a study of the customer base. Georgia Power conducted a survey to get a  
better understanding of areas where customers thought the utility could  
be doing a better job. One result of the survey was segmenting Georgia  
Power’s customers into six categories based on payment history, power usage, age, and income level. The utility then  
looked at how they could better serve the challenges and needs of each customer segmentation via the development  
of new programs.

Questions were posed to the six customer segments based on five touchpoints with the utility: 1) Start, Moving or  
Stopping a Service; 2) Billing & Usage Information; 3) Payment Options; 4) Outages & Service Issues; and 5) Additional  
Products & Services. Through the customer surveying, five main themes emerged on what customers want from their  
electric provider.

Customers commented on starting a 
service and best practices for reporting 
service issues, but relating to payment  
options specifically, two primary themes 
emerged from customers’ responses:  
1) customers want more flexibility  
and ease with payment options; and 
2) customers want to use their preferred  
method of payment.

Based on the information gathered, 
Georgia Power sought to make changes 
that would meet the changing needs and  
challenges of their six customer segments. 
This included expanding the hours of many  
of Georgia Power’s brick-and-mortar 
locations and adding payment options at 
grocery stores and local retails, but also the 
expansion of smart meter-based programs.

PROGRAM AT A GLANCE

Working with Metro Atlanta-based 
technology company PayGo®, 
Georgia Power has developed a 
smart meter-powered prepaid 
billing program that empowers 
customers to take control of 
their energy usage and budget.

RESULTS AT A GLANCE:

By the end of the first two 
years of the program, 2016, 
over 10 percent of eligible 
residential customers were 
enrolled in the program.

The program reaped financial 
benefits for Georgia Power 
as the utility collected nearly 
$9,000,000 from past due since 
the inception of the program. 

Empowering Customers with  
a Prepaid Billing Solution

Benefits and Features
Payment flexibility, including the ability to make multiple smaller  
payments each month for the usage you want

No deposit, no credit check

No reconnect fees

Convenient payment options, including more than 2,600 Authorized 
Payment Locations such as Kroger, Walmart, Publix and Kmart

Low-balance alerts via text, email or automated phone call

Ability to pay off outstanding balance over time

Online and mobile account management, including 
the ability to monitor your daily usage
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Background
Pacific Gas and Electric Company, incorporated in California in 1905, is 
one of the largest combined natural gas and electric energy companies 
in the United States. Based in San Francisco, the company provides natural 
gas and electric service to approximately 16 million people throughout 
a 70,000-square-mile service area in northern and central California.

Identifying Cost Savings
In October 2015, PG&E fielded primary research to ensure that they were 
staying on top of the evolving needs and attitudes of their customer base. 
This internal research confirmed that for small to medium-sized businesses 
(SMBs), energy is not a priority. The focus for organizations of this size 
is on their core business operations, and it can be tough to get their 
attention on other matters. That said, with regard to energy, their primary 
motivation is to save on their bottom line by reducing their monthly bill.

Based on this fundamental insight on the needs of SMBs,  
PG&E drilled down further and identified two key pain 
points regarding their electric rates and associated bills. 
First, these customers perceive that their electric rates are 
increasing, and second, they feel there are no rate plan 
options for them to choose. However, most SMB customers 
have multiple rate plans to choose from, and the electric 
rates for these customers have typically increased by a few  
percentage points annually.

Thus, in 2016, PG&E conducted a rate analysis for the  
majority of their SMB customers in order to compare  
the estimated annual savings these customers could  
experience with a variety of rate plans. The analysis  
found approximately 12,000 SMB customers (roughly 
three percent) who could save significantly on their 
electric bills, simply by switching to a different rate plan.  

Proactive Outreach
After receiving the results of the rate analysis, PG&E  
conducted an outreach campaign to reach these 
customers. First, they used direct mail and email to notify 
these customers that a more favorable electric rate plan 
was available and encouraged them to make the change. 
Then, for the customers with the highest savings potential 
(approx. eight percent who could save $5,000 or more 
annually), PG&E had representatives contact them directly 
with information about how changing electric rate plans could result in significant savings for their businesses.

This was a proactive approach to ensure that customers were placed on the best rate plan for their business. 
Business customers often start service before fully understanding how their business operations will impact their 
energy use and ultimately their bills. The Best Rate campaign helps to take the guess work away from this process. 

PROGRAM AT A GLANCE

PG&E conducted a proactive rate 
analysis for SMB customers to 
see where they could save. The 
accompanying outreach campaign 
used email and direct mail to 
notify these customers when 
a more favorable rate plan was 
available. For the customers with 
the highest savings potential, PG&E 
representatives contacted them 
directly on how changing rate 
plans could result in significant 
savings for their businesses.

PROGRAM RESULTS SO FAR

The program garnered consid-
erable interest and successfully 
reached thousands of PG&E’s 
SMB customers. In the first year 
alone, SMB customers realized 
over $1 million in savings.

Business Best Rate Campaign:

A Proactive Approach to Lowering  
Energy Costs for SMBs
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What We Have Learned:  
The State of the Consumer

The Smart Energy Consumer Collaborative (SECC) is dedicated to helping smart energy stakeholders develop a 
deeper understanding about how U.S. consumers think about and engage with smart energy, their energy providers 
and the various products and services this broader energy ecosystem enables. In 2017, we conducted research that 
can help stakeholders maximize the potential consumer benefit from the smart energy ecosystem. 

Drawing from our studies, six key themes highlight the current state of the smart energy consumer:

THEME 1:  Don’t wait until they ask; start a conversation with your customers now

The industry is in the midst of tremendous change, both for energy providers and for consumers. Consumers’ needs 
and wants are changing, and based on our research, we advocate that utilities and energy service providers get out 
front on the issues facing consumers through proactive outreach. 

Furthermore, SECC’s research suggests that consumers can be grouped according to three levels of engagement 
with their energy providers: Always Engaged, Selectively Engaged and Rarely Engaged. The Selectively Engaged 
group accounts for about 40% of consumers, and by addressing these consumers’ concerns regarding, for example, 
the out-of-pocket costs of home energy efficiency investments with well-designed programs and offers, this group of 
consumers represents a rich target for further engagement with their energy providers.

THEME 2:  Use an “all-of-the-above” channel strategy for education and outreach  
  with your customers

SECC’s 2017 research confirms the importance of having an effective social media strategy for communicating with 
consumers. However, our research also reveals that embracing a variety of communication channels (e.g., in person, 
telephone, social media, etc.) is equally important. For example, Millennials, who are an increasingly important group 
of consumers and who are now the most numerous generation in U.S. history, routinely use two or even three different 
communication channels when communication with their energy providers. Based on our analysis, we suggest that 
energy providers consider using a “combo” approach of using multiple channels for more effective outreach.

THEME 3:  Start with the basics: help your customers understand their bills  
  and payment options to build customer engagement

For many consumers, their energy bill is an amount owed accompanied by explanations that are, at best, difficult to 
understand. Thus, more consumer education should be an essential element of your outreach strategy, including 
helping consumers understand the energy basics of their bill and how their energy usage habits affect it. This is  
especially important for Millennials, many of whom are now establishing residences and perhaps becoming utility 
customers for the first time. Our research also suggests that promoting online billing and payment could be an  
effective gateway for further engagement with Millennials, renters and other Selectively Engaged consumers.
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THEME 4:  When it comes to managing their energy usage, consumers want  
  to be in the driver’s seat

SECC’s research also reveals that consumers desire more understanding and control over their energy usage. The  
proliferation of smart meters, along with the development of software and hardware, provides energy consumers 
with convenient access to their energy use data and enables them to make informed decisions to help them  
manage their usage. Our surveys show that two-thirds of consumers are interested in real-time energy usage data 
and outage reporting, and we cite third-party research suggesting that with access to their energy data, consumers 
can reduce household energy use by 12% or more.

Prepaid billing programs represent another tool to help consumers manage and control their energy usage, and our 
surveys indicate high consumer interest in these programs, especially among Millennials. Georgia Power’s experience 
with their prepaid billing program has been positive, and they report increased customer satisfaction among those 
enrolled. Both the Georgia Public Service Commission and Georgia Watch, the state’s consumer advocates, support 
and endorse the program.

THEME 5:  Customers want access to cleaner energy sources, and many,  
  especially younger ones, are willing to pay a premium

Our research shows strong interest and support among consumers for increased access to renewable energy  
resources. Our surveys reveal that more than two-fifths of consumers say they are willing to pay an additional  
$15 per month for access to clean energy resources such as solar, wind, geothermal and biomass. Solar resources,  
in particular, have widespread consumer appeal. Furthermore, our research shows that Millennials’ interest and  
support for clean and renewable energy resources is even higher. Upwards of two-thirds of Millennials indicate  
a willingness to pay extra to support the integration of renewable energy resources into the grid to help reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions.

THEME 6:  Programs that encourage shifting energy usage could be a win-win   
  for consumers and providers

Based on our research this past year, programs that emphasize shifts in energy usage via changes in consumer  
behavior, such as peak-time rebates or peak-shifting programs, are appropriate for a broad range of consumers,  
including homeowners and renters, and many consumers find them appealing. Nearly 59% of consumers overall 
and 75% of Green Champions were either “probably interested” or “definitely interested” in participating in a program 
that rewarded them if they reduced their electricity use during peak periods.

Our research also reveals substantial consumer interest in smart internet-connected devices. More than half of  
consumers in general (and over 80% of Millennials) are interested in this energy-related technology. There is an  
opportunity for utilities and other energy providers to promote the purchase and use of smart appliances and less 
expensive connected devices as part of a comprehensive approach to helping consumers control their energy use 
during periods of peak demand. Moreover, we believe this combined approach of promoting peak rebate or shifting 
programs along with smart appliances and devices represents a win-win opportunity for consumers to reduce their 
energy usage and lower their bills and for energy providers to increase customer engagement and manage investment 
in distribution infrastructure. 



Working for a consumer-friendly, consumer-safe smart grid

SECC’s mission is to serve as a trusted source of information for industry  
stakeholders seeking a broad understanding of consumers’ views about grid  
modernization, electricity delivery and energy usage, and for consumers  
seeking an understanding of the value and experience of a modern grid.  

Join @ www.smartenergycc.org


