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Mission

The Smart Grid Consumer Collaborative is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization  

chartered to be the trusted source representing consumers, advocates, utilities,  

and technology providers in order to advance the adoption of a reliable, efficient,  

and secure Smart Grid and ensure long-lasting sustainable benefits to consumers.

Acknowledgements

This fourth release of the Smart Grid Consumer Collaborative 
(SGCC) State of the Consumer expands upon previous reports 
by not only reporting on the latest in Smart Grid consumer understanding, but also 
sharing how utilities and others are utilizing this understanding in increasing consumer 
engagement. By sharing and disseminating these insights, we continue our drive to 
increase awareness of a consumer-safe, consumer-friendly Smart Grid and advance 
widespread understanding and interest from consumers in the benefits of an intelligent 
and sustainable electricity grid.

Our members were critical to the work that we chose to do and the high quality delivery 
of the research. SGCC membership demonstrates that collectively we are making great 
strides in partnering to better understand Smart Grid consumers—who they are, what 
they know, what they want, and how to engage them successfully.

The SGCC would like to thank the many companies and organizations that formulated 
insights from the research findings, and provided feedback on layout, content, and 
theme iterations. Only by continuing to collaborate on consumer issues will we be able 
to fully realize the promise of Smart Grid. If you are not a member, we invite you to join 
us as we continue to listen, collaborate, and educate going forward.

— SGCC Research Committee

 

www.smartgridcc.org
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Introduction
The first step in meaningful collaboration is establishing a shared context among and between stakeholders. This has 
become especially important as both the pace of change in and growth of expectations of the electric utility sector have 
accelerated over the past years. The Smart Grid Consumer Collaborative (SGCC) endeavors to create this shared con-
text through its research and to facilitate meaningful collaboration between stakeholders.

The SGCC’s consumer research program is rigorously designed to truly understand consumers and how they relate to 
the Smart Grid. We have defined the market segments that exist related to Smart Grid technology, and have delved 
deeply into their interests and desires. At the same time, we have begun to examine how utilities have produced benefits 
meaningful to consumers through their grid modernization efforts, and how they have successfully engaged consumers 
in the process.

This document is a summary of the full 2014 State of the Consumer report. Additional detail and analysis is available to 
SGCC members, who paid for and contributed to this report’s development. We welcome you to join SGCC as a member 
to take full advantage of our consumer research, consumer education, and industry collaboration opportunities.

Methods and Study Overviews
The 2014 State of the Consumer report draws its key themes from SGCC research conducted in 2013. This research  
includes: Customer Engagement Success Stories, Smart Grid Economic and Environmental Benefits, and  
Consumer Pulse and Market Segmentation Wave 4, along with an examination of utility segmentation efforts to  
be released in early 2014. We also reviewed non-SGCC research related to consumer engagement, and include selected 
findings from the US Department of Energy’s Voices of Experience as part of this report.

Customer Engagement Success Stories

Customer Engagement Success Stories examined the communication and outreach 
strategies and tactics used by four leading U.S. utilities to successfully increase consumer 
engagement with a variety of Smart Grid-enabled programs. This examination was the 
basis for a seven-point engagement framework that is useful for all industry stakehold-
ers in guiding their consumer engagement efforts. Additional case studies were released 
throughout 2013, yielding greater insight into how this engagement framework serves  
to help effectively educate and motivate consumers to engage with various Smart  
Grid-enabled programs and technologies.



© 2013–2014 SMART GRID CONSUMER COLLABORATIVE. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

4

Smart Grid Economic and Environmental Benefits

Because real-world experience with the Smart Grid is growing, SGCC completed a  
review of available research quantifying the actual—rather than forecast—benefits  
and costs to help stakeholders analyze and maximize the value of various Smart Grid 
capabilities. This report summarizes available research on the benefits of grid modern-
ization in terms that stakeholders and consumers can understand. It synthesizes the 
findings in a “per customer” context whenever possible and documents the assumptions 
and calculations used in this synthesis so that stakeholders can easily translate this 
research into information relevant for their particular Smart Grid application.

Consumer Pulse and Market Segmentation Research Program – Wave 4 

Starting in August 2011, SGCC began regularly taking the pulse of the consumer 
market to gauge consumers’ journey in Smart Grid understanding, acceptance, 
and engagement. This seminal study was designed to measure and track changes 
in consumer awareness, favorability, and understanding of Smart Grid messages 
and consumer benefits.

The findings from the SGCC Consumer Pulse and Market Segmentation 
study are derived from over 4,000 in-depth, nationally-representative consumer 
telephone surveys. Wave 1 was completed in August 2011 among 1,200 U.S. 
consumers. Wave 2 was completed November 2011 among a sample of 1,003 
U.S. consumers. Wave 3 was completed in August 2012 among 1,089 U.S. consumers. Wave 4 was completed in September 
2013 among 1,001 U.S. consumers.

Segmentation Successes

From SGCC’s Consumer Pulse and Market Segmentation study, we know that consumers are not monolithic when it 
comes to Smart Grid. Instead, there are five distinct segments that hold different interests, priorities, and willingness to 
engage with Smart Grid-enabled programs and technologies. We looked at how a small sample of utilities have applied 
segmentation to their Smart Grid programs, what the results were, and what capabilities the utilities had to develop to 
do this work. The resulting white paper will be released in February 2014.

Voices of Experience

As a member of the US Department of Energy’s (DOE) Voices of Experience steering 
committee, SGCC and a number of its members helped develop this report. In Smart 
Grid Peer-to-Peer Workshops conducted by DOE, utilities of different sizes and operating 
structures shared the approaches and methods that worked best for them and their 
communities, and the valuable lessons they learned along the way. This report captures 
these approaches in order to share the large base of knowledge that exists about Smart 
Grid implementation in utilities throughout the United States.
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What We Have Learned:  
           The State of the Consumer
Since its founding, the Smart Grid Consumer Collaborative has made it a priority  
to increase industry knowledge about how U.S. consumers are thinking about and 
engaging with grid modernization efforts. In 2013, we have expanded our work to  
help industry stakeholders understand how to apply that knowledge to grow  
consumer awareness, favorability, and engagement with these new technologies.

Based on SGCC’s 2013 research, below are six key themes about the state of the Smart Grid consumer:

Theme 1:   Consumer Awareness and Favorability Are Stable Over Time
Despite Smart Meters being installed in nearly 40% of U.S. homes and the emergence of the term “Smart Grid”  
in mainstream use, consumer awareness and favorability is largely the same today as it was when SGCC began the 
Consumer Pulse and Market Segmentation program in 2011. This shows that we still have a long way to go 
in helping consumers understand Smart Grid and why it matters to their future. Fortunately, this also shows that 
pockets of noisy opposition to grid modernization do not appear to have a negative impact on consumer sentiment.  

Theme 2:   Segmentation Drives Performance
Because consumers care about different things, utilities that approach consumers with benefits that they care 
about realize better program performance than those that use a blanket message. Additionally, our research  
indicates that there may be opportunities for utilities to drive revenues by offering added value to consumers.  
Segmentation can be a win-win, with consumers enjoying more personalized products and messaging about things 
they care about, and utilities finding new areas for growth in a changing energy landscape.

Theme 3:   Utilities Can Use Field-Tested Best Practices Frameworks  
	 to Engage Customers

While segmentation is critical to engaging consumers, we have found commonalities that underlie the most effective 
utility customer engagement efforts. The resulting frameworks provide a core set of activities that any utility can 
use to successfully engage their customers.  Important among these activities are:

•	 Engaging customers before technology deployment;

•	 Facilitating employee and community engagement;

•	 Listening and engaging with customer concerns and questions.
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Theme 4:   Consumers Want Smart Grid “Made Real” For Them
Although they may not be aware of the underlying Smart Grid technology, consumer interest in Smart Grid-enabled 
technologies and programs is very strong, though program participation and technology adoption rates remain low. 
We believe that this gap between interest and adoption can be narrowed through consumer-focused product/service 
development and by communicating with consumers in the language and via the channels that they prefer.

Theme 5:   Consumers Value Clean Energy
Since the inception of SGCC’s Consumer Pulse research program, consumers have told us that clean energy and 
grid reliability are extremely important benefits of the Smart Grid—and that they would be willing to pay more to 
receive them. This year, we tested several price points for these benefits, and the results are surprising. Not only do 
consumers demonstrate a continued willingness to pay, but their responses also show that support is not inversely 
correlated with price. This indicates an opportunity for utilities and others to reexamine how they approach  
providing clean energy.

Theme 6:   The Smart Grid Offers Real Benefits that Consumers Care About
We know that consumers care about a number of different benefits that the Smart Grid can offer—from the  
immediate and personal to the long-term and societal. Fortunately, many of these benefits are no longer hypothetical, 
but proved by real-world experience. Looking at actual Smart Grid deployments, we found that the net present 
value of Smart Grid investment ranges from $247 to $713 per customer and that there are significant environmental 
and reliability improvements from these investments.

We invite your feedback and look forward to continuing dialog on these insights. SGCC is committed to continuing to 
provide research and thought leadership that support increased understanding of the implications of new grid technologies 
for American consumers.

Consumers have told us that  
clean energy and grid reliability  

are extremely important  
benefits of the Smart Grid— 

and that they would be willing  
to pay more to receive them.
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Conclusion

SGCC’s consumer research program is rigorously designed to truly 
understand consumers and how they relate to the Smart Grid. From 
these efforts, we have distilled six themes related to how consumers 
think about and experience grid modernization. The bottom line from 
all of these themes is that engaging consumers is critical to Smart 
Grid success. 

We have also begun to examine how utilities have produced meaningful 
benefits to consumers through their grid modernization efforts, and 
how they have successfully engaged consumers in the process.  We 
know that consumers have a near-universal desire and expectation for 
utilities to offer energy savings advice, and we know that the energy 
landscape is changing tremendously. 2014 promises to be a year filled 
with more home energy management products and services, increased momentum for rooftop solar PV installations,  
and greater consumer demand for grid resiliency and improved outage communications with each storm event.

By rigorous analyses of reliable data from actual Smart Grid implementations, SGCC research has demonstrated that 
there’s a strong –in fact overwhelmingly—positive value proposition for consumers supporting investments in Smart 
Grid. We’ve also shown how a positive consumer value proposition aligns with the responsibilities and goals of differing 
stakeholders, from regulators and policymakers to consumer advocates and environmental advocates. 

The massive and sustained investments needed to modernize the thousands of individual grids in the U.S. will require a 
keen understanding by myriad stakeholders of the costs and benefits involved. Utilities with a sound business plan for 
implementing Smart Grid technologies need an informed, supportive base of customers, as well as support and innovative 
thinking among other stakeholders, to adapt to changing circumstances and evolving utility business models.

We have only scratched the surface of consumer awareness, education, and  
empowerment.  It is now time for the electric power industry to more fully  
understand who their customers are and what they want, and it is time for  
regulators and policy-makers to create new ways for utilities to take risks and  
help meet consumer demand for energy knowledge and energy savings while 
maintaining their business integrity.

We hope 2014 is a year that will see more progress in the transformation of the 
electric power industry as it is today into the new world we know is coming: 
where consumer energy data is widely available to consumers so they are more 
empowered; where consumers enjoy an array of apps that provide more fun and 
engagement; and where consumers can sign up for new pricing plans that help 
them save money while reducing pressure on the grid. 

SGCC is committed to doing its part in driving this progress through its consumer 
research and education programs, and by facilitating collaboration among industry 
stakeholders. We ask you to join us in this exciting effort. 
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SGCC’s 2014 Consumer Research Program

With the guidance and insight of our Research Committee, SGCC has scoped out a research agenda for 2014 intended  
to provide deep insights into consumer behavior and motivations. With the information in these reports, stakeholders  
will be able to better understand how to meaningfully engage consumers in Smart Grid-enabled programs, services,  
and technologies.

SGCC’s 2014 research will include:

Spotlight on Low Income Consumers, Part II
Exploring additional themes uncovered during SGCC’s Spotlight on Low Income Consumers published in 2012, this 
national telephone survey of low-income households will focus on the experience low-income consumers have had 
with Smart Grid, the effects of the digital divide on low-income consumer participation in Smart Grid programs, how 
renting impacts consumers’ ability to participate in the Smart Grid, and how low-income consumers pay for energy.

Motivations and Emotions of Engaged Consumers
Beginning with a framework for defining “engaged” consumers, this study will examine the motivations and  
emotions of a small set of U.S. consumers to help understand what drives engagement.  This study will explore how 
engagement is driven by attitude, life stage, and other factors, and provide insight into how industry stakeholders 
can effectively create enduring consumer engagement.

Consumer Pulse and Market Segmentation Study Wave V
The fifth wave of SGCC’s flagship ‘Pulse’ series of nationally representative consumer telephone surveys will update 
SGCC’s groundbreaking consumer Smart Grid segmentation framework, focusing on presenting this information in 
a way that is actionable by readers. This survey will also track the progress that industry stakeholders are making in 
building awareness and favorability of the Smart Grid.

Please contact us at membership@smartgridcc.org if you are interested in learning more about SGCC’s 2014 research 
and the benefits available to all SGCC members.



SGCC is a consumer focused non-profit organization aiming to  
promote the understanding and benefits of modernized electrical  
systems among all stakeholders in the United States. Membership 
is open to all consumer and environmental advocates, technology 
vendors, research scientists, and electric utilities for sharing in  
research, best practices, and collaborative efforts of the group.  

Join @ www.smartgridcc.org.

© 2014 Smart Grid Consumer Collaborative. All rights reserved.

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




