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Session objectives

Purpose: Articulate who your vulnerable customers are now, what they 

need and want, and how to market to them moving forward

Outcome: Understand what your most vulnerable customers need from 

your right now; gather insights from peer utilities on how to market to 

customers now and moving forward, how to inform your marketing strategy 

going forward, and how to get creative in your marketing and outreach 

during COVID-19
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Session outline

Setting the stage: Who are your vulnerable customers now?

What your vulnerable customers need and want right now

How Austin Energy is pivoting its marketing during COVID-19

Discussion
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Setting the stage: Who 

are your vulnerable 

customers now?
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COVID-19’s impact is ongoing
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Utilities’ most vulnerable customers

▪ As our economic 

recovery continues to 

shift, we’re starting to 

see the long-term 

impacts on household 

finances.

▪ While most customers 

plan to pay their bills on 

time, we ran a propensity 

analysis to see which 

areas are most likely to 

struggle to pay their 

electricity bills.
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Low income in the wake of COVID-19
From our 2020 COVID-19 Residential Survey

▪ About one-third of utility 

customers have lost income 

during the pandemic.

▪ It’s not only low-income 

customers—households 

making less than $35,000 a 

year—who have lost money 

during the pandemic. 

Customers across all 

income levels have been 

affected.
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What your vulnerable 

customers need and 

want right now
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Which billing options are customers 
interested in now?

Electric Natural gas
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Which energy-saving options are 
customers interested in now?

Electric Natural gas
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COVID-19 delays in home upgrades
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Customers’ plans for home energy 
upgrades in 2020
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Key takeaways
▪ Customers who have seen the greatest financial impact during COVID-

19 say they would be most likely to use a relief program where their 

utility pays 10% of their bill. Late fee waivers are the second most 

popular option for those who lost some or all of their income. 

▪ Customers are most interested in a bill credit for reducing energy use 

during peak times. Rebates for energy-efficient appliances are also 

popular; however, those who have recently lost income favor 

weatherization and home automation rebates when it comes to their 

electric bill.

▪ Most customers who were planning on doing home energy upgrades 

say they’re delayed now because of COVID-19. But a small group of 

customers still plan to move forward with their home energy upgrades.
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How Austin Energy is 
pivoting its marketing 

during COVID-19
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Urgent Spring Messaging

Print Ad

Sticky Note Ad

Digital Ads

OOH – Billboard

Multifamily Print Ad
Press Releases, Emails 
to Key Accounts,          
Large and SMB 
Commercial Customers 
and MF Properties 
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Created New Energy Conservation Spring Campaign –
Focus on Tips

Support comes from Austin Energy, 
encouraging customers to save 
energy, especially now. Unplugging 
electronics and setting thermostats 
at 78 can save energy. More at 
austinenergy.com/go/tips.

Print Ads

Digital Display + SEM Ads
Social Media and Radio

Campaign Timing: March - June
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Developed New COA Utilities Residential Marketing

Multichannel Infographic

Digital Ads

Print Ads

Videos and content for 
social media and broadcast

Campaign Timing: April - September
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Expanded Energy Conservation Campaign – Included Programs

• Save Energy, Especially Now. Lower Summer Energy Bills. 
Austin Energy helps you lower energy bills with whole-
home energy upgrades.

• Save Energy, Especially Now. End of Summer Offer! 
Enjoy as much as $2,300 in rebates from Austin Energy on 
home energy upgrades.

• Save Energy, Especially Now. Look for the Green Tag! 
Save on energy efficient items at the register for utility bill 
savings.

Print Ad

Sample Digital Display Ads

Targeted Mailers + Emails

Austin Utilities Now 
Customer Newsletter

Campaign Timing: July - SeptSEM Ads
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Q&A
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Discussion
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Discussion questions

Which questions are you interested in discussing about how 

utility marketers are adjusting their strategy?

▪ What are your greatest marketing challenges right now? How are you overcoming 

them?

▪ What are you marketing goals or priorities right now?

▪ How are you making marketing decisions right now? 

▪ How did your internal marketing operations have to change in order to accomplish 

your new (and old) marketing objectives?

▪ How are you getting creative with your marketing and outreach right now? 

▪ How are you balancing your utility goals with the needs of customers right now?
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Thank you! Questions?

Shelby Kuenzli
Analyst, Customer Engagement Solutions

E Source

303-345-9164

shelby_kuenzli@esource.com

Jenny DiLeo
Public Information and Marketing Program Manager

Austin Energy

You're free to share this document in its entirety inside your company. If you'd like to quote or use our material outside of your business, 

please contact us at customer_service@esource.com or 1-800-ESOURCE (1-800-376-8723).

Have a question? 

Ask E Source!

Submit an inquiry: 

www.esource.com/question

mailto:shelby_kuenzli@esource.com
mailto:customer_service@esource.com
http://www.esource.com/question


© 2020 E Source | www.esource.com 24

15-minute break!
Stay in this meeting!

Up next: Unleashing creativity and compassion—How exactly are utility 

marketers adjusting their strategy? Part 2



www.esource.com

Unleashing creativity 
and compassion

Wednesday, September 23, 2020

Kevin Andrews

Lead Analyst, E Source

How utility marketers are adjusting 
their strategy
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Where we’re going

Build empathy and understanding for what business 

customers want and need from their utility

Highlight examples of no- and low-cost support services 

utilities are offerings their business customers

Discuss challenges, solutions, etc. with peers and 

colleagues



© 2020 E Source | www.esource.com 27

Chat questions! 

Who’s on the call? Enter your name, title, and utility into the 

Zoom chat window. 
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Chat questions! 

Who’s on the call? Enter your name, title, and utility into the 

Zoom chat window. 

How many E Source leadership council meetings have you 

attended in the past?
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Chat questions! 

Who’s on the call? Enter your name, title, and utility into the 

Zoom chat window. 

How many E Source leadership council meetings have you 

attended in the past?

If you could go anywhere in the universe right now, where 

would you go and what would you be doing? (e.g. Hawaii, 

SCUBA diving or Hogwarts, quidditch)
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Building empathy via E Source 
market research

▪ E Design ethnographic insights for small and midsize 

business (SMB) customers

▪ E Source SMB gap and priority benchmark—COVID-19 

open-ended responses
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E Source ethnographic insights
“Developing Successful Relationships with Small and Midsize Business 

Customers,” Adam Maxwell and Rachel Cooper, E Source (2019)

We nationally recruited 12 businesses. Screening criteria ensured 

participants:

▪ Are responsible for paying the energy bills

▪ Have 10 to 99 employees

▪ Spend $25,000 to $199,999 on electric and gas combined annually

▪ Actively or extremely actively seek ways to manage energy costs and bills

Customer 

engagement

Customer 

experience
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E Source ethnographic insights

Daily routines and 

communication preferences 

Utility credibility, visibility, 

trust, and brand

Characteristics of valuable 

business relationships

Utility relationships, 

perceptions, and desires 
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E Source ethnographic insights
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E Source ethnographic insights
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E Source ethnographic insights
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E Source ethnographic insights
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E Source ethnographic insights
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Summary of ethnographic insights 

Think like a business owner 

Create opportunities for active listening 

Build relationships 

Be proactive with support 
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Chat questions! 

▪ Which SMB sector(s) have you focused on in recent 

engagement campaigns? (retail, restaurant, office, etc.)
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Chat questions! 

▪ Which SMB sector(s) have you focused on in recent 

engagement campaigns? (retail, restaurant, office, etc.)

▪ Are you doing anything specific to COVID-19 to engage with 

your SMB customers? “Yes” or “No” is fine. 
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Chat questions! 

▪ Which SMB sector(s) have you focused on in recent 

engagement campaigns? (retail, restaurant, office, etc.)

▪ Are you doing anything specific to COVID-19 to engage with 

your SMB customers? “Yes” or “No” is fine. 

▪ What type(s) of engagement? (call campaigns, mailed 

information, web-based consultation, kits, etc.)
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E Source market research 

2020 E Source Small and Midsize Business Gap and 

Priority Benchmark

Surveyed 296 business customers and included 

open-ended responses

Please describe anything that [Utility] could do to 

better serve you or your business. Is there anything 

specific to COVID-19 that [Utility] could be doing?
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SMB COVID-19 responses 

Payment plan 

Grants and incentives

Bill-related 

General finance

General help

Other 
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Bill-related SMB COVID-19 responses

“We have been hit hard by Covid-19 … Even though we have shut down 

almost all lights, etc., our bill has not dropped significantly. I am guessing it 

has to do with minimums or total quantity or something. We could damn well 

use a break for the rest of the year where we hope to be at 20% of capacity.”

—Service industry respondent

Source: 2020 E Source Small and Midsize Business Gap and Priority Benchmark
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Bill-related SMB COVID-19 responses

“We are non-essential and shut down for 6 weeks. We turned all appliances, 

lighting, a/c, heat, computers, etc. off for the entire time we were down yet 

our bill was still the same as normal. … I do not understand how a vacant 

building with very little even plugged in generated the amount of electricity 

we were billed for.”

—Retail industry respondent

“We have been hit hard by Covid-19 … Even though we have shut down 

almost all lights, etc., our bill has not dropped significantly. I am guessing it 

has to do with minimums or total quantity or something. We could damn well 

use a break for the rest of the year where we hope to be at 20% of capacity.”

—Service industry respondent

Source: 2020 E Source Small and Midsize Business Gap and Priority Benchmark
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Bill-related SMB COVID-19 responses

“No one except the Janitor and myself, the church treasurer have been in 

the buildings since March. Our monthly bill has not reflected this at ALL. Is 

there a way for a person to come check where we are using electricity and 

why our bill is so big? Thank you.” 

—Congregational respondent

Source: 2020 E Source Small and Midsize Business Gap and Priority Benchmark
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Bill-related SMB COVID-19 responses

“Have billing questions that are not being sufficiently answered after three 

phone calls. There is an obvious error of some sort in one or more of my 

bills. After being shut down for two months for covid, economic issues like 

this are critical to be resolved. Is there a way to request an audit of my 

bills?”

—Retail industry respondent

“No one except the Janitor and myself, the church treasurer have been in 

the buildings since March. Our monthly bill has not reflected this at ALL. Is 

there a way for a person to come check where we are using electricity and 

why our bill is so big? Thank you.” 

—Congregational respondent

Source: 2020 E Source Small and Midsize Business Gap and Priority Benchmark
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Example SMB COVID-19 responses

“Offering payment plans during COVID-19 and a budget 

plan thereafter”

Source: 2020 E Source Small and Midsize Business Gap and Priority Benchmark



© 2020 E Source | www.esource.com 49

Example SMB COVID-19 responses

“This is the first communication that I received from my utility during COVID-19. 

I think that they could of provided a grant or incentive to help reduce energy 

costs while our building was closed for business. All other vendors I work with 

did.”

“Offering payment plans during COVID-19 and a budget 

plan thereafter”

Source: 2020 E Source Small and Midsize Business Gap and Priority Benchmark



© 2020 E Source | www.esource.com 50

Example SMB COVID-19 responses

“Helping fund, through grants, all the projects pushed to the side by covid19” 

“This is the first communication that I received from my utility during COVID-19. 

I think that they could of provided a grant or incentive to help reduce energy 

costs while our building was closed for business. All other vendors I work with 

did.”

“Offering payment plans during COVID-19 and a budget 

plan thereafter”

Source: 2020 E Source Small and Midsize Business Gap and Priority Benchmark
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Example SMB COVID-19 responses

“Response time has been great during COVID-19” 

“Helping fund, through grants, all the projects pushed to the side by covid19” 

“This is the first communication that I received from my utility during COVID-19. 

I think that they could of provided a grant or incentive to help reduce energy 

costs while our building was closed for business. All other vendors I work with 

did.”

“Offering payment plans during COVID-19 and a budget 

plan thereafter”

Source: 2020 E Source Small and Midsize Business Gap and Priority Benchmark
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Types of low-cost utility support

Simple and supportive 

communication and info

Virtual audits and 

inspections

Free, easy-to-install 

measures and tune-ups 

Trade ally engagement 

and support 



© 2020 E Source | www.esource.com 53

Trade ally engagement 

and support 

Types of low-cost utility support

Simple and supportive 

communication and info

Virtual audits and 

inspections

Free, easy-to-install 

measures and tune-ups 

▪ Remove or unplug nonessential loads

▪ Set existing thermostat and lighting systems to unoccupied 

▪ Adjust building ventilation systems (safely)

▪ Reduce lighting (safely) in parking, garages, and pathways

Behavioral

Installs and adjustments

▪ Low-flow water fixtures

▪ Pipe and tank insulation 

▪ LED lighting upgrades 

▪ HVAC duct sealing 

▪ HVAC equipment servicing

▪ Window glazing/film 
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Discussion questions 

▪ How are you creating opportunities for active listening and 

meaningful engagement with your SMB customers? 

▪ Which sector(s) have been most receptive to your outreach 

and engagement? Which ones have been the least?

▪ What are some of the most relevant and timely concerns 

that customers have shared with you? 

▪ What low-cost support are your providing to SMB 

customers? Which types of support have been most 

impactful thus far?
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Idaho Power case study 

25,000 small business customers 

Free energy-saving kits for small businesses: office, retail, and restaurant

No face-to-face interactions with customers after March 13

Suspended disconnects and posted energy-saving information 

Phone campaign in June, starting with retail customers 

Completed over 500 calls and distributed approximately 350 kits
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Idaho Power case study 

25,000 small business customers 

Free energy-saving kits for small businesses: office, retail, and restaurant

No face-to-face interactions with customers after March 13

Suspended disconnects and posted energy-saving information 

Phone campaign in June, starting with retail customers 

Completed over 500 calls and distributed approximately 350 kits

Questions?
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Discussion questions 

▪ How are you creating opportunities for active listening and 

meaningful engagement with your SMB customers? 

▪ Which sector(s) have been most receptive to your outreach 

and engagement? Which ones have been the least?

▪ What are some of the most relevant and timely concerns 

that customers have shared with you? 

▪ What low-cost support are your providing to SMB 

customers? Which types of support have been most 

impactful thus far?
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Key takeaways

Think like a business owner 

Create opportunities for active listening 

Build relationships 

Be proactive with support 
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Thank you! Questions?

You're free to share this document in its entirety inside your company. If you'd like to quote or use our material outside of your business, 

please contact us at customer_service@esource.com or 1-800-ESOURCE (1-800-376-8723).

Have a question? Ask E Source!

Submit an inquiry: 

www.esource.com/question

Kevin Andrews

Lead Analyst, E Source

303-345-9209

kevin_andrews@esource.com

mailto:customer_service@esource.com
http://www.esource.com/question
mailto:kevin_andrews@esource.com

