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Introduction
Who Are the Millennials?

Millennials, the largest generation in 
America, are the most important emerg-
ing customer segment for utilities and 
demand-side management (DSM) service 
providers implementing demand response 
and energy efficiency programs. They 
range in age from 16 to 36, and although 
some of them don’t pay their own elec-
tric bills yet, many already do, along with 
mortgages and daycare bills. Contrary 
to popular perceptions, Millennials aren’t 
just high school and college kids. Many 
of them are already adults with incomes 
and responsibilities. We need to know how 
to reach them now. Millennials present 
utilities with new opportunities, as well 
as plenty of potential pitfalls. Making a 
good impression and getting it right the 
first time is the goal—this is a generation 
known for forming opinions quickly. 

Millennials can be fickle, savvy and chal-
lenging to engage. Many marketers have 
already encountered the biggest obstacle 
to connection: Traditional methods of ad-
vertising have proven ineffective at cap-
turing millennials’ attention. To keep the 
lines of communication open, utilities and 
implementers need to tailor their market-
ing campaigns to speak the language and 
reflect the values of their audience.

 “Millennials aren’t just high 
school and college kids. Many 

of them are already adults with 
incomes and responsibilities.”
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The general consensus on millennial demo-
graphics is that they are young adults born 
after 1980 and before 2000. Numbering 80 
million, they represent about a fourth of 
the entire U.S. population, surpassing even 
baby boomers. They have an impressive 
amount of annual spending power, which 
varies in estimates from $200 billion to 
$1.68 trillion. They are movers and shakers, 
influencers and entrepreneurs. They tend 
toward healthy food, upcycled fashion and 
renewable energy. They are highly educat-
ed, career-driven, politically progressive and 
are capable of intense brand loyalty once 
you strike an authentic chord. Millennials 
show a clear preference for a mobile, re-
sponsive interface that allows for dialogue 
and reciprocity.

The energy industry has largely ignored 
millennials, presuming many of them still 
live at home or have parents footing their 

bills, and that they are not key players in de-
cision-making. But millennials have aged up, 
most are now legal adults. It’s time for us as 
utilities and implementers to change our tactics. 
Millennials now represent a market share that 
we can’t afford not to prioritize. The onus is on 
us to make this generation feel recognized and 
valued. This book identifies major trends that 
utilities can leverage to connect to—and re-
tain—a new generation of modern consumers. 
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Chapter 1
Understanding the Millennial 
Mindset

The bottom line for the millennial mindset is 
that it’s experience-driven. Millennials want 
a seat at the table. They want co-creation, 
co-participation and collaboration. They’re 
attracted to experiences more than things, 
and they crave the tools to extend the im-
pact of that experience by sharing it with 
their social circle. Millennials consider them-
selves content creators as well as curators, 
and they want brands that get that. Good 
content doesn’t suffice—ultimately the key 
to millennials’ hearts is to give them tools 
to create and share their own content, such 
as through videos, pictures, music and 
comments on social media and blogs. Mil-
lennials want to feel like their voice matters 
and that they impact how the brand’s con-
tent evolves.

The millennial mindset can be broken down 
into five overarching principles: Peer af-
firmation, customization, fast-paced inno-
vation, dialogue and user-friendliness. All 
of these principles hang by one common 
thread: a hunger for authentic, personal, 
purposeful experience that can be turned 
into shared content. Because their bias is 
for amassing life experiences rather than 
tangible objects, they avoid large financial 
commitments and instead aim to pay down 
debt and increase their savings. This shift 
in spending priorities represents a defining 
feature of millennials for decades to come. 

Let’s take a look at each of these principles 
in more detail to see how they can be ap-
plied to expand a utility’s reach. 

Peer affirmation and brand
influencers

Millennials are impressionable by a digital ver-
sion of old-fashioned word of mouth. Their 
social circle, a self-selected team of advisors 
they cherry pick for themselves, carries huge 
influence. Understanding how their social circle 
works is at the heart of how you can boost your 
utility program’s millennial market appeal. Tap 
into the social network platform they are al-
ready active in, and speak to them from there. 
Advisors come from all over, ranging from social 
media networks to personal connections. There 
is a high level of trust in content generated by 
peers. The utilities that can learn how to prompt 
and leverage that content will gain entry into 
that trusted inner circle. 

Peer-generated content is the doorway in for 
utilities. It can ignite a dialogue between cur-
rent and prospective millennial customers. A 
smart strategy for utilities: Appoint brand influ-
encers to represent them, and incentivize those 
influencers to share the utility’s message with 
their social circle. 
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Customize the brand experience

Consumers want to be understood as indi-
viduals. They are loyal to brands that enable 
customized experiences of their products 
and services. They want to be innovators 
and recognized for how 
they use your products 
post-purchase, or for how 
they were able to lever-
age your program service 
offering. Here’s the es-
sential pivot that millen-
nial marketing demands: 
According to “5 Ways to 
Improve Your Millennial 
Marketing Strategy,” an 
article published in En-
trepreneur magazine, 
“The key is to bolster the 
bearer, not the brand. 
Highlight the innovative 
ways millennials are us-
ing your products or tak-
ing advantages of your 
programs by re-posting 
their photos on your 
owned media. It’s a symbiotic relationship—
you validate your millennial customers as 
individuals, and they validate your brand.”

Never stop improving

Efficiency is a big selling point for millen-
nials, always on the hunt for practicality 
and performance. As a utility, you want to 
be considered a thought leader, looking at 
advances in other industries and finding 

ways to translate them into your sphere. Ac-
cording to a report from the ad agency Barkley, 
millennials “identify innovative brands as ones 
that are constantly improving and reinventing 
themselves. More than that, they are looking 
for brands that streamline utility and are con-

stantly re-inventing and re-creating new ways 
that make consumer’s lives easier, more effi-
cient, better, etc. Brands that are constantly in 
beta will drive interest and engagement across 
generations that absolutely prefer increased 
usefulness.”

This idea of beta testing applies particularly 
well to utility program pilots. Rapid prototyping 
encourages learning through experimentation—
launching innovative programs through small, 
controlled prototypes. The concept goes over 
well with millennials, who get excited by cut-
ting edge pilot programs that are continually 
refined to maximize engagement and success.

“Consumers want to be 
understood as individuals. 
They are loyal to brands 
that enable customized 

experiences of their 
products and services.” 
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Chapter 2
Seize the Millennium: How to 
Leverage a Generation’s Dedication 
to Clean Energy and Sustainability

Millennials passionate about reducing their own 
carbon footprints are collectively turning out to 
be a dynamic force behind the shift to cleaner 
sources of energy. According to Deloitte’s 
"Resources 2016 Study – Energy Management: 
Navigating the Headwinds" report, the hunger 
for clean energy options, combined with the 
increasing affordability and practicality of solar 
and wind technologies, is creating a perfect 
storm of opportunity for utilities to expand 
renewable energy programs. This is also a 
great opportunity to promote energy efficiency, 
since an efficient home or business requires 
less energy to power it, renewable or not. 

Millennials as a group are highly motivated 
to instigate proactive energy management 
and cleaner energy sources. They are even 
willing to pay a surcharge in their electricity 
bills to support cleaner power, and they want 
incentives for saving electricity and purchasing 
related technologies. As millennials lead the 
shift toward sustainable choices, they are 
exerting more influence on the ways electricity 
providers are reinventing themselves. Utilities 
can better align with millennials by learning 
as much as they can about the group’s 
sustainability mindset. 

Millennials are attracted to companies 
that have a clearly articulated purpose 
that connects to a sense of shared values. 
When a company demonstrates a truthful, 
authentic purpose, millennials in particular 
feel an enhanced connection to the products 
and company. Many studies suggest that an 
altruistic purpose beyond economics not only 
mobilizes employees, it also contributes to 
a company’s bottom line. When a company 
organizes its mission around its purpose, it 
makes for a more authentic brand experience.

“As millennials lead the shift 
toward sustainable choices, they 
are exerting more influence on 

the ways electricity providers are 
reinventing themselves.”
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Support of big government 

A majority of millennials (86 percent) wants 
the government to have more vision and 
intention when it comes to U.S. energy 
strategy, according to the Deloitte report. 
This stacks up against “80 percent of Gen X 
(aged 35-48), 76 percent of baby boomers 
(aged 49-67) and 63 percent of matures 
(aged 68+),” the report notes.

Bring on the new

When it comes to solar panels, millennials 
don’t need much convincing. More than half 
say they are likely to get solar panels in the 
next five years. Alternatively, almost half 
of millennials would consider purchasing 
a share in a utility-scale solar installation 
that could provide solar energy. And when 
it comes to Distributed Energy Services 
(DER), a whopping 87 percent of millennials 
globally showed an interest in DER products 
and services after receiving information 
about them.
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Seamless, customized
energy interface

When building digital relationships, the 
bottom line for millennials is fast, easy and 
responsive. More so than older generations, 
they expect their energy provider to offer a 
smooth personalized experience across digital 
channels as well as access to the latest digital 
technologies. According to Accenture, “83 
percent would be discouraged from signing 
up for additional products and services if 
their provider could not provide a seamless 
experience.” 

It all adds up to a new paradigm: The trifecta 
of government stewardship, viable clean energy 
resources, and a customized energy interface 
create a perfect storm of radical change. 
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Chapter 3
Spending Habits and 
Values of Millennials

Millennials represent a vast field of 
opportunity for utilities and implementers 
to leverage. But first, it’s important to 
understand the nuances of their spending 
habits in terms of energy, sustainability and 
social responsibility. It’s interesting to note 
that millennials don’t necessarily identify 
themselves as environmentalists—but 
that doesn’t translate into environmental 
insensitivity. On the contrary, a recent 
Pew survey found that millennials were 
more likely than boomers to support 
stricter environmental laws, attribute 

global warming to human activity, and favor 
environmentally friendly policies such as green 
energy development and tax incentives for 
hybrid vehicles. Even though most millennials 
don’t have large amounts of disposable 
income, they are more willing to spend money 
in ways that align with their values.

“Millennials are more willing to 
spend money in ways that align 

with their values.”
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Shopping

Career

The study also found that “80% of a sample 
of 1,800 13-25 year olds wanted to work for 
a company that cares about how it impacts 
and contributes to society.” Over half said they 
would decline to work for an “irresponsible 
corporation.” Since estimates predict that by 
the year 2020 millennials will comprise half of 
the workforce, these attitudes carry even more 
significance.

62% of millennials would 
take a pay cut to work for 
a responsible company.

80% of 13-25 year olds want 
to work for a company with 
social impact.

Among global online consumers across 60 
countries, millennials represent 51 percent 
of those willing to pay extra for sustainable 
products and 51 percent of those who check 
the packaging for sustainable labeling, 
according to a recent study by Nielsen.

Millennials expect companies to care about 
social issues, and they reward the companies 
that align themselves with causes they care 
about. According to  the Boston Consulting 
Group’s Center for Consumer and Customer 
Insight, “Millennials are receptive to cause 
marketing and are more likely than non- 
millennials to purchase items associated with 
a particular cause (37 percent versus 30 
percent).”

Millennials speak with their dollars 
and their social influence to support 
companies who embrace their values.
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Transportation

Homes

Millennials’ preferred modes of transportation are bikes, 
busses, public transport and car-sharing. It’s partly driven by 
a return to urbanization, partly motivated by finances, and 
partly linked to environmental concerns.

The trend is substantial enough 
that a new report by the United 
States Public Interest Research 

Group argues, “it's time to 
rethink how we subsidize, 

encourage and invest in car use.”

According to the 2015 Harris Poll, “Millennials drivers are more likely than their elder 
counterparts to consider a traditional hybrid, with 57% saying they’d consider one (vs. 49% 
of Gen Xers, 43% of Baby Boomers and 38% of Matures). This same trend holds true for 
plug-in hybrids (39% vs. 28%, 22% and 23%) and pure electrics (34% vs. 17%, 14% and 
11%), as well as for diesel vehicles (27% vs. 16%, 17% and 9%).” Currently, the major 
barrier for millennials’ more widespread adoption of EVs is the price.

Would Consider a 
Traditional Hybrid

Would Consider a 
Plug-in Hybrid

Would Consider a 
Pure Electric

Would Consider a 
Diesel

According to panelists at an International Builders’ Show press conference discussing 
millennials’ home preferences, “homes will get a little smaller, laundry rooms will be essential, 
and home technology will become increasingly prevalent as they start to enter the home 
buying market.”

A recent National Association of Home Builders (NAHB) survey asked homebuilders what items they 
are most likely to include in a typical new home. Out of their 10 top picks, four of the       
                                    features involve energy efficiency: low-E windows, ENERGY STAR®–rated 
                                      appliances and windows, and programmable thermostats.

                                        A survey conducted in 2015 by Emerson Climate Technologies, 
                                        suggests that younger buyers were nearly twice as likely as older 
                                        buyers to be concerned about purchase price “but were also 
                                        much more concerned about premium features, 
                                         including drafts, clean air, humidity, 
                                         environmental impact, and having the best 
                                         technology available. The younger buyers 
                                         were also almost three times as likely to be 
                                         concerned about connectivity.”
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Chapter 4
The New Rules of Engagement: How 
to Speak to Core Values

By now, the information about the 
millennial mindset, their interest in clean 
energy, and their green spending habits 
should help you form a better picture about 
the most effective ways to capture—and 
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retain—their program participation. One of 
the most important points to remember is 
that for this generation in particular, the 
medium defines the message. Reaching 
out to millennials in the channels they are 
most comfortable with goes a long way to 
establishing trust, reciprocity and loyalty.    

Dialogue & transparency

Traditional one-way marketing is an 
ineffective tactic for driving brand 
messaging to a generation that is all 
about finding and sharing information 
online. Millennials are willing to share your 
advertisements, but only if they feel like 
they are in a two-way conversation. Do 
you have genuine relationships with your 
consumers? Do you comment on their 
social media comments regarding you? For 
example, making an effort to “like” and 
“comment” on their post goes a long way 
to converting millennials from customers 
into loyalists.

“A majority of millennials are 
interested in energy-smart homes 
and would be willing to invest in 
related smart home technology. “
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An energy app for that?

Many millennials already use apps for 
banking and are eager for apps that 
would help them manage their energy 
use. According to the Deloitte report, at 
least 34 percent think that software apps 
would help them be smarter about energy 
consumption, whereas only 26 percent 
of the general population share that 
conviction. Tendril, an energy software 
company, has been quick to grasp this pain 
point. They recently launched a mobile app, 
comparable to banking and airline apps, 
which offers functionality typically lacking 
in the utility world. 

Millennials like to log on and interact with 
their energy provider the way they do with 
most of their apps: by signing in with social 
media credentials and communicating 
through those channels. A majority of 
millennials are interested in energy-smart 
homes and would be willing to invest in 
related smart home technology. According 
to an Accenture report, over three-quarters 
of millennials would be extremely receptive 
to a personalized online marketplace that 
helps them selects and purchase energy-
related products and services.

User-friendliness is paramount

As digital natives, most millennials use two 
to three devices at least once a day. You 
need to communicate with them across 
multiple devices, starting with a mobile-
friendly website that funnels into Facebook, 
Instagram and other social media platforms. 
To drive engagement, make your digital 
platforms intuitive, quick to upload and 
friction-free. Keep in mind that millennials 
have the most affinity for brands that 
tap into their social circles and networks. 
Find ways to connect to their core values 
spotlight their experience, celebrate their 
voice, and keep them in the know. If you 
succeed, you will have met the millennial 
challenge: to engage rather than persuade, 
to advise rather than advertise.

Utilities have a captive audience in millennials, 
who are ready—or almost ready—to pull the 
trigger on additional services. Utilities can build 
on a small but growing uptick in consumer 
satisfaction, largely driven by the absence of 
major power outages in recent years, which 
tend to erode customer goodwill. But according 
to J. D. Power, the energy industry is still 
lagging far behind most industries, including 
car insurance, banking and airlines. The report 
says, “Only 11 of 137 utility brands studied 
outperformed the airline industry average.” 

We have our work cut out for us. We must 
expand on customers’ growing trust by offering 
them the energy management options they 
want, through the media they feel the most 
comfortable with.
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Chapter 5
In it to Win it: Three Overarching 
Principles for Utilities’ Work 
with Millennials

We’ve just painted a picture of millennials’ 
energy mindset: They are environmentally 
sensitive, support clean energy resources, 
and want apps that offer customizable 
energy management techniques. For energy 
providers keen on innovation, an eager test 
bed awaits. According to Greentech Media, 
“nearly one-quarter of millennials said they 
want to test new energy technologies.” 
As new products and software become 
available, utility providers need to become 
equally innovative at communicating their 
expanded range of services in ways that 
strongly resonate with millennials. 

1. All about the online experience

Leverage millennials’ online habits by 
offering online bill pay services and email or 
text messages and alerts around energy use 
or anticipated outages. Utilities that have 
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already taken the digital leap have started 
deploying online portals that use personal 
data to inform the self-serve experience as 
well as advise customers on how to reduce 
their energy use. According to the ad tech 
firm Fluent, “promotional email is the most 
effective way of influencing millennials' 
purchasing decisions, with 48% of U.S. 
millennial internet users saying promotional 
emails impact their purchasing decisions at 
least ‘some of the time.’” 

Boosting social media presence can help 
retain customers, especially in markets in 
which customers have a say in what power 
companies they choose. According to the 
Wall Street Journal, “utility companies 
who have implemented a strong social 
media presence have been able to reduce 
customer turnover by as much as 20 
percent.”

As part of your well-rounded social media 
presence, take advantage of the immediacy 
of videos. According to a new survey by 
Animoto, a cloud-based video creation 
service, “nearly two-thirds of millennials 
would rather watch a video from a brand 
than read text.” Short videos (about 10 
seconds) seem to work best.
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2. Engagement follows content

Regardless of 
whether they own 
a home or rent, 
millennials are 
curious to learn 
about energy in 
all its forms. They 
want to know how 
it’s sourced and 
best practices 
for efficient use. 
They are both 
competitive and 
socially conscious, 
wanting to know 
how their energy consumption behavior 
compares to others and what renewable 
energy options are trending in their peer 
group and why. They want informative 
content, delivered with economy and wit. 
Targeted content marketing that alerts 
consumers to available programs, products 
and services geared toward reducing 
energy use make good strategic sense.
  
3. Social responsibility matters

Socially conscious millennials are prone 
to suspicion: According to a Vi Marketing 
and Branding report, 83 percent distrust 
large corporations. Brands that prioritize 
social causes that appeal to millennials 
go over better than companies without a 
philanthropic agenda. Outreach programs, 
green marketing initiatives and rebate 
programs, home energy audits, and apps 
that monitor energy use show consumers 
that utilities are committed to being a 
vehicle for change among a disturbing 
landscape of dwindling resources and 
increasing climate change. A robust, 
integrated, corporate social responsibility 
program is a game changer for utilities 
seeking to meet the needs and preferences 
of the upcoming millennial customer. 

Conclusion
The millennial generation is forcing 
utilities to switch gears and evolve new 
communication techniques designed for 
digital natives. To inspire their millennial 
consumer to become more energy 
efficient and participate in demand 
response programs, utilities and program 
implementers need to amplify their social 
media and online campaigns. Although all 
this takes concerted effort, the rewards for 
winning millennials over are substantial. 
Utilities and implementers can capitalize on 
reduced infrastructure costs by engaging 
customers in self-serve channels. This 
in turn boosts customer satisfaction and 
strengthens engagement. Seamless, almost 
effortless engagement is not only key to 
maintaining their millennial customer base, 
but also represents a pivot to a customer 
centric bias that will establish a new bar for 
all subsequent generations.
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