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Evaluating the Marketing of 

Energy Conservation by Utilities 

by Gene R. Laczniak, Patrick E. Murphy 
and Richard K. Robinson 

One of the most pressing issues facing the United 
States is the energy situation and the necessity for 
energy conservation. In the past five years, the news 
media have been replete with stories analyzing the en
ergy problem and suggesting possible conservation 
strategies.' The major debate of the past Congres
sional session has been the attempt of this Body to 
hammer out a comprehensive policy for energy use and 
conservation in the United States. 2 Business firms, par
ticularly oil companies and utilities, have spent millions 
of dollars attempting to "demarket" the needless, 
wasteful or simple less than judicious use of energy.3 
Moreover, most experts predict the questions of energy 
conservation will be even more important for business 
and the society in the coming years.4 

Given the significance of energy conservation , 
many corporations, particularly those involved in the 
energy industry such as utilities, will likely continue to 
allocate substantial funds to communicate to the pub
lic the gravity of energy conservation . Despite the 
enormity and significance of the communication prob
lem, few energy companies have attempted to sys
tematically evaluate the perceptions and actions of 
their customers regarding energy conservation. This 
study deals with three aspects of this energy conserva
tion and communication problem : 

(a) It suggests a general organizing and analytical 
framework that can be used by business firms 

which are communicating with the public about 
energy problems. 

(b) It presents some initial findings from a limited 
scope study dealing with consumer and utility 
company perceptions and actions regarding en
ergy conservation . 

(c) It discusses some implications for successful 
communication strategy based upon the model 
and the initial findings on the topic of energy 
use. 

Promoting Energy Conservation 

Before introducing the framework for better evalu
ation of energy program communications, the concept 
of " demarketing " needs to be reviewed , and its particu
lar relationship to the marketing efforts of natural gas 
and electric utilities must also be discussed. According 
to Kotler and Levy, the originators of the idea, demar
keting is defined as that aspect of marketing that deals 
with discouraging customers from consumption on 
either a temporary or permanent basis.s Burgeoning 
demand for electriCity and natural gas throughout the 
decades of the fifties and sixties due to a multitude of 
factors placed increasing pressures on utilities to pro
vide adequate supply. With government restrictions on 
the building of additional power plants for electricity 
generation along with impending shortages of natural 

GENE R. LACZNIAK, PATRICK E. MURPHY, and RICHARD K. ROBINSON are all Assistant Professors of Marketing at Marquette 
University in Milwaukee, Wisconsin . The authors gratefully acknowledge the helpful comments of Professor Norman J. Kaye of 
Marquette University in the development of this manuscript. 

' ''The Arab Oil Squeeze: ' Newsweek, (September 17. 1973). pp. 33-43; 
James Cook. " The Invisible Crisis, " Forbes. (July 1S, 1976). pp. 26-29; 
and " Yes There Is An Energy Crisis," Time, (October 10, 1977). pp. 
61-62. 

' ''What Price Energy?" Newsweek. (May 2,1977), pp. 12-31 . 

3"Public Service Ads to Push Business Energy Savings Tricks," Indus
trial Marketing, (February 1974), p. 8; Bruce Quale, " Communicating 

the EnergyCrisis," Public Utilities Fortnightly. (JulyS, 1973); and " Solv
ing Shortages - Shift Life Style, Reduce Demand ," Advertising Age. 
(February 24, 1974), p. 160. 

<John C. Sawhill , " Facing Some Domestic Realities, " Conference 
Board Record. a1(January 1975). pp. 45-61. 

'Philip Kotler and Sidney J. Levy. " Demarketing, Yes Demarketing ," 
Harvard Business Review, (November-December 1974), pp. 74-80. 





8 Akron Business and Economic Review Fall 

companies as uncommitted to energy conservation . 
When advertising messages advocating conservation 
are received , the honesty of the message sponsor is 
discounted and the suggested behaviors regarding 
conservation made in the message are ignored . 

As captured in Figure 1, this study hypothesized 
both consumers and utility companies as mistakenly 
perceiving the other cooriented party as being un
committed to energy conservation. Various writings 
which point out that a substantial percentage of the 
American public views the energy crisis as an issue 
contrived by energy companies constitutes the ration
ale for hypothesizing that many customers believe util
ity companies are uncommitted.1 Since some research 
findings suggest that the public is not willing to sac
rifice comfort and convenience because of the energy 
situation ,S it was hypothesized that utility companies 
perceive that consumers are not really committed to 
energy conservation . 

In summary, further erference to Figure 1 suggests 
the following five specific hypotheses to be explored . 

H, : Consumers and utility companies will be in 
agreement that energy conservation is impor
tant. 

H2: Consumers' actual attitude that energy conser
vation is important is incongruent with their per
ception that uti lities are not committed to energy 
conservation . 

H3: Utility company attitudes that energy conserva
tion is important are incongruent with their per
ception that consumers are not committed to 
energy conservation. 

H4: Consumers inaccurately perceive utility com
pany attitudes because they falsely believe utility 
companies are uncommitted to energy conser
vation . 

Hs: Utility companies inaccurately perceive con
sumer attitudes because they falsely believe 
consumers are uncommitted to energy conser
vation. 

If these initial hypotheses are confimed, it would 
provide some empirical evidence that accurate com
munication between consumers and utility companies 
had broken down. In such a case, even if both parties 
see the reduction of energy use as a high priority goal, 
the effiCient, coordinated implementation of energy 
policy (and specific energy conservation programs) 
will be hampered until this communication rift is re
paired . 

1David Gottlieb and Marg Matre, " Conception of Energy Shortages and 
Energy Conserving Behavior, " Social Science Quarterly, 57 (Septem
ber 1976), pp. 421 -429 ; " People Still Wondering -Is the Energy Short
age for Real?" U. S. News and World Report, (May 9, 1977), pp. 28-30 ; 
and " Poll Indicates Public Confused on Energy," Chemical and Engi-

Methodology 

To implement the coorientation approach, both 
energy companies and their customers were contacted 
and asked a similar set of questions. Two cities in a ' 
Midwestern state were selected as a testing ground for 
the study. Cooperation from the four utilities serving 
those cities were secured in advance . Four hundred 
residents of the larger city and 360 residents of the 
smaller city were selected at random from street 
address/telephone directories and sent a four-page 
mail questionnaire. The structured questionnaire , 
using 5 and 7 point response scales, probed consum
ers about their perceptions of the energy problem, the 
role of their utilities in dealing with this issue, and the 
consumer 's own energy conserving behavior . A 
member of each utility's public relations or public af
fairs department completed a similar questionnaire 
which analyzed the firm 's perception of the. energy 
problem, its communications to customers about en
ergy conservation , and its viewpoint regarding cus
tomer attitudes and behaviors. Forty-seven percent of 
the consumers (n = 350) sampled returned completed 
questionnaires. Two-tailed t tests were used to exam
ine the hypotheses where relevant. The four utilities 
were the universe of possible respondents in this study 
and were treated as such in the tests. 

Results And Discussion 

Hypothesis 1, that consumers and utility com
panies will be in agreement that energy conservation is 
important, was supported . As Table 1 shows, the mean 
scores are not significantly different. About 60% of the 
consumer respondents characterized energy conser
vation as an extremely important issue. In fact, over 
10% of those surveyed opted to label energy as the 
most important problem facing the U.S. today. Not sur
prisingly, all of the utility compan ies perceived energy 
conservation as " extremely important. " Thus, a high 
level of agreement exists between consumers and util
ity companies regarding the importance of energy con
servation. 

TABLE I 

CQ4PARI SON OF MEAN ITEM SCORES 
OF PERCE lVEO IMPORTANCE OF ENERGY CONSERVATI ON 

FOR CONSUMERS VERSUS UTILI TI ES 

a Not significant at p" .OS 

Util i ties 

2.00· 

b Actua l score range " 1 (most important problem ) to 5 (not important ) 

neering News, (January 24, 1977), p. 27. 

T Value 

. 45' 
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Association for Consumer Research, 1977), pp. 315-321 . 
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