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California is a national leader in legislative mandates to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

Home and business energy use plays a huge role in meeting these commitments. With 

the vast majority of California businesses in the small business sector, it’s vital to under-

stand how to reach small business decision makers and motivate them to be more ener-

gy efficient, reduce demand on the grid, and use renewable energy in order to meet the 

mandates. Ultimately, state leadership in fighting climate change will provide cleaner air, 

healthier sustainable communities, and a thriving economy from which small businesses 

will see long-term benefits.
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http://www.energyupgradeca.org/en/learn/energy-impact-on-our-climate/californias-climate-change-initiatives
http://www.energyupgradeca.org/en/learn/energy-in-california/our-states-energy-leadership
http://www.energyupgradeca.org/en/learn/energy-impact-on-our-climate/californias-climate-change-initiatives
http://www.energyupgradeca.org/en/learn/energy-in-california/our-states-energy-leadership
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INTRODUCTION
Communication plays a vital role in motivating customers 
to better manage their energy use, which in turn will help 
the State of California meet its greenhouse gas reduction 
goals.* Product offerings, advertising, and other marketing 
outreach efforts can be better targeted and more cost- 
effective if we understand which audiences are more open  
to changing their energy consumption.

The Small Business Energy Decision Maker (SBDM) segmentation  
summarized in these pages creates a new way of categorizing and under-
standing small businesses and their relationship with Energy Management (EM).

This segmentation is based on a six-month, 

quantitative and ethnographic, independent research 

program conducted with more than 1,000 Small 

Business Decision Makers across California. 

The research helped 
reveal common themes 
that complement the 
segment-specific infor-
mation. SBDMs across 
California confront con-
stant challenges, often 
with limited human and 
financial resources. This 
business reality results 
in a sense of isolation, 
vulnerability, varying 

degrees of reactivity, and 
a need for aggressive pri-
oritization. Above all, they 
are constantly preoccu-
pied with cost cutting to 
compensate for multiple 
factors squeezing their 
margins. 
These often include new 
regulations, taxes, labor 
cost increases, changes 
in the marketplace, in-

surance premiums, and 
more. Across all seg-
ments, EM is the last of 
their priorities. This is 
expressed in a number 
of common attitudes 
including a lack of control 
– SBDMs often feel that 
they have no control over 
energy costs, for struc-
tural and/or economic 
reasons. 

There are also en-
trenched attitudinal barri-
ers to embracing energy 
management, such as 
not knowing where to go 
for information, or that 
simple fixes (e.g., light 
bulbs) seem too small 
to have an impact, while 
large-scale investments 
like solar are too over-
whelming.

*AB32 requires California to reduce its GHG emissions to 1990 levels by 2020 — a reduction of approximately 15% below emissions expected under a “business as usual” scenario. 

COMMON THEMES ACROSS SEGMENTS
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DEFINING THE SEGMENTS
Each of the five Energy Decision Maker segments 
characterizes a group of SBDMs who share certain attitudes 
toward risk, ways of approaching investment, overall 
outlook, and ways of reacting to small business stress. Most 
of all, they share similar levels of engagement, and similar 
ability to act on Energy Management. 

The choice of the segment name, narrative, and data points 
highlights their unique EM characteristics. It is important to  
note that not all SBDMs will behave exactly according to 
their segment profile, but they will have predictable 
tendencies that can be tapped to increase awareness of, 
motivate action on, and educate about EM.

The research revealed that 
emotional and attitudinal factors 
(“why”), more than firmographic 
or behavioral ones (“what”), help 
us understand SBDMs’ motivation 
to take action on EM. Three 
factors in particular emerged as 
primary criteria to help define and 
differentiate the segments.

ENGAGEMENT
How aware and interested are  
they in energy management?

RECEPTIVITY
How easy are they to reach,  

what channels do they use, and  
how much do they trust the  

information they get?

ABILITY
How much are they able to act  

on this interest, versus how 
constrained are they by  

outside factors?

PRIMARY FACTORS

PROMOTERS
Optimists looking for 
opportunities

Engagement/Motivation 
• Save money 
• Promote their business

Ability/Barriers 
• No barriers 

Receptivity/Channels 
•  Internet, social media, 

colleagues and peers

Impact: High

Share of Sample: 16%

STEWARDS
Progressives who want to 
preserve the planet

Engagement/Motivation 
• Save money 
• Protect the environment

Ability/Barriers 
• Think they’ve done enough 
• Can’t find information

Receptivity/Channels 
•  Internet, social media, 

colleagues and peers

Impact: High

Share of Sample: 27%

COASTERS
Risk-averse moderates not 
rocking the boat

Engagement/Motivation 
• Save money 
• Reduce waste

Ability/Barriers 
•  Don’t know what options 

are available

Receptivity/Channels 
•  Low on all, except email 

from reps and colleagues

Impact: Moderate

Share of Sample: 10%

REACTIVES
Struggling SBDMs hoping to 
turn a corner

Engagement/Motivation 
• Save money 

Ability/Barriers 
•  Don’t know where to find 

information

Receptivity/Channels 
•  Electrical and HVAC 

contractors, webinars

Impact: Moderate

Share of Sample: 17%

CAUTIONARIES
Cautious survivors, just 
trying to break even

Engagement/Motivation 
• Save money for a rainy day 
• Fund operations

Ability/Barriers 
•  Don’t believe EM will result 

in any savings

Receptivity/Channels 
•  Low on all channels except 

Internet

Impact: Low

Share of Sample: 30%
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60%
Say energy has a 

noticeable impact on  
the bottom line

EM actions will  
have strong impact 

H
▲

Promoters are driven, dynamic leaders of larger small businesses 
that are typically growing, more tech-oriented, and more profitable. 
They’re extroverts, trying to build their brands, inspire others in their 
communities, and run their businesses with confidence and optimism. 
They constantly try new ways to work smarter and invest in what pays 
off in the long run – including Energy Management.

PROMOTERS

ENERGY MANAGEMENT METRICS

ENGAGEMENT ABILITY RECEPTIVITY

HIGH HIGH HIGH

KEY TRAITS

Mindset: Invest, expand

Motivator: Save money, 
promote my business

Barrier: Think they’ve done 
all they can 

Value: Financial achievement

Business Size: Highest 
revenue among SBs

More Likely to Be: Coastal 
Southern CA

PROFILE

Beth, San Diego, CA
Beth is office manager of a growing 
indoor/outdoor furniture business. 
She recently opened a second 
location in San Diego and is consid-
ering a third in San Francisco.

 A proactive, confident, and innova-
tive decision maker, she constantly 
looks for ways to grow her business 
and build her brand. Beth actively 

investigates energy programs: 
everything from unplugging the 
coffee machine to using a hybrid 
delivery truck; next on her list is 
solar. She sees this as a way to save 
money and show her company is 
environmentally conscious. 

The company promotes itself 
across many channels, including 
radio, print, and social media 
(Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest) 
and she’s also open to receiving 
information this way. 

“The more you do for the community, 
the better view people have of you. If 
we’re the only company in this area that 
has solar, we become the leader.”

Promoters are the most engaged, 
motivated segment and see EM  
as a benefit to future growth

60%
See EM as a way to  

promote the  
business H

▲

Have the highest ability –  
the EM glass is always half full 

H
▲

60%
Plan to increase future  

energy investment

The most receptive 
segment, available  

on all channels25%
Have participated in an  
energy management  

program

H
▲

Accesorizing a New Outfit
Promoters see every 
decision as a possible way 
to help their business 
grow and will “try on” 
anything to see if it fits 
their need, with an eye 

on the long-term benefits.

EM DECISION MAKING IS LIKE…

37%
AVERAGE: 26%

MONTHLY ENERGY BILL ABOVE $1K

16% OF SMALL 
BUSINESS 
SAMPLE

H Highest of all segments ▲ Over Index: Markedly higher than average
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60%
Say energy is 5%  
or more of their  
overhead cost

H

Motivated to  
seek energy efficiency

PROFILE

Gary, Bay Area, CA
Gary is not your typical tree-hugger. 
A political conservative, he believes 
in doing the right thing for society 
and for his community. He manages 
marketing and operations for a 
science education franchise he 
co-owns with his wife, offering 
camps and hands-on learning 
programs. 

With healthy revenue levels, ex-
penses and cash flow are no longer 
a concern, and they are now the 
second-ranked franchise in the 
nation. Energy costs are a mere 
0.7% of total expenses, yet Gary 
investigates every new EM idea, 
from automatic warehouse doors 
to reflective film on windows. 

Whether bringing the excitement 
of science to children, or preserving 
Earth’s natural resources, Gary’s 
personal and business motives are 
one and the same.

“I’m not a green fanatic, but I appreciate 
we have a nice world and would like to 
take care of it. If I made no savings and 
could cut energy use, I’d still do it.”

Stewards are self-effacing and visionary business owners, driven by  
a passion for their work. They are committed to setting strong 
foundations that not only move their businesses forward, but also 
elevate their communities. Their concern for the world around them  
is a blend of personal and business philosophy, translating into a 
company culture of purpose and mission. 

STEWARDS

ENERGY MANAGEMENT METRICS

ENGAGEMENT ABILITY RECEPTIVITY

HIGH HIGH MEDIUM

Hosting a Community 
Potluck Dinner
Stewards value other 
things in addition to 
profits, including doing 
what’s right for others 
and nature, and creating 
community value.

EM DECISION MAKING IS LIKE…

KEY TRAITS

Mindset: Invest, sustain, grow

Motivator: Save money, 
protect the environment

Barrier: Already conserve 

Value: Doing what’s right, 
equity

Business Size: Moderate 
revenue among SBs

More Likely to Be: Based on 
the South Coast

3o%
AVERAGE: 26%

MONTHLY ENERGY BILL ABOVE $1K

27% OF SMALL 
BUSINESS 
SAMPLE

62%
Strongly believe that  
people should care  

for natureH

▲

Stewards are engaged, and 
driven by personal values

Open to EM, they  
seek sustainable solutions

▲

52%
Plan to increase future  

energy investment

Stay connected with  
their community 36%

Use social  
media

▲

H Highest of all segments ▲ Over Index: Markedly higher than average
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100%
Don’t know what  

options are  
available

H
▲

Willing but not able;  
held back by business  

performance and apathy

Coasters are the smallest of the SBDMs (based on revenue) and in some 
ways resemble the residential market. They are attached to the status 
quo, and not particularly motivated to raise the bar or disrupt their 
routines. Though independent-minded, they’re hindered by inertia. In 
theory, saving money is their reason for trying EM, but they are reluctant 
to get out of their comfort zone for something that may not be worth it. 

COASTERS

ENERGY MANAGEMENT METRICS

ENGAGEMENT ABILITY RECEPTIVITY

MEDIUM LOW MEDIUM

KEY TRAITS

Mindset: Stay the course

Motivator: Save money, avoid 
waste

Barrier: Don’t know what EM 
options are available

Value: Stability, comfort, 
independence

Business Size: Lowest 
revenue among SBs

More Likely to Be: North CA

Duane, Bay Area
Duane feels his life has been 
charmed. He joined his family’s 
wholesale paint company decades 
ago for lack of other options and 
has never looked back. The compa-
ny has prospered by offering a 
reliable service to auto body shops 
in the area. He has conscientiously 
avoided costly infrastructure 

investments and territory expan-
sions, pointing to business acquain-
tances who have done so and failed. 

Duane plans to continue running 
things with a superstitious form of 
risk aversion. He pays his energy bill 
by dropping off a check at the 
PG&E office, and he keeps expens-
es low, with a modest storefront, 
and a 30-year-old computer 
hosting his customer database. His 
energy costs are so low that he is 
not motivated to look for savings. 

“I just tend to be conservative. That’s 
the way I’ve always done it. That’s the 
way my dad did it, so I want to keep it 
that way. I think it’s a comfort thing.”

100%
Feel the point of  

EM is financial 
savings 

Moderately engaged, motivated 
by savings but skeptical about 
the value of EM

H

▲

Rerouting the Plane  
While on Autopilot
Coasters do not want 
to deviate from their 
comfort zone. If the 
business is functioning 
well enough, don’t  

fiddle with the controls.

EM DECISION MAKING IS LIKE… 10% OF SMALL 
BUSINESS 
SAMPLE

10%
AVERAGE: 26%

MONTHLY ENERGY BILL ABOVE $1K

Quite receptive, 
but expect difficulty

35%
Use the Internet  

for research

20%
Spend more than  

$1K a month  
on energy

▲

Average impact, 
potential for EM  
results is limited

PROFILE

L

H Highest of all segments L Lowest of all segments ▲ Over Index: Markedly higher than average

▲

Under Index: Markedly lower than average
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H

14%
Have participated 
in EM programs 

in the past

▲

Not receptive; Don’t 
partake in EM and  

don’t trust info sources

PROFILE

Chris, Bay Area, CA
Chris opened a gastro pub and 
restaurant three years ago, embed-
ded inside an historic East Bay 
hotel. The establishment is still in 
infancy, not yet attracting a critical 
mass of regular patrons. Maintain-
ing cash flow and building a quality 
team are constant challenges.

A former Silicon Valley executive, 
Chris is no stranger to startup 
mode, managing 10 employees and 
dealing with myriad daily crises. But 
when he catches his breath, his 
focus is on marketing and staff, not 
EM (despite his interest in saving 
costs this way). 

He thinks he’s made all the minor 
EM improvements he can, and, 
realistically, will only upgrade larger 
equipment once it breaks down. He 
looks forward to a more stable 
time, when he can evaluate more 
significant EM investments. 

“We’ve put off investments in HVAC 
equipment until we’re in a position to 
afford it. In the interim, our bills are 
undoubtedly higher than normal.”

Reactives want to achieve stability, either because they are in startup 
mode or because they want to regain ground lost to external factors 
(e.g., decreased demand or regulatory change – to which they are highly 
sensitive). Their main motivation for trying EM would be to save money 
and, to a lesser extent, reduce waste. But there are so many more 
pressing things on their minds.

REACTIVES

ENERGY MANAGEMENT METRICS

ENGAGEMENT ABILITY RECEPTIVITY

LOW LOW MEDIUM

Getting a Tune-up When 
the Car Has a Flat Tire
Reactives just want to 
get back on the road. 
Until they gain (or regain) 
momentum, they can only 
focus on top priorities.

EM DECISION MAKING IS LIKE…

KEY TRAITS

Mindset: Reach stability

Motivator: Save money, 
reduce waste

Barrier: Think they’ve done 
all they can 

Value: Financial achievement

Business Size: Moderate 
revenue among SBs

More Likely to Be: Coastal 
Southern California

AVERAGE: 26%

MONTHLY ENERGY BILL ABOVE $1K

30% OF SMALL 
BUSINESS 
SAMPLE

EM may be in the future, but  
not in their daily struggle

36%
Are concerned  
about keeping 

afloat

▲
H

Moderate impact; energy 
just a necessary evil

34%
Say energy has a  
large impact on 

bottom line

Low ability; energy 
management not relevant

52%
Already use as little  
energy as possible

L 17%

H Highest of all segments L Lowest of all segments ▲ Over Index: Markedly higher than average

▲

Under Index: Markedly lower than average
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100%
Believe EM will  
result in little  

savings

H
▲

Too cautious to  
engage, they fail  
to see the value

Despite some successes since 2008, Cautionaries are very much still 
reacting to the Great Recession. They have survived, but are not thriving. 
Demand is not quite sufficient to give them peace of mind, so they 
manage accordingly – conservatively. They are cautious, and would 
invest in an upgrade only when absolutely necessary, and with iron- 
clad proof of short-term savings. 

CAUTIONARIES

ENERGY MANAGEMENT METRICS

ENGAGEMENT ABILITY RECEPTIVITY

LOW LOW LOW

KEY TRAITS

Mindset: Cautious, every 
dollar counts

Motivator: Save money, fund 
day-to-day operations

Barrier: Expect few savings 

Value: Control

Business Size: Moderate 
revenue among SBs

More Likely to Be: Coastal 
Northern California

PROFILE

Nancy, Los Angeles, CA
Nancy is the CFO and a Senior 
Partner at an eight-person LA-
based recruiting firm, placing 
people in marketing, sales, and 
operations positions in the tech 
industry. She founded the company 
over 30 years ago.

The firm struggled to survive the 
Recession. Nancy gave up her salary 
for several months to keep the 
company afloat. More recently, the 
firm has gained momentum with 
the improving economy, but she 
remains preoccupied with finding 
ways to cut costs, as she doesn’t 
take her success for granted.

Nancy is extremely cautious in 
every financial decision, and doubts 
that the savings from EM programs 
would be significant. Instead, she 
pushes her staff to switch off fans 
and constantly resets the thermo-
stat on her antiquated AC unit.

“ It’s stressful. Right now the economy is 
great, but you never know. In the last 
couple of years it’s been up and down, 
just like Silicon Valley.”

EM not an operational  
priority; they make do  

with what they have23%
Say energy has large  

impact on the  
bottom line L

▲

Treading Water
Cautionaries are very 
careful, and skeptical 
of any unnecessary 
investment, focused 
very much on keeping 
their business afloat. 

EM DECISION MAKING IS LIKE…

17%
AVERAGE: 26%

MONTHLY ENERGY BILL ABOVE $1K

30%OF SMALL 
BUSINESS 
SAMPLE

HLow priority; they have 
bigger problems

51%
Worry about getting 

customers in  
the door

Non-receptive, wary  
of most sources30%

Trust colleagues and  
peers when seeking  

information

▲

H Highest of all segments L Lowest of all segments ▲ Over Index: Markedly higher than average

▲

Under Index: Markedly lower than average
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Energy Upgrade California® is  a state initiative to help Californians take action to save 
energy and conserve natural resources, help reduce demand on the electricity grid, and 
make informed energy management choices at home and at work. 

Energy Upgrade California is supported by an alliance of the California Public Utilities 
Commission, the California Energy Commission, utilities, regional energy networks, local 
governments, businesses, and nonprofits to help communities meet state and local energy 
and climate action goals. Funding comes from investor-owned utility customers under the 
auspices of the California Public Utilities Commission.

Pamela Wellner
Manager, Research and Climate Change Programs
Email: Pamela.Wellner@energycenter.org

MORE INFORMATION

To download the full PowerPoint report, click here

The Small Business Segmentation Study was conducted by 
Greenberg, Inc. on behalf of Energy Upgrade California/the 
Center For Sustainable Energy. Design: Greenberg Studios
www.greenberginc.com

https://www.energyupgradeca.org/en/
https://app.box.com/s/ngyfhvqnckg7uo3lzshn56fyruirb859



