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ABSTRACT 

THE AUTHORS LOOKED AT THE GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF UTILITY-

RUN BEHAVIOR-BASED PROGRAMS USING A “HYDROLOGICAL” METAPHOR 

TO ACCOUNT FOR POTENTIAL ANOMALIES OF EFFECT ON ENERGY SAVINGS. 

WE HYPOTHESIZED THAT, IN AREAS OF OVERLAP ACROSS UTILITY 

TERRITORIES WHERE DIFFERENT ENTITIES HAVE RESPONSIBILITY OVER 

GAS, ELECTRICITY, AND WATER DISTRIBUTION, A “FLOOD” OR “DROUGHT” 

MODEL WILL PREVAIL. THE ABILITY TO REPRESENT THE SPREAD OF 

BEHAVIOR PROGRAMS GEOGRAPHICALLY USING GEOGRAPHIC 

INFORMATION SYSTEMS (GIS) SOFTWARE IS AN EXCITING DEVELOPMENT. 

WE USED QUANTUM GIS (COMMONLY CALLED QGIS), WHICH IS AN OPEN-

SOURCE EQUIVALENT OF THE INDUSTRY-STANDARD SOFTWARE PACKAGE, 

ARCGIS. WHEN WE LOOKED AT THE “WATERSHEDS” FOR EACH UTILITY 

RUNNING BEHAVIOR-BASED INTERVENTIONS, AN INTERESTING PICTURE 

EMERGED. UTILITIES IN SOME AREAS, SUCH AS CALIFORNIA AND THE 

NORTHEAST, HAVE IMPLEMENTED BEHAVIORAL PROGRAMS ACROSS LARGE 

TERRITORIES. THESE OVERLAP TO SOME DEGREE, ESPECIALLY WHEN GAS 

AND ELECTRIC UTILITIES SHARE THE SAME CUSTOMER BASE AND 

GEOGRAPHIC TERRITORIES. WHILE IT MAY COME AS NO SURPRISE THAT 

SOME AREAS OF THE COUNTRY ARE EXPERIENCING A “DROUGHT” WITH 

RESPECT TO BEHAVIOR PROGRAMS, THE IDEA THAT OTHER AREAS ARE 

RECEIVING OVERWATERING MAY BE NEW. THERE IS A POTENTIAL DANGER 

THAT MESSAGE FATIGUE MIGHT SET IN FOR CUSTOMERS IN REGIONS WITH 

A HIGH CONCENTRATION OF PROGRAMS, AND THAT SAVINGS MAY GO IN 

RETROGRADE DUE TO OVERLOAD—WHAT HAS BEEN CALLED “MESSAGE 

FATIGUE.” 

Introduction 

The authors have been among the relatively few anthropologists active in the behavior-

energy efficiency space over the past several years. Among other publications, we authored a 

taxonomy of behavior-based programs in the paper, “ACEEE Field-guide to Utility-run Behavior 

Programs.” We have promoted awareness of ethnographic methods, and advocated for greater 

attention being paid to anthropological theories when explaining how people act with respect to 

energy consumption. In particular, we have striven to incorporate concepts of larger cultural 

domains as explanatory mechanisms, as opposed to a narrow focus on individuals as ‘rational 

actors.’  

In this paper, we advance our agenda by proposing a new framework for utilities to use 



when considering the impact of energy efficiency behavior programs among target populations. 

Previous studies of behavior programs have not adequately investigated the impacts of the spatial 

distribution of such programs. As a starting point for constructing our argument, we considered 

that a potential danger exists for “compassion fatigue” (Moeller 1999; Tester 2001) to set in for 

customers in regions with a high concentration of energy efficiency programs, and that behavior-

based energy savings may go in retrograde due to this overload. This gave us the idea to first 

look at the geographical distribution of programs with respect to one another using GIS 

programs, something that to our knowledge had not been done in this space.  

Program Types 

Many energy efficiency programs take the form of what have been affectionately termed 

called “widget” programs, due to their reliance upon physical objects like high-insulation 

windows or high-efficiency refrigerators to reduce the need for energy. As these “widget” 

programs increase energy efficiency without any changes to day-to-day practices, they constitute 

the “low-hanging fruit” of energy savings that are relatively easy to achieve. Yet energy 

efficiency targets are often not achievable with “widget” programs alone; behavior programs 

enable the capture of the “high-hanging fruit” of energy reductions. We anticipate that utility-

based behavior programs will become increasingly important in the years to come, as energy 

reductions due to behavior programs are a component of President Obama’s Clean Power Plan 

(CPP) (Carrico, Vandenbergh, et al, 2015). Though the CPP is currently facing a hold imposed 

by the Supreme Court, behavior programs will become important if and when the hold is lifted 

and implementation of the CPP can proceed. 

 Due to a confluence of factors – including a variegated regulatory landscape, diversity of 

utility business models, and the range of climate zones which exist across North America – a 

plethora of behavior-based programs have been offered over the years. Utility-based energy 

efficiency behavior programs can take a variety of forms, as described by the authors in their 

2013 typology of such programs (Mazur-Stommen and Farley, 2013). In that paper, we 

organized the program types into taxa, and then the taxa into three Families, representing the 

primary mechanism driving participation. We labeled these Families: 

 

• Calculus – includes taxa where deliberation of extrinsic aspects plays a primary 

motivating role 

• Cognition – includes taxa where intrinsic psychological processes are foremost 

• Social – includes taxa where social interaction is a key component 

 

Family Calculus includes the taxa: 

 

• Feedback – includes Real-time Feedback and Asynchronous Feedback. 

• Games – includes Competitions, Challenges, and Lotteries 

• Incentives – includes Cash, Rebates, and Subsidies. 

• Home Energy Audits – includes Free and Market-rate, as well as Audit+ where 

products are included either as DIY or Direct Install 

 

Family Cognition includes the taxa: 

 

• General communication efforts – includes campaigns in all traditional mass market 



channels 

• (e.g., broadcast television, cable television, print, billboard) 

• Social media – Includes Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, and blogs (e.g., any format 

intended to be primarily uni-directional, with information going out and commented 

on but not created by recipients) 

• Classroom-based education – includes K-12 and Higher Education 

• Training – commercial, industrial, or otherwise institutional educational efforts 

• Targeted communication efforts – Includes enhanced billing, direct mail, bill inserts, 

and bill redesigns for consumer comprehension and usability 

 

Family Social includes the taxa: 

 

• Human Scale – Includes Community-based Social Marketing (CBSM), Person to 

person, eco teams, and peer champions 

• Online Forums – any forum where community-based, or peer to peer, horizontal 

• communications is foregrounded. 

• Gifts – non-monetary and upfront; generalized reciprocity 
 

Studies of governmentality and the environment may provide some theoretical insight to 

the study of energy efficiency behavior programs. Governmentality, commonly defined “conduct 

of conduct” following Foucault, is the process by which mechanisms of power act upon 

individual subjects, thereby directing their actions toward desired ends. In other words, people 

learn to internalize values, beliefs, and ways of knowing that cause them to behave in the “right” 

way without any need for strict surveillance or disciplinary measures. Studies of governmentality 

and conservation have argued that many programs seek to implement “environmentality” as they 

work to create “subjects who care about the environment” which is achieved as program 

participants integrate their experience of conservation practices with their own values and beliefs 

(Agrawal 2005). Just like programs that aim to teach rural villagers in India to ‘care’ about the 

long-term sustainability of local forests; energy efficiency behavior programs attempt to teach 

typical American consumers to care about the consequences of excessive energy use.  

The ultimate goal of an energy efficiency behavior program is to create an energy-aware 

subject, a person who genuinely cares about energy efficiency and will ideally continue to 

engage in energy-reducing practices, even after the initial policies that have triggered the 

changes in behavioral practices are no longer in place. But an important part of subject formation 

and governmentality is that it is not the product of a strict top-down force or a singular powerful 

actor; it can happen in a messy, mixed way. In the case of utility-based energy efficiency 

programs, we are proposing that the attempt to create energy-aware subjects is happening in such 

a mixed and uncoordinated way that it produces the unintended consequence of compassion 

fatigue. 

Concentration of Behavior 

There has been a strong uptick of interest in behavior programs in recent years. The 

majority of programs we documented for the Field Guide began after 2007. At the same time, 

they cluster in four regions of the country: Northeast, the Northwest, California, and the Great 



Plains.1 Therefore, the phenomenon we are looking at is both recent and localized. One of the 

challenges that potentially could influence the effectiveness of behavior programs is their spatial 

distribution in relation to one another. 

As behavior programs become more popular with utilities, problems may arise as 

messaging and influence overlap. A pioneering utility that invests in the first behavior program 

in a large geographic area does not have to worry about this problem, but when several utilities 

in a relatively densely populated area implement energy efficiency programs, it becomes 

important to consider potential cumulative and overarching effects upon customers in utility 

service territories. Unlike installed, physical measures, human behavior is complex and rife with 

the potential for unintended consequences. In a region where multiple utilities offer behavior 

programs, there could be a danger that consumers could overload on energy efficiency 

messaging, resulting in unanticipated behavioral effects and diminished savings. 

Our argument in this paper is essentially that piling on behavioral programs without 

looking at their effect upon one another may have its own dangers. We think that the ranking of 

positive effect might look something like this: 

No programs < Some programs chosen at random < One well-chosen program < Stacked 

programs selected strategically 

We began our research with the assumption that the impact of a utility program extends 

over the strict borders of a particular service territory. For example, some customers who receive 

a home energy report might talk to their friends and neighbors about the program, creating an 

unintentional pass-along effect that causes the program’s influence to bleed over the edges of the 

utility service territory boundary. Our hypothesis is that the mode of delivery of messaging 

matters with respect to behavior change and subsequent energy usage. In order to optimize 

program delivery, utilities might want to pay particular attention to areas of unintentional 

overlap, where customers may be receiving the same message multiple times. 

 In areas where an unintentional overlap of messaging takes place, we also hypothesize 

that a potential dilution of effect may manifest itself through “compassion fatigue.” This is a 

term and a concept explored and popularized in two books that appeared close together at the 

turn of the millennium: Susan Moeller’s Compassion Fatigue: How the Media Sell Disease, 

Famine, War and Death (1999), and Keith Tester’s Compassion, Morality and the Media (2001). 

While these two books were primarily about how the public reacts to calls for aid in the face of 

“distant suffering,” the term has also been picked up and used by other authors in discourses 

about climate change (Höijer 2010) and general “green messaging” (Strother and Fazal 2011). 

The concept of compassion fatigue has been called “somewhat nebulous and still understudied” 

(Joye 2013), but we feel that it is a useful analytic construct, sometimes also referred to as 

“altruism fatigue” and “message fatigue.” While we think that authors have used the concept 

somewhat uncritically, it is useful as a metaphor, and as a jumping-off place for testing a 

potential effect in the real world. However, before we can establish whether messaging fatigue 

exists/is setting in, we first must establish the relationship of behavior programs to geography 

and utility territories. If unintentional overlap among utility efforts is not occurring, the chance of 

message fatigue diminishes. If there is a high degree of unintentional overlap among utility 

                                                 
1 They are not exclusively located in these regions, but there is a pronounced pattern.  



efforts, then we assume that the probability of message fatigue will rise.  

Political-economy of the Utility Industry 

All utilities, even those owned by private investors or are in states where utilities have 

been “deregulated” face rigid regulation and oversight from the state.  There is good reason for 

this—the most efficient way for utilities to operate is as a monopoly within a particular service 

territory.  If multiple competing utilities were allowed to operate in the same geographic area, we 

might see tangles of transmission lines, each bringing a different company’s electricity from a 

power plant to the city, or several different gas companies would have to maintain entirely 

redundant networks of underground pipelines.  To avoid such inefficiencies, the government 

allows utilities to have a monopoly. Utility regulations are in place to ensure that utilities cannot 

take unfair advantage of their monopoly status. 

Investor-owned utilities (IOUs), like ConEd in New York or PG&E in California, are 

regulated by state Public Service Commissions (PSCs).  There are also many publicly-owned 

utilities that are regulated by comparable organizations, which might be co-op boards, local 

governments, or even Federal authorities.  Publicly-owned utilities include Rural Electric Co-

ops, municipal utilities, and Federal power authorities like TVA and Bonneville Power. The goal 

of the regulators is to ensure a balance between utilities’ ability to generate revenue and fair 

prices for customers.  Utilities can’t unilaterally decide to invest in a new power plant or 

implement a new consumer program—particularly if the utility plans to raise rates to recover the 

cost of such an investment. 

Electric and gas utilities make money essentially by selling energy, so at first glance it 

appears paradoxical that utilities across the United States are responsible for operating programs 

designed to reduce energy consumption. Regulators play a particularly important role when it 

comes to encouraging energy efficiency.  Regulators are acting on behalf of states, and states 

have an interest in promoting energy efficiency for a variety of reasons, such as preventing 

pollution or reducing peak loads to prevent outages.  However, regulators must work against the 

traditional utility business model, which does not provide an incentive for efficiency. At the most 

basic level, utilities make money by selling power.  The more they sell, the more they profit.  

Regulators can counteract this disincentive to making energy efficiency investments. 

A number of states have implemented targets for energy consumption reductions 

(commonly known as Energy Efficiency Resource Standards [EERS] or Renewable Portfolio 

Standards [RPS]) that direct utility companies to take responsibility for reducing energy 

consumption by a particular amount. Several states have also tried to use various policy 

mechanisms, like decoupling, to reduce the incentive for utility companies to maximize energy 

sales. State energy efficiency resource standards (EERS) have been an important driver in 

convincing utilities to increase energy efficiency efforts.  EERS require utilities to reduce the 

amount of electricity or fuel consumed by a particular percentage.  For example, California’s 

EERS calls for state-regulated utilities to have a total of 1,788 GWh in electricity savings and 73 

MTherms in natural gas savings by 2020 (DSIRE 2013).  The strongest EERS are binding, and 

include financial consequences for utilities that do not reach the goal. 

Many utilities, particularly in states with a strong EERS, have already developed a 

variety of energy efficiency programs.  These programs tend to focus on physical energy 

efficiency improvements, such as offering incentives for home weatherization.  The advantage of 

such programs is that they are easy to measure.  Utilities can easily demonstrate to regulators that 

their energy efficiency program was successful because it resulted in a reduction of a certain 



number of kilowatt hours over a certain period of time.  These results allow utilities to justify the 

expenditures on energy efficiency programs. However, some states with aggressive EERS are 

finding it increasingly difficult to achieve the savings targets they need.  They have already 

captured the “low-hanging fruit” with the more conventional energy efficiency programs they 

have already implemented.  Utilities in these states are looking to behavior programs as a way to 

get additional savings in a more cost-effective way than simply doubling or tripling spending on 

traditional efficiency programs. 

 

 

Source: American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy 

 

 

The Political Geography of Utility Territories 

In this paper, we analyze the impacts of energy efficiency behavior programs across the 

service territories of the utilities that operate them. Utility territories are political-economic units 

in the United States, and are legislatively called into being. As many are corporations, known as 

‘investor-owned utilities’ or IOUs, they occupy a unique place in the hierarchy of jurisdictions: 

heavily regulated, monopolistically lucrative (many are guaranteed a return on investment by 

statute) and politically powerful. Within the utility industry there is a robust literature engaging 

with utility regulatory arcana, outside of the industry few non-specialists have insight into how 

such units operate. 

This paper is representing the concentration of programs2 in some geographic regions, 

and the dearth of programs in others. While it may come as no surprise that some areas of the 

country are experiencing a “drought” with respect to behavior programs, the idea that other areas 

                                                 
2 This paper will not be representing the savings achieved by any specific program. 



are receiving overwatering may be new. If the outlying ends of the range are either drought or 

flood, then our metaphor suggests that there may be an optimal amount of behavior programs 

appropriate for a geographically bounded region. 

We propose that the spatial overlap of utility-based energy efficiency behavior programs 

can be visualized using “hydrological” metaphor to account for potential anomalies of effect on 

energy savings. This metaphor refers to our hypothesis that we can represent the different 

distribution of investment in behavior-based energy efficiency programs as a “drought” in areas 

with a dearth of programs, or as a “flood” in areas with significant investment and resultant 

unintentional overlap. We are testing our assumption that, in areas of overlap across utility 

territories where different entities have responsibility over gas, electricity, and water distribution, 

a flood model will prevail. We believe this metaphor, while not drawing upon real-world 

mathematical models of hydrological processes, provides a useful means of visualizing the range 

of effects behavior programs have on the customers in a utility territory. 

Among researchers who look at energy efficiency programs, there has been interest in the 

sequence with which customers encounter programs (Osterhus et al 2012), but as far as we are 

aware, none with respect to the effect of multiple, competing programs within the same broad 

regional territory. We ultimately seek to learn whether multiple programs running in adjacent or 

overlapping territories interfere with one another, depressing participation, engagement, and 

energy savings. All findings are preliminary. In this paper, we are mostly interested in the 

applicability of GIS to these particular kinds of data sets, as well as their ability to generate 

interesting questions that can fruitfully drive future research and the development of tools for 

designers of energy efficiency programs. 

 As a caveat to our analysis, we wish to point out that we are making two fundamental 

assumptions about behavior programs and utility service territories: first, that behavior programs 

are evenly promoted across service territories and second, that the message of the behavior 

program is actually reaching people and not being ignored. For the purposes of developing this 

theoretical framework we felt that a finer-grained consideration of areas of impact of energy 

efficiency behavior programs would be unnecessary. However, it would be essential for any 

future attempt to add some ethnographic meat to the skeleton that we propose here to look 

critically at these assumptions and look at space with a higher resolution. 

Maps 

Maps can be a useful tool for visualizing how neighboring programs can interact with one 

another. By considering this additional dimension of behavior program design using GIS, we 

hope to provide program implementers with another tool for developing successful, cost-

effective programs. In parts of the country where not much behavior work is going on, this may 

not yet register as something to concern program managers, but if behavior programs are coming 

down the pike, they can get ahead of the curve and learn from the challenges experienced in 

other regions.  

The maps below are unique creations. These and the other maps we created in the process 

of writing this paper (sets of regional and multistate—even international—utility boundaries) do 

not exist as such in an easily accessible and publicly available location. Instead, such maps exist 

piecemeal, as proprietary designs in utility offices, as academic data in universities, or in public 

utility commission files. The process of constructing these maps was almost a craft in that we 

digitally ‘traced’ them from a variety of sources, including trade associations, public utilities 

commissions, and utilities’ own websites. Because we based these maps on publicly available 



sources, we have the ability to share them freely. 

The overlays of information in these maps begin to reveal relationships between utilities, 

programs, localities, and geographical features such as rivers. However, at this stage there is 

variation in the quality of input maps, most especially in the Pacific Northwest. In these areas, 

our maps are simplified representations of complex realities, rather than depicting deployment of 

programs with pinpoint accuracy. With additional time and resources, we could develop maps 

that capture the unique sets of variables affecting how programs play out on the ground. As 

discussed above, this project focuses on the two geographic regions: Northeast and Pacific 

Northwest. The Northeast region includes the states of New York, Connecticut, Rhode Island, 

Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine, as shown in Figure 1 
 

Figure 1. Electric utilities offering behavior programs in the Northeastern United States 

 
 

 

  



Meanwhile, the Northwest region includes Oregon, Washington, Idaho, and British 

Columbia, as shown in Figure 2 
 

Figure 2. Electric utilities offering behavior programs in the Pacific Northwest 

 
 

The areas of the map that are shaded the darkest are the areas that were most likely to be 

experiencing a “flood” of energy efficiency messaging. The highest number of behavior-based 

programs we have found in any one territory to date is seven. When we look at the service 

territories of utilities that offer behavior programs, we can see a few trends. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, many behavior efforts are concentrated in and around major metropolitan areas—

Boston in the Northeast and Seattle in the Northwest (notably, the region around Portland is a 

sudden void in the otherwise thorough distribution of behavior programs across the region). In a 

few instances, however, there are regions with lighter population densities (i.e., rural) where 

utilities are operating behavior programs. Figures 3 and 4 are maps of population density, with 



shaded regions indicating the locations of utilities offering behavior-based programs. 

  
Figure 3. Population density and location of utility behavior programs in New York and New England

i 
 

Figure 4. Population density and location of utility behavior programs in the Pacific Northwest 

 

 
 

There are several areas where the local gas utility and the local electric utility are both 

operating behavior programs. Following our hydrological metaphor, this increases the potential 

for a flood situation of unintentional overlap, where utilities in the same geographic area are 

distributing messages that may or may not be complementary. The maps in Figures 5 and 6 show 

the gas and electric utilities for each region superimposed on one another. The highlighted areas 



are the regions where the gas and electric utilities are both offering behavior programs. 
 

Figure 5. Map of areas in the NE where overlap between gas and electric utility behavior programs is occurring 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Areas in the PNW where overlap between gas and electric utility behavior programs is occurring 

 
 

 

Given that we began with a hydrological metaphor of behavior “watersheds,” it is worth 

noting that the overlap of behavioral programs in the New York portion of the map above 

roughly approximates the paths of the Mohawk and Hudson rivers. This is likely an artifact of 

the data, shaped by the historical nature of both utility boundaries and the age-old relationship 

between water and power, one that pre-dates electricity but is still shaping outcomes today 

(Besha 2011): 

 

A 1908 New York State map shows a generous number of water power developments 

across the state. Within the Mohawk Watershed, the map indicates 68 developments with 

generation ranging from less than 100 to as much as 7,000 horsepower. Most of the 



developments powered grain mills, saw mills or other industrial operations. 

 

We looked at the other behavioral “flood zones” to see if they were also mimicking their 

natural world analogs. The behavior flood zone in Massachusetts does not seem to have a real-

world analog, but in the Pacific Northwest, the overlap of gas and electric utilities offering 

behavior-based programs mimics the natural watershed of the Columbia and Willamette Rivers, 

where they meet and empty into the Pacific. 

Conclusion 

During our tenure as Behavior Program staff at ACEEE, we looked at the geographic 

distribution of utility-run behavior-based programs. We used Quantum GIS, an open-source GIS 

software package, to develop maps representing utility service territories, to which we assigned 

attributes (population density, program type). With behavior programs already highly localized 

in time and space, we zeroed in on two regions for comparison and analysis: the Pacific 

Northwest and the Atlantic Northeast (from New York to Maine). Time and funding constraints 

prevented us from conducting this analysis on all of the United States and Canada, though we 

expect that we will be able to find more significant spatial relationships if we are able to do an 

expanded analysis at a later date. We found areas with concentrations of behavior programs and 

spoke with local utility program experts about their experience working in these areas. 

Using GIS to analyze behavior program data brought distinct advantages and 

disadvantages. The ability to concretely represent information and the spatial relationships 

among utilities and the programs they run provided the impetus for asking new questions about 

outcomes. For example, we are aware that specific program designs might result in very specific 

geographical outcomes due to targeting of particular populations (e.g., spatial distribution of 

low-income program participants) and that this paper does not capture that. Instead, we intend 

the maps, and the accompanying discussion, to begin a conversation about utility behavior 

programs and their relationships to such variables as geographic boundaries, population 

densities, and even natural features. These maps matter because, as mentioned above, due to the 

varying regulatory bodies of different types of energy providers, coordination of programs can be 

complicated and lack transparency. With these maps, program designers can better see where 

their efforts may be “bumping up” against those of an adjacent provider. 

Alternatively, a cynical interpretation of the spatial distribution of behavior programs 

presents itself: that the overlapping of programs (and subsequent compassion fatigue) is a 

“feature, not a bug.” Our analysis has been conducted based on the assumption that utility 

companies are acting in good faith to meet their obligations to reduce energy consumption. 

However, it is possible that policy mechanisms (like decoupling) that have been established in an 

attempt to redirect the incentive to maximize energy sales have not been entirely successful.  

This interpretation would suggest that utility companies are engaging in energy efficiency 

behavior programs in an effort to appear “progressive” or “forward-thinking” without truly 

making any kind of movement toward a meaningful transformation of the energy market. In 

other words, the formation of the target population as energy-aware subjects is incidental to the 

utility company project of presenting itself in a positive light. There is some evidence that this 

interpretation of events rings true for at least some utility companies, given that several utility 

companies locate their energy efficiency program activities within their advertising or marketing 



arms and make few attempts to quantify program savings (Mazur-Stommen and Farley, 2013). 

Next steps 

We believe that a potential danger exists for compassion fatigue to set in for customers in 

regions with a high concentration of programs, and that behavior-based energy savings may go 

in retrograde due to this overload. At this time, we have not collected evidence that accidental 

overlap in messaging is affecting outcomes in terms of program participation and behavior 

change. Our maps do not reflect the effects of messages having an impact beyond the borders of 

the utility service areas. However, by pinpointing the areas of unintentional overlap, we can now 

look for differences in behavior related to over-messaging. 

As we look to the future, the question becomes “What kind of research is needed to make 

GIS findings more robust and useful?” A centralized, public location for program data with 

consistent metrics and reporting parameters would pay dividends in terms of heightened 

understanding of this kind of relatively subtle interaction effect. We found that we would need to 

think more about: 

 

Hierarchies of program providers 

Granularity of geographical data 

Access to other types of data (e.g., student status) 

The addition of water utilities, and perhaps also waste disposal 

 

We recommend that utility implementers take the environmental context of their 

messaging into account when designing a behavior-based program. What other similar efforts 

may be underway in the same territory? Can a natural gas utility take advantage of groundwork 

laid by a campaign produced by an electric utility? Might it make sense to share data about the 

impact of certain communication efforts regionally? Our initial researches uncovered more 

questions than answers, which provide directions for future endeavors.
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