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Abstract  Previous energy conservation research 
highlights the importance of behavior, customer com-
mitments, and energy efficiency programs. Much 
has been written on the impact of behavior energy 
efficiency savings documented through home energy 
report programs. This research expands upon utility 
efforts to offer behavior utility programs and docu-
ments the impact of utility customer commitment 
research through a formalized utility pilot program.
In this pilot program in Utah, the ThermWise® (Ther-
mWise is the company related branding for Domin-
ion Energy’s energy efficiency programs in Utah.) 
Energy Pledge, natural gas utility residential custom-
ers agreed to a 2-year customer energy pledge pilot 
program (2019–2021). By enrolling in the pilot, 
customers set a goal for energy reduction. Custom-
ers received monthly text messages in the program 
with energy-saving tips, a monthly goal status email, 
cold winter text alerts, and annual emailed program 
reports.

Initially, in 2019, over 2000 customers enrolled in 
the pilot program. Following the program, an evalu-
ation revealed significant energy savings. Most com-
pelling in those findings discovered that customers 
who agreed to allow their name to be published on 
a corporate website had over double the savings of 
other program participants. The pledge program 
confirms the impact of customer commitments on 
their energy use and offers promise for future util-
ity programs encompassing commitments. Further 
research is warranted on identifying how further 
incorporate commitments into utility programs.

Keywords  Natural gas utility energy efficiency 
programs · ThermWise Energy Pledge · 
Commitment-making · Energy pledge · Natural gas 
conservation

Introduction

The United Nations reports that “climate change is 
the defining issue of our time, and we are at a defin-
ing moment” (Climate Change, 2020). Concerns 
about energy reliability and human-caused climate 
change lead to growing pressure on utilities to man-
age energy demands (Dietz et  al., 2009). Since the 
1970s, USA utilities have operated energy efficiency/
demand side management programs. The first utility 
energy-efficiency programs emerged amidst the 1973 
energy crisis. The first programs initially emerged in 
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the electric utility industry. States such as California 
(1975) and Wisconsin (1980) authorized programs as 
early as 1975 with an emphasis on least-cost planning 
(Nadel, 1992); (Nadel & Geller, 1996); (Eto, 1996).

Energy efficiency’s impact can greatly alleviate a 
utility’s supply needs. One study notes that 18% of 
America’s electricity generation in 2015 could be 
construed as derived from energy efficiency efforts 
(Molina et  al., 2016). As utility energy efficiency 
programs mature with better data and an improved 
understanding of consumption, utility programs seek 
to expand savings on equipment operation by directly 
addressing behavior. Utility behavioral energy pro-
grams apply social science theories of both human 
behavior and decision-making to encourage behav-
ior change without eliminating choice or changing 
economic incentives (Sussman & Chikumbo, 2016). 
The results of such programs often referred to as 
“nudges,” have been identified through field experi-
ments in a variety of economic sectors (Thaler & 
Sunstein, 2008).

In 2007, OPOWER (now part of Oracle) designed 
a residential comparative usage home energy report 
(Savenije, 2016). These home energy reports use 
social comparisons and personalized customer infor-
mation to promote behavior change ((Nolan et  al., 
2009); (Schultz et al., 2007)). In 2023, many provid-
ers (i.e., Oracle (Opower), Bidgely, Uplight) offer 
home energy reports that provide insight into a resi-
dential home’s energy usage, how that usage com-
pares to neighbors’ usage, and estimated monetary 
savings from suggested conservation actions. Lead-
ing homer energy report provider, Opower as of 2015, 
worked with 100 utility companies in nine countries 
sending reports to 15 million households (Allcott & 
Kessler, 2019). The reports have been shown to be 
cost-effective, producing energy savings ranging from 
2 to 6% ((Allcott, 2011); (Ferraro & Price, 2013); 
(Torres & Carlsson, 2018); (Allcott, 2015); (Allcott 
& Kessler, 2019); (Jessoe et al., 2021).

Dominion Energy (formerly known as Questar 
Gas), a natural gas utility, launched energy efficiency 
programs in its Utah service territory in 2007. These 
programs included rebate incentives for high-efficient 
appliances, weatherization, business, and low-income 
programs (“Order Approving Settlement Stipulation,” 
2006). As reported in its 2022 Budget Filing, as of 
June 2021, the Company has seen 47% unique par-
ticipation amongst its residential customers (Energy 

Efficiency Program Proposal: ThermWise® Mar-
ket Transformation Initiative, 2021). Through 2020, 
Dominion Energy’s Utah energy efficiency programs 
have saved customers 11.4 million dekatherms (about 
the equivalent use of 143,000 typical homes). Domin-
ion Energy Utah began operating in the late 1920s 
in Utah (Hampshire, 1998), and as of 2022, it had 
approximately 1.1 million customers.

Understanding the importance of behavior in 
making decisions related to energy efficiency cou-
pled with the findings of apparent success high-
lighted by electric and some natural gas utili-
ties with home energy reports, in 2011, the utility 
launched a pilot for an internally developed Ther-
mWise1 Energy Comparison Report. Like home 
energy reports used at other companies, this report 
allowed customers to compare their natural gas 
usage with neighboring homes and encouraged 
them to employ energy efficiency measures and 
behaviors (Bell & Nelson, 2011).

Based on the program pilot success, in 2015, the 
Company moved the report out as a stand-alone 
energy efficiency program to claim energy savings on 
the program (Energy Efficiency Program Proposal: 
ThermWise® Energy Comparison Report, 2014). As 
the program grew and matured, the Company sent 
out this report regularly to 1/4 to 1/3 of its residential 
customers. In its most recent Budget filing in 2022, 
the Company projected that the Energy Comparison 
Report saved up to 25% of the entire projected annual 
energy portfolio savings with a budget of $544,000 
(Exhibit 1.10 Budget, 2021). In 2021, the program 
saw 34% of the total annual energy savings at less 
than 2% of the total budget (Orton, 2022). Evalu-
ations of the Energy Comparison Report’s energy 
revealed that energy savings are on par with previ-
ously mentioned studies (Energy Efficiency Program 
Proposal: Energy Comparison Report, 2021).

This paper studies an extension of the utility home 
energy report concept emphasizing social norms 
through a uniquely developed pilot of a customer 
pledge. This paper contributes to practitioners and 
the academy by investigating the research question, 
do utility customers who make a commitment to save 
energy end up following through?

1  ThermWise® represents the company branding for its programs.
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Relevant literature

For those making decisions, it is essential to note 
that consistency stands as an important character 
trait for those desiring to adjust their behaviors 
(Cialdini, 1993). Research shows that when indi-
viduals “take a stand” on an issue, the attitude, 
position, and the implications of such a position 
may become more salient and less denied or for-
gotten in later situations. Kiesler (1971) developed 
commitment theory describing the act of making a 
commitment as an action that pledges an individual 
to a specific behavior. This connection to the action 
has the potential to influence both attitudes and 
behaviors (Kiesler, 1971).

Katzev and Johnson (1987) identify three 
approaches to motivate people to change energy-
related behavior: antecedent (before) communi-
cations, consequences (feedback, incentives, dis-
incentives), and social influences (rewards based 
on group behavior) (Katzev & Johnson, 1987). 
Lewin (1947) first examined the act of making 
a commitment suggesting that there was not a 
direct link between one’s attitudes, beliefs, ideas, 
or behaviors, but that making a decision could 
create that connection (Lewin, 1947).

Previous research has found that providing infor-
mation inadequate in advancing pro-environmental 
behavior (Bolderdijk et  al., 2013); (Schultz et  al., 
2016). In contrast, commitment-making tends to pro-
duce relatively durable changes in behavior (Lokhorst 
et  al., 2011). Research further finds that the act of 
making a commitment (e.g., making a pledge, tak-
ing a stance (Joule et  al., 2007)) tends to promote 
behavioral follow-through ((Cialdini, 1993;  (Kiesler, 
1971); (Lokhorst et al., 2011)).

An individual who makes a commitment while 
initially holding opposing attitudes towards that 
behavior tends to modify his or her attitude to be in 
line with the committed behavior. Festinger’s (1962) 
consistency model predicts that an individual should 
attempt to resolve discrepant attitudes and behaviors. 
For those with initially consistent attitudes, a commit-
ment should strengthen the attitude (Festinger, 1962).

With self-perception theory, people derive their 
attitudes, beliefs, and values from behaviors and 
the context under which those behaviors take shape. 
This self-perception occurs in a similar manner as 
one uses observation to infer the internal state of 

others (Bem, 1972). In that realm, a voluntarily-
made commitment supports a related self-image 
and advances continued behavior change (Cialdini, 
1993). For that commitment to influence an internal 
state (i.e., self-concept, or attitude), research sug-
gests that the commitment must be made on a vol-
untary basis and without coercion (Kiesler, 1971); 
(Cialdini, 1993).

Notably, when individuals make a public com-
mitment to their position, they are more likely to 
comply with a subsequent request for an additional 
attitude–related behavior rather than those who only 
commit privately. Illustratively, in the context of 
the environment, when an individual has previously 
taken a stand (i.e., recycling or adjusting a home 
thermostat), this previous decision and action may 
make cues about the attitude position resulting in 
the immediate situation. To that end, one’s attitude 
may form an anchor for later situations (Halverson 
& Pallak, 1978). More recently, Jaeger and Schultz 
(2017) found that in a study of water conservation 
messaging in California that those who were asked 
to commit and received normative information 
showed longer-term reductions in water use (Jaeger 
& Schultz, 2017).

A study finds that when examining newspaper 
recycling, written commitments appear to be more 
effective than verbal commitments. In fact, only 
households that committed by signing a statement 
were still recycling when a follow-up was conducted 
(Pardini & Katzev, 1983). McKenzie-Mohr (2011) 
notes that whenever possible, ask permission to make 
a commitment public (McKenzie-Mohr, 2011).

The dramatic impact of public commitments is 
illustrated in a study in which either a private com-
mitment to conserve electricity and natural gas was 
obtained, or a public commitment was obtained, in 
which names would be published in the local news-
paper. Those who agreed to a public commitment 
saved significantly more energy than did households 
who made a private commitment. Still, this commit-
ment persisted even after the researchers informed 
the participants who had agreed to a public commit-
ment that their names would not be published, and 
they continued to save energy. While the names were 
never publicized, simply asking for this permission 
brought about a 15% reduction in natural gas use 
and a 20% reduction in electricity use. Importantly, 
these reductions were still observable 12  months 
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later (Pallak et  al., 1980). Public commitments are 
likely so effective because of our desire to be con-
sistent. In short, the more public a commitment, the 
more likely we are to honor it (Festinger, 1962).

Research question

As mentioned, this study investigates the research 
question, “do utility customers who make a commit-
ment to save energy end up following through?”.

This question was explored through a commitment 
pilot energy study conducted at Dominion Energy in 
Utah. In this case, a utility customer makes a “com-
mitment” or pledge to reduce their energy con-
sumption. In this case, the paper examines whether 
customers follow through by examining individual 
customers’ de post facto usage.

Pledge program details

Based off the cost-effective success of Dominion 
Energy’s internally produced home energy report, 
the ThermWise® Energy Comparison Report, the 
Company proposed a new type of behavioral energy 
efficiency program to engage with residential cus-
tomers. In 2019, the Company created a 2-year pilot 
program to provide interested residential customers 
the chance to commit to saving energy. By creating a 
program that allowed customers to pledge their com-
mitment towards energy conservation, the Company 
could track the effectiveness of an energy pledge pro-
gram through the lens of a formalized utility energy 
efficiency program.

The program aimed to combine understanding of 
previously mentioned commitment literature by apply-
ing twenty-first century Information Technology com-
munication through email, text messages, and its web 
site. Notably, this case study involves a natural gas util-
ity in Utah with a fairly high natural gas heating load 
and cold winter environment located in the United 
States. Other utilities in North America have attempted 
commitments via providing incentives for energy 
reduction (i.e., BC Hydro Team Power Smart (Join 
Team Power Smart, 2023) and Pacific Gas & Electric’s 
Winter Savings Program (PG&E Winter Gas Savings 
Program Offers Incentive for Conservation, 2010).

In its request for program approval with the Utah 
Public Service Commission, Dominion Energy noted 
its 2018 annual telephone customer energy efficiency 
survey revealed that a combined 29% of customers 
indicated that they participated in the Company’s 
rebate programs either to “save energy” or “to protect 
the environment” (Energy Efficiency Program Pro-
posal: Energy Comparison Report, 2020). The filing 
cited further research indicating that individuals that 
make a commitment to changing their behavior are 
more likely to follow through and do so (Pallak et al., 
1980). The pilot program allowed residential custom-
ers the opportunity to make a commitment to saving 
energy. During the campaign, customers received 
monthly status emails and monthly text message tips 
from the utility on reducing their energy consump-
tion. The Company also sent customers cold winter 
text alerts in anticipation of forecasted cold winter. 
Finally, the pilot sent out an annual customer report 
after each successful full year of the pilot.

Starting in the second half of 2019, Dominion 
Energy Utah made enrollment available on its cus-
tomer web portal for any interested and qualified cus-
tomers (criteria described below). Dominion Energy 
Utah also sent a direct email to 50,000 customers 
soliciting enrollment. In the email invitation, email 
recipients could simply click on the email and be 
automatically enrolled in the program.

In November 2019, the Company officially 
launched the pilot program. The ThermWise Energy 
Pledge successfully enrolled over 2000 customers. 
During the campaign, customers received monthly 
status emails, text messages, cold weather alerts, and 
an end-of-year report from Dominion Energy. For 
this program, customers pledged their commitment 
to energy conservation. Moreover, the Company pro-
vided opportunities for customers to exercise interest 
through a formalized program.

Similar to what Pallak, Cook, and Sullivan (1980) 
found in identifying the importance of public com-
mitments, the Company allowed customers the option 
to make their commitment public by listing their 
name on the Company’s rebate web site (ThermWise.
com). Participants could view their name on the web 
site as a manifestation of their commitment (Fig. 1).

Figure 1 shows the web page. As an incentive for 
continued pledge participation, the Company awarded 
an Ecobee smart thermostat to two random custom-
ers at two separate intervals during the program. This 
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occurred after the first year and at the conclusion of 
the pilot.

The Company invited customers to participate in 
the Pledge Program based on the following criteria:

1.	 Are striving to reduce natural gas consumption
2.	 Are willing to receive monthly updates from 

Dominion Energy
3.	 Are Utah residential customers
4.	 Are consuming at least 40 dekatherms of natural 

gas annually2

5.	 Have at least 12  months of continuous usage at 
their residence

6.	 Have a web self-service login on dominionen-
ergy.com (ThermWise Pledge FAQ, 2019).

The Company also noted in its program mate-
rials that it used a commonly used industry fac-
tor of temperature-adjusted (weather-normalized) 
consumption to take into consideration the impact 
of weather. As noted, temperature changes can 
have a significant impact on energy use. In short, 
to help moderate significant swings in weather-
related events, Dominion Energy used a common 
industry practice of normalizing the impact of 

weather on a customer’s gas bill. The ThermWise 
Energy Pledge Program takes weather-adjusted 
consumption into consideration to allow for easy 
year-over-year comparison (ThermWise Pledge 
FAQ, 2019).

Program discussion

Originally, 2389 customers enrolled in the program 
via email solicitation or by opting into the program 
via the Company’s web site. The Pledge Program 
ran from November 2019 to December 2021. At pro-
gram sign-up, customers selected an energy savings 
goal. This goal ranged from 2 to 10%. The Company 
restricted the goal on the higher end so not to encour-
age drastic changes that could jeopardize health or 
safety but could realistically with some efforts, be 
obtainable. The breakdown for such customer goals is 
below in Table 1.

Fig. 1   A illustration of the Public Pledge Participants (https://​www.​therm​wise.​com/​energy-​pledge/)

Table 1   Breakdown of goal for pledge customers

Goal #

0.02 51
0.03 2,277
0.05 39
0.07 5
0.1 17

2  The company initially chose 50 dekatherms but later modi-
fied that to 40 dekatherms for a wider possible audience. At the 
time of the study, the typical annual residential consumption in 
Utah totaled 80 dekatherms.

https://www.thermwise.com/energy-pledge/
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It should be noted that most customers enrolled 
in the program via email solicitation from the Com-
pany. The Company allowed for a single click from 
the email to enroll. Customers were not required to 
login to their customer account, alleviating poten-
tial hurdles for easy enrollment. To simplify this 
process, the default goal for customers who selected 
the one-click option was 3%. As a result, most cus-
tomers (95%) selected 3% as their respective goal 
(See Table 1).

Also, at program enrollment (sign up), customers 
selected whether they wanted to make their pledge 
public by having their name listed on the company 

web page. Of the 2389 customers in the pledge, 251 
agreed to have their names listed on the company 
web site. The following Fig. 2 shows the total number 
of pledge pilot program recipients by month for the 
email. Next, Fig. 3 reveals the total pledge texts mes-
sages distributed per month. Figure  4 illustrates the 
tips per month provided for customers.

The company set up cold winter alerts based off 
historical peak load which is highly weather depend-
ent. The Company set up the requirements to trigger 
a cold winter alert based on an average temperature 
forecast in the daily forecast. The formula includes 
the following IF/THEN statement:

Fig. 2   Pledge Emails sent 
by month

1,750

1,800

1,850

1,900

1,950

2,000

2,050

2,100

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Emails by Month

Fig. 3   This figure shows 
the number of customers 
receiving text messages by 
month
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•	 IF average forecasted temperature < 21°F, THEN 
a cold winter alert text would be sent out.

•	 The average temperature calculation was derived 
from the formula = (forecasted high temperature 
+ forecasted low temperature)/2.

Three cold winter alerts took shape over the 
course of the pilot via text Message. The forecasted 
temperatures were 13, 19, and 20. These text mes-
sages were sent out February 4, 2020 to 2135 cus-
tomers, December 27, 2019 to 2371 customers, and 
January 9, 2020 to 2283 customers. The messages 
included one of the following language messages:

“In residential homes space heating drives natural 
gas consumption. The next 24 hours are anticipated 
to be an especially cold day, please conserve wher-
ever possible. Remember “If you conserve, you 
can save.” Reply STOP to opt out of the Therm-
Wise Energy Pledge.”

“The next 24 hours are anticipated to be an espe-
cially cold winter day, please conserve wherever 
possible. By conserving you can help keep your 
ThermWise Energy Pledge. Remember “If you 
conserve, you can save.” Reply STOP to opt out 
of the ThermWise Energy Pledge.”

Customer self‑selection removal

Running extended pilot programs with initial groups 
can be challenging due to customer attrition. Attri-
tion takes place when a customer moves homes or 

alternatively makes an overt move to request removal 
from the program. Throughout the program, custom-
ers could opt out at any time by communicating their 
desire through a one click opt out selection on the 
email correspondence from the company. Conversely, 
customers could contact the Company’s customer 
service representatives to opt out of the program. 
In total, 121 customers opted out of the pledge at 
some point in time. In this program, customers who 
decided at any point in time to no longer receive text 
messages remained part of the pilot program, but they 
just did not receive the text message. A total of 885 
customers opted out of receiving texts in the program 
at some juncture in the program.

Evaluation

Program evaluation occurred at two time intervals 
to measure the program’s efficacy. The evaluation 
method compared pre/post-energy use for two par-
ticipant populations. Subsequently, the evaluation 
adjusted for baseline trends in energy use. Evalua-
tions included a de post facto evaluation of an indi-
vidual customer’s natural gas consumption. Given the 
distinction between customers in whether or not they 
received the text messages, the evaluation considered 
distinctively those who received text messages and 
those who opted out of the text messages at any point 
during the program.

One year evaluation

Following the first year of completion, the Company 
ran a preliminary evaluation. Initially, the Company 
found 1842 customers consuming an average of 69.8 
dekatherms annually. Next, the Company removed out-
liers based on the significant swing in natural gas usage 
from 1 year to the next, for the savings across custom-
ers leaving 1813 customers remaining consuming on 
average 69.35 dekatherms annually. Next, the company 
examined the difference in the consumption of custom-
ers from the prior 12 months to the 12 months follow-
ing participation in the program. The evaluation found 
an average savings of 0.92 dekatherms.

For participating customers in the program who 
also received text messages, the total number of 
potential participants dropped to 1300. After fil-
tering for outliers, there remained 1282 customers 

Fig. 4   Breakdown of monthly customer tips
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consuming on average 68 dekatherms annually. 
For customers who participated in the program 
and remained receiving text messages, they saw a 
decrease in consumption of 1.04 dekatherms.

Two‑year evaluation

The 2-year evaluation consisted of a distinction 
between customers who received text messages 
throughout the duration of the program compared to 
those who opted to not receive text messages at any 
point in the program.

With text messages

The Company first examined its 2-year evaluation for 
customers throughout the program who received text 
messages. In this regard, the Company initially had 
1154 customers considered. This customer group had 
an average usage of 73.31 dekatherms. After remov-
ing outliers in the second post-year evaluation based 
on swings in the difference between the post-year 
and the pre-average year, the Company eliminated 32 
customers to arrive at a total number of customers of 
1122. These customers had an average consumption 
of 74.27 prior to program participation. In this analy-
sis, customers saw a decrease of 4.14 dekatherms in 
the second year of program participation.

Without text messages

The Company considered its 2-year evaluation for 
customers who did not stay on with text messages 
throughout the program. In this regard, the Com-
pany initially had 396 customers considered. These 
customers had an average usage of 74.02, taking the 
customer’s average annual usage for required prior 
year preceding the program start. After removing 
outliers in the second post-year evaluation based on 
swings in the difference between the post-year and 
the pre-average year, the Company eliminated 12 
customers to arrive at a total number of customers of 
382. These customers had an average consumption 
of 75.21. In this analysis, customers saw a decrease 
of 2.98 dekatherms in the second year of program 
participation.

Public vs. private pledge

Further analysis looked at participants based on 
whether they agreed to have their names printed on 
the web site. For the non-text customers, 353 selected 
not to have their names on the web site, and 29 cus-
tomers agreed to have their names on the web site. In 
this group, public participants saw a 7.01 dekatherm 
decrease vs. a 2.65 dekatherm difference with a p 
value of 0.06, making this statistically significant at 
the alpha of 0.10 level.

For text customers, 983 opted not to have their 
names printed on the web site, while 139 customers 
agreed to have their names printed on the web site. 
In this group, public participants saw an 8.03 dekath-
erm decrease vs. a 3.60 dekatherm decrease with a p 
value of 0.00 making this statistically significant at 
the alpha of 0.10 level.

Extenuating factors

It should be noted that this pilot took place during an 
unprecedented period with COVID-19 ravaging the 
USA and many more employees working from home 
than previously expected. Also, this analysis does not 
consider a control group like a typical home energy 
report evaluation would. Due to the lack of a control 
group, a difference-in-differences evaluative approach 
was not possible. The program evaluation attempted 
to consider a control group and overcome concerns 
relating to internal validity by looking at overall Utah 
residential customers’ usage swings and making an 
appropriate adjustment to the program energy savings 
(discussed more later). It should be noted that these 
ThermWise Energy Pledge participant customers are 
perhaps more duly motivated than the other custom-
ers to reduce their energy consumption, given that 
they voluntarily signed up for this program. It is likely 
that these customers have already taken advantage 
of a series of energy efficiency rebate programs and 
actively work to reduce their energy consumption.

For reference, in November 2019 when the pro-
gram started, the usage 12-month total average 
consumption for all Utah residential natural gas 
customers totaled 79.24 dekatherms per year. In 
November 2020, this consumption level declined to 
79.17 dekatherms. In November 2021, at the conclu-
sion of this program, the Utah natural gas residen-
tial customer consumption level dropped to 77.09 
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dekatherms. In other words, due to natural trends irre-
spective of the program, customer usage per customer 
dropped by 2.15 dekatherms over this time frame (see 
Fig. 5).

Adjusted dekatherm program energy savings

Given that the Utah customer average residential 
natural gas usage dropped by 2.15 during this time 
period, an adjusted analysis would place the pledge’s 
impact at 0.83 for those not receiving the text mes-
sage and 1.90 dekatherms for customers who received 
the text. However, it is likely that the program would 
see persistence on savings; based on prior research 
with home energy reports, the company identified 
79% persistence in its comparison report. To that 
end, it is likely that the energy savings with these cus-
tomers likely persist beyond just the time period for 
the program. Persistence may either extend the time 
period or measure life beyond one year or conversely 
add to the savings level for the current (measure life) 
year. For regulatory purposes, in Utah, the Company 
considers persistence as an added level for the cur-
rent measure year and does not extend the measure 
life beyond that year. Applying the same persistence 
level as utilized with the Energy Comparison Report, 
revealed an adjusted savings of 2.35 for those pro-
gram participants not receiving the text message and 
3.27 dekatherm savings for program participants who 
received text messaging throughout the program.

The evaluation also looked at the potential rela-
tionship between pledge participants energy savings 

compared to the energy savings goal selected by 
those customers at the time of enrollment to ascer-
tain if a relationship existed. In this regard, the 
paper looked to see if a strong correlation existed 
for customers between pledge energy savings goal 
and pledge energy savings achieved. Unfortunately, 
the evaluation did not find a statistically signifi-
cant relationship with the correlation coefficients 
(r) being at 0.03 for both text and non-text custom-
ers. This finding is likely impacted by the single-
click enrollment option from email customers that 
defaulted customer enrollments to a 3% energy sav-
ings goal for the pledge.

Effect of attrition and discount rate on program 
savings

As noted during the program, customers dropped 
off from the program largely due to relocation and 
not due to requesting to be removed from the pro-
gram. Overall, the Company lost around 236 custom-
ers from the first year to the second year in the pilot. 
For the first year, the Company sent out an average 
of 2050 emails per month and 2301 texts to unique 
customers. Program participation dropped to 1915 
emails and 2284 texts in the second year. The fol-
lowing two tables (Tables 2 and 3) examine customer 
savings for pledge pilot program participants. Table 2 
includes customers who ended in the pilot with both 
email and text messages.

Fig. 5   Utah Dominion 
Energy residential usage by 
customer
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The following components describe the various 
elements arriving at the program savings for the two 
preceding figures (Tables 2 and 3).

Line 1 in both figures represents the initial study 
estimate of energy savings for all pilot customers 
combined prior to the adjustments for persistence 
and attrition.
Line 2 incorporates an adjustment for participation 
attrition and applies program persistence rate from 
Energy Comparison Report to program.
Line 3 adjusts program savings for the change in 
use for the average customer in this time period.
Line 4 represents total dekatherm (energy) savings 
attributed to the program.

Results/next steps

Through the Dominion Energy Utah pledge pilot, it 
was found that most (269 out of 382 or 70%) email 
evaluation and 814 out of 1125 (67%) text evalu-
ation) unique customers who made commitments 
appeared to follow through in that effort. While the 
precise number is subject to statistical uncertainty 

due to many other influences on energy use, the pro-
portion is likely meaningful. Customers who agreed 
to make their commitment public on the Company’s 
web site saw even more savings (7.01 vs. 2.65 (2.6 ×) 
and 8.03 vs. 3.59) (2.2 ×). This research corroborates 
findings with previous research on energy customers 
who make an overt action to reduce their research. 
Certainly, the utility, program implementers, scholars, 
and interest groups are encouraged by the energy sav-
ings from pilot success for the ThermWise® Energy 
Pledge.

In 2021, in its 2022 Energy Efficiency Budget fil-
ing, the Dominion Energy acknowledged this early 
success and stated that a program solicitation for 
the second Pilot Group B will start in the summer 
of 2022 with the official start for Pilot Group B in 
November 2022.3 In turn, Pilot Group B will run for 
the 2022 to 2023 budget cycles (Energy Efficiency 
Program Proposal: Energy Comparison Report, 
2021). It remains to be seen if the Company can 
duplicate savings efforts for the second pilot and the 

Table 2   Pledge pilot savings results: text + email

Group Description Energy Savings 
in Dekatherms

1 Text + email group 1127 participating customers (raw savings) 4.14
2 Attrition impact Savings adjusted for program attrition - 0.16
3 Persistence Savings adjusted for program persistence +  3.27
4 Customer usage Adjustment Adjustment based on residential customers’ over-

all usage trend
- 2.15

5 Total program savings 5.10

Table 3   Pledge pilot savings results: email

These customers opted out of seeing texts at some point in the pilot

Group Description Energy savings 
in dekatherms

1 Email group 1138 participating customers (raw savings) 2.98
2 Attrition impact Savings adjusted for program attrition - 0.30

Persistence Savings adjusted for program persistence +  2.35
3 Customer usage adjustment Adjustment based on residential customers’ overall 

usage trend
- 2.15

4 Total program savings 2.88

3  Since this Energy Efficiency Budget filing, the Company 
decided to postpone the second Pilot Group B until November 
2023 due to billing system updates in 2022.
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degree to which an expanded group of customers 
will actively participate in these types of challenges. 
After all, as an Accenture (2017) report notes, most 
customers spend little time annually engaging with 
their utility (Mezger, 2018).

As noted, the Company was encouraged by 
the early response and use of text messages as an 
approach of engaging with customers. Previously, 
in its Utah jurisdiction, the Company had never 
used text messages as a means of communicating 
with customers. The Company intends to consider 
text messages through other messaging to assist in 
energy efficiency programs, such as expanding cold 
winter alerts to its home energy report customers 
(Energy Efficiency Program Proposal: Energy Com-
parison Report, 2021). Given that the Company has 
over 1.2 million customers in its Utah service ter-
ritory, the Company believes that there is ample 
opportunity to expand this program, especially if it 
is to believe that as indicated in its telephone sur-
vey that 29% of customers already participate in its 
rebate programs based on environmental or energy-
saving goals4 (Energy Efficiency Program Proposal: 
Energy Comparison Report, 2020).

More commitment research on utility programs 
designed for energy consumption reduction is 
needed. For utilities seeking to utilize these pro-
grams, scalability remains a concern. In this case, 
as utilities look to expand energy efficiency efforts 
to combat climate change, they must consider the 
appropriate nature of developing commitment pro-
grams to drive further energy savings. Findings 
reveal over double the energy savings for those 
who agreed to have their names posted on a corpo-
rate web site. Complementary research may better 
understand whether those customers who were self-
selected to save more or it occurred as a consequence 
of the program. Further survey or interview research 
may reveal whether specific customer demographics 
save energy and the reasons for their energy savings.

Further research could explore if comparable 
online forums (i.e., social media platforms) may 
yield similar higher energy savings levels. As these 
pledge programs are effectively done, customer 
choice can be preserved but energy efficiency goals 

can be achieved for the customer, society, and the 
utility. Moreover, as exhibited in this study states 
and utilities can better add these programs to their 
energy efficiency portfolio to produce cost-effective 
energy savings.

Broadly, from an environmental perspective, 
more commitment research needs to be studied 
at the national and international level for envi-
ronmental goals. Illustratively, in the USA, most 
local and state governments have longstanding 
commitments to reduce energy or combat climate 
change; still, many fail to deliver on those prom-
ises. On the international scale, too often, those 
commitments fail to see much follow through 
other than a good photo opportunity for each 
country’s leadership (i.e., Paris Accord in 2015, 
Glasgow 2020). While this research studies indi-
vidual behavior actions at the individual level 
or residential levels, environmental pledges gain 
great acclaim but all too frequently, not enough 
work occurs in the way of follow up and progress. 
In short, public pledges with regular feedback 
may be the avenue to achieve broader scale goals.
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