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Business Value: reduced 

operating expenses to support business 
viability.

Utility Value: enhanced energy 

efficiency and customer engagement. 

Program Challenge: attracting 

and retaining participants.

Research Question: Is the 

program well-aligned with customer 
expectations, perceptions, and 
experiences.

EFFECTIVENESS OF ONLINE PORTALS

Online portals offer SMBs energy use feedback and provide them with tips and 
a strategy to save energy. But how effective are they? 

Source: C3 Marketing Materials Summary Presentation for DTE, 2013
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FINDINGS: SMB PERSPECTIVES

Value

Reliable

Custom

Quick
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WHAT SMALL & MEDIUM BUSINESSES WANT: QUICK

Small business owners have limited time and staff to handle energy efficiency 
initiatives.

Offer a 
One-Step 

Assessment

Offer a 
One-Step 

Assessment

Most frequent web visits are right after 
sign-up

Competing priorities and a lack of time 
prevent users from engaging with the portal 
and program
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WHAT SMALL BUSINESSES WANT: CUSTOMIZATION

Industry Categories Not 
Sufficiently Granular or 
Assigned Improperly

Business Owners Lack 
Trust in Software

Profiles Not 100% 
Complete

Users Perceive the Tips as 
Inappropriate for Their 

Business

Improve customer segmentation strategies to provide 
more tailored recommendations and establish more 

meaningful peer groups. 
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WHAT SMALL BUSINESSES WANT: RELIABLE SOURCES

Business owners 
already value utility 
partner as a trusted 

source of information

Point to testimonies 
of business owners 
in similar industries, 
neighborhoods, or 

backgrounds

Provide live 
guidance (e.g., live 

chat and/or call 
center functionality)

Capitalize on existing trust 
with the utility and with 
other business owners to  
facilitate opportunities for 
interactive communications.
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CONCLUSIONS

One-Step 
Assessment

QUICK CUSTOM RELIABLE
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OPTIONS FOR REALIGNMENT

ONSITE AUDIT

• Pros
• Highly tailored to the 

individual 
circumstances of the 
SMB

• Reduce instances of 
technical difficulty

• Cons
• Expensive—will 

require financial 
contribution from the 
company

• More time consuming

ONLINE AUDIT

• Pros
• Cost-effective to 

implement

• Requires little time on 
behalf of the business 
owner

• Most users are web-
competent

• Cons
• Difficult to create 

customized 
recommendations

• Customer doubts 
concerning reliability

TARGETED AUDIT 
WORKSHOP

• Pros
• In-person guidance at 

the neighborhood 
level

• Brings utility-
sponsored information 
together with similar 
business experience

• Cons
• Organizational 

challenges—
identifying groups, 
communication, 
hosting 

• Potentially expensive
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