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DESIGN WITHIN CONSTRAINTS

How can an electric utility 
design a competitive Smart 
Home offering that saves 
energy in a fast-changing 
market?
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What if customer needs don’t align with 
client assumptions or project constraints?



1 | THICK DATA*
Market, qual, quant: Nuance + 
inputs for business case

2 | GROUNDED QUANT
Well-aimed research instruments 
derived from ethnography

3 | MIND-SHIFTING
Careful build-up of evidence 
fosters receptivity

ALIGNING PERSPECTIVES 
WITH LAYERED 
RESEARCH

*See: Tricia Wang in “Ethnography Matters” blog, 2013.



FORGET THE EARLY ADOPTERS

RICK:
USES UTILITY ENERGY APP

PURCHASES APPS 

PAYS BILLS ONLINE

ALREADY HAS INSTALLED:
• SMART THERMOSTAT
• SMART LIGHTING
• HOME ASSISTANT
• SENSORS/SECURIRTY DEVICES

SPECIFIC BRAND PREFERENCES 

AND EXPECTATIONS

x

x

MELISSA:
USES UTILITY ENERGY APP

PURCHASES APP

DOES NOT HAVE SMART/CONNECTED HOME 
DEVICES

ASPIRES TO HAVE A SMART HOME

PAYS BILLS BY CHECK/MAIL x
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Survey with embedded
trade-off experiment 
(series of virtual stores)

Attitudes and preferences

Benefits/drawbacks of utility offering

Smart Home purchases & behaviors

LATENT CLASS DISCRETE CHOICE 
EXPERIMENT

BRAND 1

FEATURE

FEATURE

FEATURE

Price: $X Price: $X

BRAND 2

FEATURE

FEATURE

FEATURE

> 1,000 RESPONDENTS

Choice experiment



TESTING ASSUMPTIONS

LIKELIHOOD TO ADOPT ANY SMART HOME PRODUCTS

UTILITY 
LOYALISTS

BEST TARGETS

UNENGAGED

RE
LA

TI
VE

 P
RE

FE
RE

N
CE

 F
O

R 
U

TI
LI

TY
 

BU
N

DL
ES

 (I
N

 E
XP

ER
IM

EN
T)

ASSUMED TARGET

TECH-SAVVY

PRAGMATIC 
ADOPTERSSEASONED 

HOMEOWNERS

“Been with [UTILITY] for 
years and it's a trusted 
and known company”

“I would expect the package 
to work more seamlessly 
from [UTILITY]”

“[UTILITY] does not have 
a track record or earned 
reputation as a retail 
service like Amazon.” 



… B U T  C U S T O M E R  A N D  U T I L I T Y  P R E F E R E N C E S  D O N ’ T  M A T C H
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PRODUCT FEATURES

LEAST
IMPORTANT

LESS
IMPORTANT

MODERATELY
IMPORTANT

MOST 
IMPORTANT

Customer care
Voice control

Cost structure (upfront vs. monthly)

Cameras and doorbell cameras
Upfront cost Service fees

Smoke/CO detectors
Security (locks, sensors)Brand (provider)

Light bulbs (dimmable and color-changing)

Thermostats

Smart outlets Light switches

Home energy information



1 | LAYERING: CREATING THICK DATA
Mixed methods added depth to de-contextualized survey findings

Melissa wants her children to be 
safe, and wants to know they’re 
home when she’s away.

She removed an old ceiling fan 
above her son’s bed, and she and 
her husband manage “vampire” 
loads so her kids don’t get a shock.



REFINED CONCEPT
• Mid-market target
• Security and lighting as entry 

points
• Product bundles (starter kits)

MARKET SIZING
• More realistic estimate of 

adoption

PROPENSITY SCORES
• Outreach to individual customers

2 | LAYERING: GROUNDING RESULTS IN CUSTOMER REALITY
Knowing that instruments reflected customer values gave us more confidence in the final numbers



MARKET ASSESSMENT

ETHNOGRAPHYDATA 
MINING

3 | LAYERING: CREATING OPPORTUNITIES FOR MIND-SHIFTS
Sharing evidence over time fostered receptivity to alternatives

REFINED CONCEPT

LATENT CLASS DISCRETE CHOICE 
SURVEY

INITIAL CONCEPT
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CONTACT US
W E  L O V E  T O  H E A R  F R O M  Y O U !

DR. ELIZABETH KELLEY
D I R E C T O R  O F  Q U A L I T A T I V E  R E S E A R C H

liz@illumeadvising.com

AMANDA DWELLEY
D I R E C T O R  O F  Q U A N T I T A T I V E  R E S E A R C H

amanda@illumeadvising.com
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