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Customer engagement and water efficiency

3

Mailers Events + 
Workshops

Website Traffic Media

• Critical and non-critical announcements
• 1-way
• Broad distribution
• Expensive

Door Hangers

• Focused on fixtures, landscape and 
education

• Incentives/rebates
• Low/medium adoption
• Constrained by budgets

Typical Communication Typical Conservation



A digital approach
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• Complements existing conservation plans
• Adds a data layer that leads to insights, strategy and targeted outreach
• Reduces traditional engagement costs Know Your Customer

Household Details 
- Occupancy 
- Income and education
- Appliances
- Features (pool, lawn, etc.)
- History (delinquency, 

rebate participation)

Preferences
- Language
- Channel 
- Frequency
- Types of alerts (leaks, bills, 

outages)



Dropcountr overview
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Household Details 
- Occupancy 
- Income and education
- Appliances
- Features (pool, lawn, etc.)
- History (delinquency, rebate 
participation)

Preferences
- Language preference
- Channel preference
- Frequency
- Types of alerts (leaks, bills, 

outages)



Lessons learned
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Historically water utilities 
offer very little feedback 
for the consumers.

Information provision 
offers potential for 
efficiency gains.

Many places, like 
California, are 
continuously considering 
investment in water 
infrastructure.

Information drives change

There is little knowledge of how 
residential water users respond to 
information

Takeaway: Information Drives ChangeProblem:



Information has the potential to reduce welfare losses
when supply is restricted
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Household Details 
- Occupancy 
- Income and education
- Appliances
- Features (pool, lawn, etc.)
- History (delinquency, rebate 
participation)

Preferences
- Language preference
- Channel preference
- Frequency
- Types of alerts (leaks, bills, 

outages)



Information has the potential to reduce welfare losses
when supply is restricted
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Household Details 
- Occupancy 
- Income and education
- Appliances
- Features (pool, lawn, etc.)
- History (delinquency, rebate 
participation)

Preferences
- Language preference
- Channel preference
- Frequency
- Types of alerts (leaks, bills, 

outages)



Dropcountr enrollment in Utility F
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Case study: Northern California Utility (with AMI)

Pilot Details

• Started in mid-December of 2014.

• The utility contracted for a 
maximum of 5,000 accounts.

• Advertised first by paper, then by 
media, customer service, 
word-of-mouth, site-visits

• Available “for free” on a "first 
come, first served" basis.



Dropcountr enrollment in utility F
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Enrollment Evolution over Time in Utility F Enrollment Details

• A total number of 3,353 
households enrolled by the end of 
April 2017

• Dropcountr is still active

Difference-in-differences approach

• Voluntary sign-up without 
randomization.

• Dropcountr participants probably 
are systematically different than 
the average water customer.

• We are not estimating ATE 

• We are estimating ATOT 



Summary statistics
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Daily panel data from January-2013 to May-2017 from utility F.

Nearly 1 out of 6
households were enrolled

Takeaway: Information Drives Change        Takeaway: ATOT was substantial

Action: ATOT maybe the object 
of interest.



Information drives change
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Simple DID shows that enrolled 
customers on average reduced their 
water use by 6.65% (32 gallons/day) 

Takeaway: Information Drives ChangeTakeaway: Information Drives Change

Examples: 

• The average shower uses 16-40 
gallons

• Clothes washing machines require 
25-40 gallons per wash.

Average Daily Consumption in Utility F



Not all customers are the same
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Customers aren’t identical in 
consumption.  Conservation among 

those in the “lowest 40%” most 
efficient was negligible. 

Those customers are already using 
less than their peers, therefore 
energy and financial resources 

shouldn’t be expended on them.

Takeaway: Information Drives ChangeTakeaway: Not all customers are the same

Action: Focus on those customers with 
the greatest opportunity to conserve

Average Daily Consumption 
in Quintiles One and Two
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Those in the ”top 40% reduced their 
usage significantly; those reductions 

represented a huge overall gross 
volume conserved. 

Takeaway: Information Drives ChangeTakeaway: Not all customers are the same

Action: Focus on those customers with 
the greatest opportunity to conserve

Average Daily Consumption 
in Quintiles Four and Five

Not all customers are the same
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Empirical model 
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Regression results



Sometimes there are unintended consequences
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Utility F saw a “rubber band effect” 
whereby customers (lowest 20%) who 

were already efficient in their usage 
actually used more than their baseline 

usage. 

Takeaway: Information Drives ChangeTakeaway: Unintended consequences

Action: Encourage those already 
conserving with positive messaging to 
avoid “rubber band effect”

Regression Results: Heterogeneity
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Enrolled users received/had 40+ 
months of consistent access to 

consumption details, supporting 
long-term behavior change. 

This modal is different than 
“flash-in-the-pan” alerts or 

engagement that drive short-term 
behavior change. 

Takeaway: Information Drives ChangeTakeaway: Slow and steady wins the day

Action: Keep a long view of customer 
behavioral change. Meaningful change 
will not happen overnight.

Regression Results: Persistence

Slow and steady wins the day
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Dropcountr or conservation minded?

Does Dropcountr indicator measure 
an omitted variable such as being 
conservation minded?

Takeaway: Information Drives Change

Problem: We can’t test this directly.
One indirect test



Regression results: Which tool is causing the effect?
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 Even if conservation minded type 
households are enrolling in DC, these 
results suggest that without DC there 

would not be water conservation 
achieved.

Understanding this response is 
critical to improving a utility’s 

messaging strategy. 

Takeaway: Information Drives ChangeTakeaway: Different channels, different result

Action: Diversify your messaging, 
recipients, and channels. Analyze your 
customers’ response and repeat.



Does Dropcountr act through efficiency channel?
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Similarly, when a message is 
received can demonstrably change 

how a customer responds to the 
message. 

Understanding when engagement is 
best received will yield significant 

conservation results. 

Takeaway: Information Drives ChangeTakeaway: Not all days are the same

Action: Schedule your messaging for 
different times and days of the week.



Are Dropcountr participants are more responsive
 to tier pricing?
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The distribution is as smooth as the 
distribution in never enrolled 
households, and there is no 

bunching around the kink points. 

We also find no bunching for any 
year of the data. 

Takeaway: Information Drives Change
Takeaway: No effect from DC on price 

responsiveness 

Action: Further studies required to 
investigate this question in greater detail.



Lessons learned
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Providing your customers 
with information is a 
low-cost, non-price 
method of reducing 
residential water 
consumption.

To achieve a 7.8% 
reduction in 
consumption, we 
estimate that it would take 
a 34% price increase.

Information effects are 
heterogeneous; largest 
impacts likely on 
households with highest 
water use.

Concluding remarks



Lessons learned
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What is important for the future? 

Which channel(s) do 
customer portals act upon?
(e.g., consumption feedback, 
social comparison, household 
budget, etc.)? 

What is the effect of 
information on the 
effectiveness of non-linear 
pricing?

Can the program’s effect be 
magnified when coupled with 
other conservation programs?


