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Why should we care about customer 
understanding of complex issues? 
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There are at least 3 key areas where energy companies 
need to pay attention to their customers

Permission 
on Rates

Permission 
to Build

Consumer 
Behaviour

Actions such as:

• Conservation

• Demand Management

• DERs

Outrage



Relevance and Efficacy: 
Why does this matter to me, and what 
difference can I make? 
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Case Study: Toronto Hydro-Electric System Limited 
In the Canadian province of Ontario, the Ontario Energy Board requires 
utilities engage customers to determine their needs and preferences. 

This is no easy challenge:

• Customers do not know very much about electricity.

• Customers are skeptical of authority.

• Customers are even more skeptical of monopolies.

• Asking about needs is straightforward, but asking about 
preferences on planning issues requires any customer 
engagement provide some basic background and focus on 
outcome trade-offs that do not require financial or technology 
literacy.

Job one is to get AND keep customer attention

• We must demonstrate the issue is matters to them?

• We must show them the value of investing their limited time.

• We must do this from the first landing page and re-enforce 
throughout.
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Case Study: Enbridge Gas Inc.
In the Canadian province of Ontario, the Ontario Energy Board requires 
utilities engage customers to determine their needs and preferences. 

This is no easy challenge:

• Customers do not know very much about electricity.

• Customers are skeptical of authority.

• Customers are even more skeptical of monopolies.

• Asking about needs is straightforward, but asking about 
preferences on planning issues requires any customer 
engagement provide some basic background and focus on 
outcome trade-offs that do not require financial or technology 
literacy.

Job one is to get AND keep customer attention

• We must demonstrate the issue is matters to them?

• We must show them the value of investing their limited time.

• We must do this from the first landing page and re-enforce 
throughout.
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Case Study: Enbridge Gas Inc.
In the Canadian province of Ontario, the Ontario Energy Board requires 
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• Asking about needs is straightforward, but asking about 
preferences on planning issues requires any customer 
engagement provide some basic background and focus on 
outcome trade-offs that do not require financial or technology 
literacy.

Job one is to get AND keep customer attention

• We must demonstrate the issue is matters to them?

• We must show them the value of investing their limited time.

• We must do this from the first landing page and re-enforce 
throughout.



A picture tells a thousand words
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Case Study: Alberta Nuclear Policy Review
When it comes to policy and regulatory substance, most customers, 
even some fairly large customers, do not start with very much 
knowledge.

The single biggest barrier to communicating complex issues is 
the “wall of words”.  

• Providing a page full of copy with no graphic elements to 
help get the message across is the quickest way to get 
customers to stop paying attention.
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The example here comes from the 2008 Alberta Nuclear 
Policy review

• The diagram starts by assuming people know nothing about 
generation and shows the standard process of thermal 
generation.

• Then that is compared to the nuclear process.
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Case Study: Alberta Nuclear Policy Review

When it comes to policy and regulatory substance, most customers, 
even some fairly large customers, do not start with very much 
knowledge.

The single biggest barrier to communicating complex issues is the 
“wall of words”.  

• Providing a page full of copy with no graphic elements to help get 
the message across is the quickest way to get customers to stop 
paying attention.

The example here comes from the 2008 Alberta Nuclear Policy review

• The diagram starts by assuming people know nothing about 
generation and shows the standard process of thermal generation.

• Then that is compared to the nuclear process.

Other key elements include:

• Tell them what you are going to say before you say it
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Case Study: Alberta Nuclear Policy Review

The single biggest barrier to communicating complex issues is the “wall 
of words”.  

• Providing a page full of copy with no graphic elements to help get the 
message across is the quickest way to get customers to stop paying 
attention.

The example here comes from the 2008 Alberta Nuclear Policy review

• The diagram starts by assuming people know nothing about generation 
and shows the standard process of thermal generation.

• Then that is compared to the nuclear process.

Other key elements include:

• Tell them what you are going to say before you say it

• Use headlines to focus the narrative.

• Frame headlines around questions customers are likely to have.

When it comes to policy and regulatory substance, most customers, 
even some fairly large customers, do not start with very much 
knowledge.



Be upfront about past issues
& potential risks 



Case Study: Alberta Nuclear Policy Review

As noted earlier, people are skeptical. They know all types of 
energy projects and services have risks and downsides. 

If you do not share past problems and potential risks …

• Customers feel you are hiding something, and become even more 
distrustful.

• Customers make their own guesses about what the problems may be.
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the obvious public questions:

• What about terrorism?

• Can a reactor explode like a bomb?
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• The workbook included all significant events.

• Lessons were identified for each event.

• Sources for more information were identified.
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Summary

1
Respect where your audience is coming from. 
Imagine someone was reaching out to you on a topic that you don’t know well. 
Maybe it is consumer protection for insurance … or a zoning change in your 
community. Customers may not start knowing much, but they can learn.

2 Show, don’t tell.
Use diagrams and flow charts and other graphic elements. Don’t just rely on words. 

3
Be frank and forthright.
People know most things have downsides. If you are not upfront about that, you lose 
credibility and attention. 
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