LEADING ENERGY
TRANSITION IN
TOUGH TIMES
How utilities can recharge energy customers for
sustainable growth through COVID-19 and beyond

FOREWORD
As COVID-19 increased its geographic spread in
February, the immediate priority for utilities in
Europe and North America was uninterrupted
power delivery, both for the sake of their own
business and for society at large—especially
hospitals and other critical installations. It was
essential they ensure their workers’ safety while
maintaining grid security, and facilitate smooth
operations amid on-site restrictions, lockdowns
and physical-distancing regulations. Cash flow
and balance sheets took a hit as the pandemic
dampened industrial power demand, froze some
energy services—such as energy-efficiency
measures, asset management, and distributed
energy resources (DERs)—and increased
customer defaults.
Today, as lockdowns start to ease and economies
progressively reopen, utilities are shifting their
focus to medium- and longer-term challenges.
Specifically, executives are mulling how to manage
and accelerate energy transition in a post-pandemic
world. The biggest risks are the shifting priorities of
customers, governments and businesses caused by
factors including new investment priorities, reduced
income or job losses, anxiety about health and
healthcare expenses, and restrictions on
economic activity.

literature review to corroborate our findings
and insights.
The good news: Most consumers are more concerned
today about the impact of climate change on the
environment than they were pre-COVID. And many
remain ready to invest more in energy efficiency than
before the pandemic. However, a lot of people have
also kept their environmentally friendly purchases to a
minimum during this time—and will decrease spending
on these products should their household income fall,
say, as a result of layoff or furlough.
In our prior May report, -“A Fragile Time for
Sustainability,” we examined the immediate effects
of the pandemic on the energy transition, foreseeing
four possible future scenarios. Our forecast assumed
varying levels of government “push” to promote green
initiatives, along with the extent of customer willingness
to support and participate in such initiatives.
In this current report, we look deeply at consumers’
stated intentions and actual actions toward energy
transition—recognizing that there is a gap. Around 60%
of the consumers surveyed said they had become more
aware of climate change and its environmental impact
since the start of the outbreak, even as 43% said they
have currently minimized their personal spending on
climate change actions.

What’s promising in the aftermath of this crisis is
that a substantial number of stakeholders—utility
consumers, executives and employees, policymakers
and governments—continue with, or even reinforce
their support for energy transition. Clearly, they
recognize climate change as one of the world’s most
pressing issues, one which can only be addressed
by a collective move to cleaner energy and more
efficient use of resources.

We explore the extent of this gap in scenarios unfolding
at a varying pace across different regions. And we
recommend that closing the gap rests squarely on
government incentives and utility outreach. Both must
persuade and assist energy consumers to continue to
invest in energy transition—not only because it is the
right thing to do, but also because it makes economic
sense in view of the current cost competitiveness of
renewables and energy efficiency.

Our research bears this out.

“Utilities can help reimagine
customer experiences, delivering
intelligent clean-energy and
energy-efficiency solutions,
supported by realistic financing
solutions, while taking on the risk
for their successful deployment
and outcomes.”

In June, we surveyed 1,400 consumers across the
United Kingdom, France, Germany and the United
States. We wanted to gauge their preoccupation with
economic and health issues and ascertain any shifts in
their feelings and behaviors regarding climate change.
We also conducted in-depth interviews with executives
from major utilities in Europe and North America,
to assess the industry’s readiness for the necessary
actions to continue with energy transition. To this
mix, we added secondary research and extensive
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According to our research, utilities that redefine their
relationship with energy consumers at this time of
unprecedented global crisis are much more likely than
their peers to see a successful, sustainable transition
to cleaner resources and energy efficiency. No doubt
government support and consumer engagement play
crucial roles in achieving the outcome. This approach
calls for three key steps to handling the unexpected
hurdle for energy transition presented by the pandemic:
Collaborate with energy consumers, develop a selective
portfolio and invest in a resilient core business.
None of this will be easy. Utilities—even prior to COVID—
were already dealing with the challenges of digitalization
and the need to invest in the network of the future, with
a focus on driving all capital expenditure (CAPEX) to
operational expenditure (OPEX). However, those that
continue with their focus on reimagining customer
experiences will be more successful in accelerating their
energy transition.

LEADING ENERGY TRANSITION IN TOUGH TIMES

How utilities can recharge energy customers for sustainable growth
through COVID-19 and beyond

3

CONTENTS
4

Government Support is Crucial

6

COVID-19 Slows Down Parts of
Energy Transition

7

Consumers Need Adequate Support
for Action

10

Utility Concerns

12

Reactivating Post-COVID-19
Energy Consumers

15

Moving Forward with
Energy Transition

LEADING ENERGY TRANSITION IN TOUGH TIMES

How utilities can recharge energy customers for sustainable growth
through COVID-19 and beyond

4

GOVERNMENT
SUPPORT IS CRUCIAL
Government stimulus can leverage or even
resuscitate energy transition during crises.
For instance, a year after the 2008 recession,
stimulus spending by the U.S. government,
including the Advanced Technology Vehicle
Manufacturing loan program, supported emerging
cleantech companies such as Tesla Inc., which
is among the world’s most valuable automakers
based on market capitalization.1
With this global pandemic, governments have been
caught up with immediate priorities, such as protecting
small- and medium-size companies from bankruptcy,
and few have announced continued direct support
for clean energy initiatives. Right now, it’s difficult to
tell just how much stimulus money will eventually flow
into climate solutions. The U.S. Congress is discussing
the components of a “Phase 4” stimulus package that,
according to media reports, could include initiatives
such as extensions of the investment tax credit (ITC) for
solar power and other clean technologies, an extension
of the production tax credit (PTC) for wind power, and
the temporary conversion of these programs to a direct
tax refund.2
China has published an ambitious slate of energyefficient infrastructure goals, but it has also rolled
back regulations on coal plants. Europe looks more
promising, with governments stepping up either
through the EU or on their own to fund significant green
programs as part of economic stimulus and recovery
packages. Some examples of this approach include
the new €560 billion Recovery and Resilience Facility
launched by the European Commission in June 2020,
and an additional Strategic Investment Facility built into
the Invest EU program, which is intended to activate
private sector investments worth up to €150 billion.3

Key investment areas include retrofitting and
technology replacement programs, energy-efficient
cooling, heat pumps, grid upgrades and the redesign of
electricity systems, both in terms of technologies and
business models.
For example, the UK’s latest round of stimulus
announced in July includes energy-efficiency incentives
in a $3.8 billion green investment package, which is also
estimated to support around 140,000 jobs.5

“It is great to see the U.K. government
recognizing the potential of the
zero-carbon transition and energy
efficiency within its stimulus
plan, something which will drive
employment across a sustainable U.K.
supply chain. These investments will
enable the modernization of energy
infrastructure across a broad range
of U.K. government assets that will
ensure a greener future for our public
services.”

Andy Witchell

Director of Strategy and Development, Public Sector,
ENGIE UK

That energy efficiency can drive job creation and
stimulate the economy is underscored by the
International Energy Agency’s (IEA) June 2020 World
Energy Outlook Sustainable Recovery Plan, published
collaboratively with the International Monetary Fund.4
The Recovery Plan sets out 30 actionable policy
measures that would create, or save, 9 million jobs
per year from 2021 through 2023—boosting global
economic growth by 1.1% per year, and reducing
energy-related emissions by 4.5 billion tons. Of the
new jobs, 35% could be created through energyefficiency measures, and one-quarter in power
systems—particularly wind, solar and the modernizing
of electricity grids. The price tag: a $1 trillion investment
over the next three years.
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In May, France unveiled a stimulus plan worth €8
billion for their auto industry, which included higher
subsidies to motivate potential buyers of new electric
and hybrid cars.6 The French government also plans
to renovate 500,000 homes every year to make them
energy-efficient and cut heat loss, power consumption
and carbon emissions7—a key pledge among President
Macron’s electoral promises. These examples show that
efforts aimed at creating jobs and revitalizing economic
activity at local levels could be a big lever for energy
efficiency and distributed energy, since these industries
depend on localized services and manufacturing
capabilities. First, however, there must be adequate
government financing available for such efforts.
Some government measures, though—such as mobility
restrictions amid the pandemic—actually reduced the
use of public and private charging points and may have
slowed adoption of electric vehicles (EVs), especially
among residential customers. Such a slowdown is
likely to be offset by the automotive support measures
that tend to favor EVs over gasoline or diesel cars.
Government incentives are especially crucial when it
comes to big-ticket purchases such as rooftop solar or
EVs, which require hefty upfront investment. Tax credits
or other incentives could go a long way in persuading
those customers who say they disagree with, or
aren’t sure about, increasing their environmentally
friendly purchases post-COVID (more than one in five
customers, our survey reveals).
For business customers, while there is still significant
uncertainty regarding the likelihood and/or extent of
government support, there is also regional and industrial
variability in how governments allocate resources. For
example, the European Commission funding program
for eMobility includes a target of 1 million EV charging
points by 2025. The European Commission has signaled
that it also intends to invest in technologies it views
as keys to the green energy transition, highlighting
renewables, energy storage, clean hydrogen, batteries,
carbon capture and storage, and sustainable
energy infrastructure.8
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COVID-19 SLOWS
DOWN PARTS OF
ENERGY TRANSITION
Utilities’ revenues from sales of electricity and
energy services have been and continue to be
affected by slowing demand, from both B2B and
B2C customers. And the latter will likely indirectly
influence investments by the former in the long run.
For B2C customers, there is no doubt COVID-19 has
dealt a blow to their finances and spending plans.
While the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) notes “sharp contractions
in the level of output, household spending, corporate
investment and international trade”—and cites the
difficulty of tracking changes in a wildly dynamic
environment—it estimates that by May 2020, consumer
spending had dropped by approximately one-third,
much more than in the global financial crisis of 20082009.9 In addition, there has been a shift to more urgent
needs, as highlighted by a recent Accenture survey

showing consumer spending priorities moving toward
areas such as “personal health” and “food and medicine
safety” during the crisis. This implies consumer
spending shifting away from energy transition.10
Our survey results show that, faced with uncertain
job prospects and weak economic activity, residential
consumers may choose to minimize personal spending
on climate change initiatives, especially on local energy
equipment, such as rooftop solar or home battery
storage, if they must finance this themselves.
For example, 43% of consumers said they have
currently minimized their personal spending on climate
change actions. Notably, 9% of consumers said they
plan to reduce their post-COVID spend on energyefficiency products and services, such as home energy
management or smart thermostats, while 10% said they
are unsure about their spend. Also 24% of consumers
were likely to either reduce spending on, or were still
unsure about, local energy equipment such as solar
panels, while the figure was 30% for EVs.
And the propensity to cut energy services-related
spending will only grow with increased fragility:
more than half of survey respondents (53%) said that
limitations on household income (such as a cut in wages
resulting from reduced working hours) would decrease
their spend on energy-efficient alternatives.
The spending plans of B2B customers do not seem
to be the biggest concern—at least not yet. This
might relate to much longer development cycles for
distributed energy resources (DER) in the commercial
and industrial (C&I) sectors.11 Smaller business
customers may feel the impact in the latter part of 2020
and in 2021. Also, companies’ long-term investment
commitments may explain the limited impact, especially
for the larger C&I customers that have long-term
sustainability strategies in place, as highlighted by one
utility executive we interviewed.
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CONSUMERS NEED
ADEQUATE SUPPORT
FOR ACTION
Our survey indicates the pandemic may have
made customers more ready to invest in energy
efficiency, renewable energy sources, EVs and other
environmentally friendly technologies in the
longer term.

said there would be a marginal increase, and 4% a
dramatic increase, in their spending no matter what.
The power of incentives
Our research shows that different types of incentive
programs can have a significant impact on consumer
purchases of environmentally friendly products
and services.

For example, 60% of consumers surveyed said they
had become more aware of climate change and its
environmental impact since the outbreak. And a similar
number (61%) said the pandemic has made them
much more aware of the impact and far-reaching
consequences of a global crisis, including the effects of
a potential climate change-related disaster. More than
40% stated that, since the beginning of the pandemic,
their concerns regarding climate change are now at an
all-time high.

More than a quarter (27%) of consumers surveyed said
that public or governmental programs supportive of
actions to combat climate change (such as subsidies for
rooftop solar installations, or for the purchase of home
energy-efficiency improvements) would “dramatically
increase” the likelihood that they would spend money
on such actions. Another 39% agreed that incentives
of this sort would marginally increase the likelihood of
these types of expenditures.

This customer trend translates to purchase intentions
for energy services. Half of the consumers surveyed
indicated that they are likely to invest more in energy
efficiency after the COVID crisis, while only 9% said they
would invest less (see Figure 1). For other products and
services such as EVs and solar panels, still at least a third
think they will invest more now than they would have
before the crisis. Overall, nearly half would invest more
in energy-efficiency products and services than before
the crisis. A similar trend is observed for customers
making personal investments in companies that are part
of the sustainability/green energy transition.

Consumers are equally enthusiastic about other
government incentives, such as those that promote the
use of cleaner transportation, including public transport
and EVs. Examples would include free public travel, free
shared bicycles, or free parking for EVs. This, with the
caveat that public transport has largely lost its appeal
due to COVID-19, remaining a high-risk transportation
option in the eyes of users. More than a quarter (26%)
of consumers said such initiatives would dramatically
increase their willingness to spend on energy-efficient
alternatives, while 38% predict a marginal increase.

As previously mentioned, this positive trend is sensitive
to degraded financial conditions, and a majority
of respondents anticipated reduced spending in
sustainability in case of financial difficulty. However, a
substantial portion of the population shows a dedication
to climate concerns that would not be lessened even
by a cut in household income. Indeed, almost a quarter
(24%) said such a cut would have no impact on their
sustainability spending, while 8% of respondents even

Disincentives in the form of higher prices for electricity
and gas have a more mixed impact on consumers’
commitment to energy transition and can even backfire.
Overall, most customers (60%) expect their utility to
provide an uninterrupted power supply at the same
price as pre-COVID. At the same time, consumers are
making some assumptions about the price of reliable

Figure 1. Half of customers would invest more in energy efficiency post-COVID vs pre-crisis.
Likely to invest less
Energy-efficient products & services

9%

Local energy equipment (e.g, solar
panels, home battery storage, etc .)

9%

Privately owned EV
Personal investments in
sustainable/green companies

12%

11%

Don’t know/unsure
10%

15%

18%

15%

No change
31%

39%

Likely to invest more
50%

37%

37%

33%

41%

33%

Source: Accenture Post-COVID Energy Consumer Survey, June 2020.
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Another potentially powerful incentive is attractive
credit by banks, such as low-interest loans to finance the
purchases of energy-efficient products and services for
the home, EV purchases, full-service energy-efficiency
packages that are fully paid off by energy savings,
and other environmentally friendly alternatives. One in
five respondents said such offers would dramatically
increase their spending in these areas, while another
35% predicted a marginal increase in their spending as a
result of attractive credit terms.

Our survey results bear this out: Almost a quarter of
respondents (24%) indicated that, post-pandemic, they
would have a higher preference for lower-risk business
models that require a lower or no upfront investment.
Indeed, business and residential customers would
benefit from learning more about the long-term savings
associated with energy-efficient alternatives, such as
the amount of time required to recoup an investment
in industrial photovoltaic (PV) generation, as well as
the electricity storage needed as backup. As shown
in Figure 3, a solar + storage installation could already
today offer a payback within just a few years for
business customers.
Figure 3. Sample business case of a solar +
storage installation for a small industrial
customer in Germany.
Payback (yrs)

Consumers are committed to combatting climate
change, and there are no indications they will abandon
environmentally friendly alternatives such as DERs in
the long term. Also, according to Wood Mackenzie, the
economic business case will likely support the recovery
of consumer spending for distributed solar after the first
three years post-crisis (see Figure 2).12
Figure 2. U.S. residential solar capacity estimated
to reach 4,000 MW by 2025.
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Note: “Atypical” grid user (with only 2500h/year full load) with 1.5 GWh annual electricity consumption.
Average industrial electricity price 0.15 EUR/kWh. 50 kW solar rooftop + 60 kWh battery storage, value
especially through reduced grid fees with peak shaving.

The pandemic has also increased an interest in various
payment options, such as flexible payments and
dynamic tariffs—potentially as a result of increased
home energy consumption.
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The power of customer cost savings
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electricity in a post-pandemic world. For example,
while almost a third (30%) expect a lower rate after the
pandemic, only 8% expect their utility to raise prices.
In case of increases in electric and/or gas prices,
46% of survey respondents said such increases
would make them less likely to spend on
energy-efficient alternatives.
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Source: Wood Mackenzie Power & Renewables: U.S. Solar Market Insight: Q2 2020, www.woodmac.com.

We believe that consumers—especially those in lowincome communities who tend to suffer the double pain
point of higher cost of energy inefficiency and a lesser
ability to invest in energy-efficiency measures—may
need short- and medium-term incentives to continue
with the necessary investment to make the energy
transition a reality.
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More than half (55%) of consumers said they would be
more interested in time-of-use tariffs/flexible tariffs/
demand-response options after the pandemic, in
order to increase cost savings by shifting electricity
consumption from evenings to daytime/nights (see
Figure 4). With more people working from home, it
becomes increasingly challenging to run demand
reductions, such as switching off heating or airconditioning at specific hours. This means higher
enrollment in demand-response programs would be
needed to spread reductions over more customers,
especially in places such as California and Texas that
have viable demand-response programs.13 Utilities,
especially those in Europe that are starting to explore
demand-response programs, must assume residential
customers would spend most of their time at home, and
that the availability of C&I load could be lower than prior
to the pandemic. (Figure 4 on next page).
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Figure 4. More than half of respondents are more interested in time-of-use tariffs/flexible tariffs/demand
response post-pandemic vs. before.
France

33%

US

36%

19%

(Overall)

37%

21%

UK

35%

17%

Germany

31%

15%
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32%
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100%

Much more interested than before COVID-19
Slightly more interested than before COVID-19
Source: Accenture Post-COVID Energy Consumer Survey, June 2020.
Note: Original survey question: To what extent do you anticipate your preferences regarding the below electricity tariff options could change after the COVID-19 pandemic is over? Time-of-use tariffs/Flexible tariffs/Demand response
(e.g., savings in energy bill through shifting electricity demand from evenings to daytime/nights, etc.)
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UTILITY
CONCERNS
Our detailed interviews with utility executives show
a high level of uncertainty about the post-pandemic
environment, both for C&I and residential markets.
Also, many are banking on government intervention
to get energy transition back on track. That there
is broader support for energy transition in the
business and political world helps.
A global survey of economists (conducted by Nobel
Prize-winning economist Josef Stiglitz) found most
respondents favoring “green” stimulus measures.14 The
outcome of recent French municipal elections, where
the environmentalist party and its allies won control of
a clutch of major cities, including Lyon, Strasbourg and
Bordeaux, shows the rising importance of environmental
causes at local levels.15 However, if there is a resurgence
in virus cases (or if the economic effects of the
pandemic prove to be more severe, or longer lasting
then anticipated), the public’s immediate economic
needs will take precedence over climate change
initiatives. Another executive we interviewed noted that
oil prices, which were expected to add momentum to
energy transition, were now at their lowest level in more
than a decade.
Other elements factor into continuing uncertainty. By
curtailing economic activity and limiting consumers’
ability to travel, the pandemic has driven down the
cost of oil and gas, making coal even less economically
viable. According to British newspaper The Guardian,
reduced electricity demand and an increase in solar
supply in the United Kingdom has meant that coalfired power plants have not been used for electricity
generation at all in recent weeks.16 The record in the
U.K. topped out on June 16 with 1,629 hours of no
coal-powered electricity, which works out to 2 months
and 1 week. Even as the renewables were favored in
the energy mix, COVID-19 caused an immediate drop
of more than 10% in energy usage in most European
countries, hampering utilities’ ability to add renewables
capacity. And it is not just about capacity investment:
energy transition involves costly investments to the
grid itself, as new networks are required to manage
distributed generation, distributed storage and
batteries. For instance, the energy transition envisages
a switch to battery-powered EVs, and improvements
in those batteries, so that they can provide additional
storage. Also, since wind and solar farms, and other
renewable energy sources are often located far
from end users, the transition calls for a significant
investment in transmission and distribution networks.
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“Our global challenge is to reach
carbon neutrality. Similar to the
French nuclear plan 40 years ago,
we have to roll out an industrial
program covering the rest of energy
consumption in transportation,
industry and housing, including
localizing back our value chains on
hydrogen, EV batteries, heat pumps
and energy-efficient renovation.”

Alexandre Perra

EDF Group Senior Executive Vice President—Innovation,
Corporate Social Responsibility and Strategy
To hedge their risks, many utilities are investing in
what they see as growing business areas. Here are our
observations:
•

Large-scale renewables continue to be an important
investment area in both Europe and the United
States (confirmed by more than half of the European
and U.S. utility executives interviewed).

•

C&I customers are showing continued interest
in electricity from green sources,17 with Big Tech
companies insistent upon green sourcing. A key
indicator is the growing demand for power purchase
agreements (PPAs) among tech giants. The amount
of clean energy bought by these companies tripled
in the past few years, with Google being the biggest
buyer.18 Other companies, facing financial damage
from the pandemic, need favorable pricing and may
be less selective about energy sourcing, provided
the price is low enough.

•

DERs remain attractive, especially for large numbers
of consumers who are financially less affected by the
pandemic and will be spending the same or more as
they were before the outbreak.

•

Utilities are seeking to boost the productivity of
renewables while increasing their own overall
reliability and resiliency—by combining them
with, for example, battery storage (as confirmed
by more than half of the utility executives we
interviewed). This is also illustrated in Figure 5. which
demonstrates the simplified attractive business
case of a battery storage integrated with largescale renewables after 2020 in two scenarios, with
new revenues through optimized output exceeding
the levelized cost of energy (LCOE) of co-located
battery storage today (bull scenario), and similar
business case for standalone storage (bear scenario)
approaching 2020-2030.
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Figure 5. Battery storage is paying off for large
wind/solar integration in Europe.
New revenues - additional dispatching (bull scenario)
LCOE / Revenue ratio in % (bear scenario “RES arbitrage”)
LCOE / Revenue ratio in % (bear scenario “RES co-location”)

EUR mn

Bull scenario: 100% revenues from co-located RES
storage by 2030, reducing curtained generation
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Source: Accenture modeling.
Note: Not considering additional ancillary and capacity market benefits as regulation may forbid parallel
availability to direct renewable integration. Weighted average of additional LCOE USD/MWh for combining
large battery with onshore/offshore/large solar applied to the minimum MWh amount of reduced
curtailment of large solar and wind at the system level, not considering curtailment at the locational network
nodes. Considering interconnection fee savings for co-locating storage with existing large renewable facility
increasing from 15% in 2018 to 20% by 2040. Based on an hourly dispatch model for wind/solar based on the
availability of flexible capacity to meet demand.

Utility executives told us in our survey that they did not
think this would be the last crisis, but that COVID-19
exacerbated specific existing challenges related to
demand flow and resiliency. While already, prior to the
crisis, extreme weather events posed a significant new
threat to utilities operations,19 the pandemic may bring
its own after-effects that utilities executives envision.
Here are some insights from our executive interviews:
•

Changing load patterns, caused by permanent
changes in commuting behaviors as cities open their
streets to bicyclists and pedestrians, more workers
adopt staggered shifts, and more people work from
home, especially in major urban areas, and through
the closure of physical outlets for many
commercial businesses.

•

Increasing need for a resilient grid infrastructure
(mentioned by 12 of the utility executives we
interviewed) as a result of shifting load patterns.

•

Higher stress on national and local government
budgets—caused by lower tax receipts and spending
related to the health crisis and stimulus measures—
that could lead to slowdowns in planned energyefficiency spending programs.

•

New internal utility issues, including an overextended
workforce coping with the psychological stress of
the pandemic, deferred maintenance programs, and
the continuing need to modernize and
digitize operations.

•

Continued need for available low-carbon baseload
generation, including nuclear power as a bridge for
supply security during energy transition (according
to multiple executives).

•

An increasing number of customers unable to pay
their bills, required hedging of risks.

•

Increasing customer interest in new lower-risk
payment models (mentioned by more than a third of
the utility executives we surveyed).
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REACTIVATING
POST-COVID-19
ENERGY CONSUMERS
As European and North American economies begin
to recover from the COVID-19 crisis, utilities need
to rethink and reinvent their consumer strategies
to overcome the current challenges to energy
transition. They need to think more about viewing
the customer experience as a holistic solution that
solves multiple customer needs as they evolve. They
need to make decisions about the key messages
they send to consumers, and how those messages
should be communicated. Some utilities are already
beginning to show a very “green media” approach
in their external public communication, including
Enel20 and ENGIE21 in Europe.

“The potential of renewable
energy is endless, and offers
many opportunities to support a
#GreenRecovery.”

Antonio Cammisecra

CEO, Enel Green Power (speaking at the
#EnelFocusOn live webinar)22

On the retail side, this is an opportunity for utilities to
realign their brand to be viewed as more purposeful
beyond just keeping the lights on. Our prior research
shows that consumers, especially Generation X and
millennials, are more purpose-driven in their purchase of
products and services.
However, uneven government support could hinder, or
even reverse the progress made on energy transition.
Utilities should leverage their connections with
governments and other policymakers to confirm the
introduction/extension of tax credits, subsidies and
other incentives critical to offset consumers’ reduced
energy transition-related spending.
Ultimately, energy transition depends on residential and
commercial consumer engagement. Consumers need
to spend money on equipment—whether this be rooftop
solar, charging stations, smart meters and thermostats,
or other investments—to fully bring the benefits of clean
energy to businesses and homes.
We believe the range of scenarios we presented in the
previous report still matches up with those detailed

GOVERNMENTS’ GREEN DRIVE

Figure 6. Four scenarios that will influence utilities’ response
Economic Arbitrations

Virtuous Circle

•

The classic model of governments doing the work or
internalizing externalities through regulations.

•

Expectations from citizens, employees and consumers
are increased by taking stock of the stakes.

•

Individuals and businesses have ceased to be the
driving force they had become in the past few years.
Instead, they focus on economic survival and arbitrate
their decisions rationally, on a case-by-case basis.

•

Businesses continue to grow their green
commitments.

•

Governments make energy transition one of the
engines of economic stimulus.

Sustainability Winter

Society in the driver seat

•

Economic stimulation at all costs concentrates
on emission-heavy sectors such as traditional
construction.

•

States concentrate on economic stimulation and
fail at coordinated action for climate.

•

A majority of individuals has more pressing
preoccupations than climate change.

•

People lose faith in governments but remain
mobilized as employees and consumers.

•

Businesses sacrifice sustainability efforts to
cut costs.

•

Businesses take over and federate efforts.

•

Relocalized supply chains increase businesses’
control over energy choices.

BUSINESSES AND INDIVIDUALS’ GREEN EAGERNESS
LEADING ENERGY TRANSITION IN TOUGH TIMES
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in Figure 6; if that is the case, utilities could pursue
different courses of action to reflect conditions on
the ground.
We expect this to play out in two clusters with
common characteristics:
Cluster 1: Utility businesses with stable growth
(scenario “Virtuous Circle” in geographies with strong
government support; “Society in the Driver’s Seat” in
geographies without).
•

•

Retail supply of green electricity (B2B and B2C) in
Europe and the United States, linked to large-scale
wind and solar generation, which is receiving a
federal government stimulus in the United States,
and regional and national stimulus in Europe; 12 of
the utility executives we interviewed believed the
large renewables business will continue with stable
growth.
eMobility in Europe, continuing to enjoy mediumterm consumer interest, together with increased
European Commission support for the charging
infrastructure and regional/local incentives for EVs;
e.g., the national stimulus package of Germany, with
an additional €2.5 billion to expand EV charging
infrastructure and support eMobility research and
development.23

•

Flexible transmission and distribution grids,
reflecting sustained consumer interest in a
reliable energy supply; more than half of the utility
executives we interviewed have talked about the
increasing importance of making the electricity grid
more flexible.

•

Large C&I distributed solar + storage markets in
Europe and the United States, following a rather
long-term sustainability strategy, and investment
commitments that are less affected by sudden
events such as the pandemic, according to several
utility executives we interviewed.

Cluster 2: Utility businesses with challenges
(scenario “Economic Arbitrations” in geographies with
strong government support; “Sustainability Winter” in
geographies without).
•

Residential distributed solar + storage markets
in Europe and the United States, with the share
of consumers decreasing spend in local energy
equipment. The downward trend in Europe is
mitigated by governments through new incentives
to stimulate individual purchases, such as new
tax rebates for residential systems in Italy,24 while
the governments of several U.S. states (including
California) are prioritizing more urgent needs,
including health, safety and education, over energy
efficiency and climate projects.25 Furthermore, the
worst impact on DER spend may be ahead, with
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the financial crisis unfolding and hitting residential
household income over the coming months, as
mentioned by several utility executives
we interviewed.
•

Small commercial distributed solar + storage markets
in Europe and the United States, with signs of a
closing sales pipeline for B2B DER projects today,
and with direct market impact delayed due to longer
development cycles.26

While conditions vary dramatically from country to
country, and from region to region within the United
States, we see three key steps utilities can take to
support profitable participation in the economic
recovery, and the resumption of energy transition.
1. Collaborate with post-COVID consumers.
Utility customers need a reliable source of
reasonably priced energy for their homes—
more than pre-pandemic. But, as the crisis has
demonstrated, utilities need them as well—not
just for revenue, but as partners in funding and
enabling the transition to clean energy. To improve
collaboration with C&I and residential consumers,
utilities should undertake initiatives, including:
Continuation of deferred and flexible payment
programs. Our survey research indicated strong
and continuing interest among consumers in clean
energy options, such as rooftop solar installations,
better insulation, smart thermostats and EVs. Utilities
can and should tailor programs that allow customers
to make these purchases with a minimal upfront
investment, while enabling potential anonymous
analytics on their consumption behavior. Utilities
could also launch a no-investment policy for
long-term contracts and leverage governmentbased, zero-interest loans to assist green-minded
customers.
Consumer dialogue and education. Consumers
need a better understanding of the long-term
benefits of clean energy investments and new tariff
and payment models including demand response
and equipment leasing—in terms of both financial
and environmental benefits—particularly in the
context of the drastic move toward home or remote
working. Consumer workshops, online education,
advertising, social media and other communication
channels could convey these messages in ways
that are effective and enjoyable, and from a
single provider.
New partnerships. Utilities do not manufacture
insulation, smart thermostats, energy-efficient
appliances or EVs. Instead, they serve as resellers,
redistributors and integrators. Alliances with EV
manufacturers, storage suppliers, appliance makers
and other product and service partners can leverage
those companies’ expertise, reach and marketing
savvy, while helping utilities find new customers
for clean energy initiatives. Finally, utilities are not
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supposed to act like a bank to directly provide rental
or leasing contracts to customers, requiring instead
close cooperation with financial institutions and
adequate regional/government-subsidized loans.
2. Create a selective post-COVID portfolio.
As previously noted, the utilities industry is facing
multiple scenarios in a post-COVID environment.
Competition is increasing and utilities can no longer
position themselves as monolithic providers of all
things to all people.
Rather, utilities should carefully assess the business
climate in which they operate, incorporating
demographic, economic and political considerations,
as well as consumer sentiments related to energy
transition. Then they should match their purpose,
positioning and operations to those conditions,
whether they reflect the Sustainability Winter,
Economic Arbitrations, Society in the Driver’s Seat
or Virtuous Circle scenarios we have laid out. This
may mean putting a greater emphasis on investing
in stable businesses, such as large renewables or
shouldering more risk by offering new deals for DER
facilities or developing/reinforcing their services
portfolio to address those new customer needs/
challenges at both the B2B and B2C levels.
3. Create a resilient core for the next crisis.
To their credit, utilities have performed extremely
well during the crisis in fulfilling their primary
purpose of delivering energy reliably, which is also
why traditional utilities have been extremely resilient
during that period. They have worked well with
consumers around the world to keep costs down
and provide financial flexibility to businesses and
households facing reduced income and uncertain
prospects. Con Edison is one example. In March
the utility announced its 2020 summer resilience
and energy-efficiency plan for the state of New
York, accompanied by an investment of $1.3 billion
in its electric delivery systems, to keep service
reliable during COVID-19.27 In most cases, the digital
readiness of utilities has come in handy. Those
that were best prepared for remote operations
and working have discovered—often contrary
to management expectations—that a significant
proportion of their activity could be delivered
remotely, and just as efficiently.

greater operational efficiency, including:
•

Creating the network of the future (avoid congestion,
accommodate DER at scale) and networks that
require real-time control towers, the internet of
things (IoT) and advanced analytics, to make the
appropriate decisions and capture value.

•

Acceleration of the modernization and digitalization
of power-generation operations, such as conditionbased asset maintenance and the creation of digital
control centers to support real-time monitoring
of operations.

•

New capabilities to hedge retail operations against
credit risks.

•

Commercial asset optimization to meet portfolio and
system-balancing needs.

•

Increasing grid flexibility—finding more DER
customers is counterproductive, unless the grid
can handle such traffic. A flexible grid, including
the appropriate mix of demand response, smart EV
charging and behind-the-meter storage—as well
as next-generation solutions including grid-scale
battery and hydrogen storage, that can support
reliability and resiliency, and promote the use of
green energy.

•

Reinforced services portfolio to address/support the
increasing and more complex demand of customers
for greener energy/greener solutions and increased
energy efficiency.

In doing so, however, utilities have stretched the
capabilities and endurance of their workers. Many
utilities have deferred maintenance and put off
needed capital projects. And some have slowed down
or postponed innovation related to more efficient
operations, increased energy efficiency and new
sources of clean energy.
With fuel costs down, to continue the business case for
renewables, utilities should invest in areas allowing for
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MOVING FORWARD WITH
ENERGY TRANSITION
The COVID-19 pandemic has inflicted terrible
challenges, cost many lives, disrupted much
everyday activity and brought economic hardship.
Health experts interviewed by Reuters have called
the pandemic virus a window into future
climate threats.28
The resulting downturn in economic activity during the
crisis has caused a significant decrease in CO2 levels in
the atmosphere, said to be the largest such drop since
World War II.29 While the 2008 global financial crisis also
led to CO2 reductions, this trend reversed as soon as the
economic recovery gained momentum.
This time, however, the outcome is expected to be
different. Greenhouse gas reductions resulting from a
pandemic and massive economic downturn are neither
sustainable nor desirable, but utilities—working in
concert with governments, consumers and their own
ecosystems of allies and partners—could help lead the
way to a future that combines economic growth with
the transition to clean energy sources.
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There are many factors that could make this possible.
These include the increased availability and competitive
pricing of renewables; the build-out of the transmission
infrastructure and flexible grids to support renewables;
and innovative technologies in areas ranging from
EVs to smart thermostats to sophisticated analytics
empowered by machine learning.
Most important of all, however, is the fact that
consumers as well as utilities agree on the importance
of clean energy and reinforced energy efficiency.
Working together, consumers, utilities and governments
can take significant steps forward in the transition to
an economy based on renewable and efficiently used
energy sources. This can benefit the environment, while
building a foundation for sustainable growth for utilities
in the future.

16

RESOURCES
1

“Tesla’s 10-year-old life in the bag,” CE Noticias
Financieras,” June 30, 2020, http://global.factiva.com.

2

“Solar, storage included in $1.5 trillion Moving Forward
Act introduced in House,” Awareness Times, June 24,
2020, http://global.factiva.com.

3 “Europe’s moment: Repair and prepare for the next
generation,” European Commission press release, May
27, 2020, https://ec.europa.eu.
4

Sustainable Recovery: World Energy Outlook Special
Report, International Energy Agency (IEA), Flagship
report— June 2020, www.iea.org.

5

“U.K. to spend $38 billion on restaurant discounts and
tax breaks as jobs crisis hits,” CNN, July 8, 2020, http://
global.factiva.com.

6

“France to inject almost $9 billion into ailing auto
industry,” CNN, May 26, 2020, http://global.factiva.
com.

7

“France launches plan to renovate homes and buildings
to curb energy waste,” Reuters News, April 26, 2018,
http://global.factiva.com.

8

“EC attaches green ambitions to EUR 1.85trn
coronavirus recovery plan,” Renewables Now, May 27,
2020, http://global.factiva.com.

9

“Evaluating the initial impact of COVID-19 containment
measures on economic activity,” OECD, updated June
10, 2020, https://www.oecd.org.

10

COVID-19 will permanently change consumer behavior,
April 2020, www.accenture.com.

11

“Coronavirus Won’t Stop US Solar Growth in 2020, But
Rooftop Installers Take Serious Hit,” Greentech Media,
June 11, 2020, http://global.factiva.com.

12

Wood Mackenzie Power & Renewables: U.S. Solar
Market Insight: Q2 2020, www.woodmac.com.

13

“As utilities tackle immediate COVID-19 impacts,
analysts stress the need to focus beyond the
pandemic,” Utility Dive, May 21, 2020, http://global.
factiva.com.

14

“World’s economists agree economic stimulus ought to
be green,” Oilsands Review, May 5, 2020, http://global.
factiva.com.

15

“France local elections: Green wave as
environmentalists win key cities,” Euronews, June 28,
2020, http://global.factiva.com.

16

“France local elections: Green wave as
environmentalists win key cities,” Euronews, June 28,
2020, http://global.factiva.com.

17

Accenture CNR Buyer Value Study 2020.

LEADING ENERGY TRANSITION IN TOUGH TIMES

How utilities can recharge energy customers for sustainable growth
through COVID-19 and beyond

18 “Tech giants power record surge in renewable energy
sales,” The Guardian, January 28, 2020, http://global.
factiva.com.
19 “From Reliability to Resilience: Confronting the
Challenges of Extreme Weather,” Accenture, May 2020,
www.accenture.com.
20 “The potential of renewable energy is endless
and offers many opportunities to support a
#GreenRecovery,” Antonio Cammisecra, CEO,
Enel Green Power, at the #EnelFocusOn live
webinar, https://twitter.com/enelgreenpower/
status/1280139057058758657.
21 “Today, we can turn the #COVID19 crisis into an
opportunity. By investing massively in #Energy and
ClimateTransition, we can fight the other great crisis
that lies ahead, #ClimateChange. @ENGIEgroup will be
there!” Jean-Pierre Clamadieu, Chairman of the Board
of Directors of ENGIE, https://twitter.com/jpclamadieu/
status/1269002172437598215.
22 “The potential of renewable energy is endless
and offers many opportunities to support a
#GreenRecovery,” Antonio Cammisecra, CEO,
Enel Green Power, at the #EnelFocusOn live
webinar, https://twitter.com/enelgreenpower
status/1280139057058758657.
23 “Germany gives energy transition some extra boost
with economic stimulus programme,” Renewables Now,
June 4, 2020, http://global.factiva.com.
24 “Covid-19 weekly round-up: Residential systems in
Italy will get a 110% tax rebate and U.K. consumers are
being paid to turn appliances on as coronavirus turns
the energy world upside down,” PV Magazine, May
28, 2020; “Austria doubles financial support for solar
rebates,” PV Magazine, June 23, 2020; “Spain pushes
clean energy decree to speed renewable rollout,”
Reuters, June 23, 2020, http://global.factiva.com.
25

“California Cuts Environment, Climate Programs Due to
Virus’ Economic Hit,” Inside EPA Weekly Report, May 14,
2020, http://global.factiva.com.

26

“Coronavirus Won’t Stop US Solar Growth in 2020, But
Rooftop Installers Take Serious Hit,” Greentech Media,
June 11, 2020, http://global.factiva.com.

27 “ConEd announces $1.3 billion New York summer
pandemic resilience plan,” Smart Energy International,
May 25, 2020, http://global.factiva.com.
28 “Italy records lowest daily increase in Covid-19 deaths
in a week – as it happened,” The Guardian, April 2,
2020, http://global.factiva.com.
29 “Good News: Global CO2 Emissions Plummet During
Covid-19 Lockdowns. But for How Long?” Forbes.com,
May 19, 2020, http://global.factiva.com.

17

HELP FOR ALL
To help our clients navigate both the human and business impact of Covid-19, we’ve created a hub of all of our
latest thinking on a variety of topics. Each topic highlights specific actions which can be taken now, and what to
consider next as industries move towards a new normal. From leadership essentials to facilitating productivity for your
employees and customer service groups to building supply chain resilience and much more, our hub will be constantly
updated. Check back regularly for more insights.
Visit the hub at www.accenture.com/us-en/about/company/coronavirus-business-economic-impact

ABOUT ACCENTURE
Accenture is a leading global professional services company, providing a broad range of services in strategy and
consulting, interactive, technology and operations, with digital capabilities across all of these services. We combine
unmatched experience and specialized capabilities across more than 40 industries - powered by the world’s largest
network of Advanced Technology and Intelligent Operations centers. With 509,000 people serving clients in more than
120 countries, Accenture brings continuous innovation to help clients improve their performance and create lasting
value across their enterprises.
Visit us at www.accenture.com

ABOUT ACCENTURE RESEARCH
Accenture Research shapes trends and creates data-driven insights about the most pressing issues global
organizations face. Combining the power of innovative research techniques with a deep understanding of our clients’
industries, our team of 300 researchers and analysts spans 20 countries and publishes hundreds of reports, articles
and points of view every year. Our thought-provoking research—supported by proprietary data and partnerships with
leading organizations, such as MIT and Harvard—guides our innovations and allows us to transform theories and fresh
ideas into real-world solutions for our clients.
Visit us at www.accenture.com/research

EXECUTIVE SPONSORS
Bruno Berthon: Accenture Strategy Utilities Global Lead
Stephanie Jamison: Accenture Utilities Global Lead

CONTRIBUTORS
Melissa Stark: Global Renewables Lead for Utilities
Wytse Kaastra: Global lead for Energy Retail and Customer
Services/Accenture Utilities Europe Lead
Ana Mundim: Offering Development Principal Director
Clémence Knaébel: Resources Business Strategy Manager
Lasse Kari: Research Lead/Utilities Research Senior Principal
Michelle Ganchinho: Research Manager
Gargi Chakrabarty: Research Manager
Saad Tazi: Research Analyst

DISCLAIMER
This document is intended for general informational purposes only and does not take into account the reader’s specific
circumstances and may not reflect the most current developments. Accenture disclaims, to the fullest extent permitted
by applicable law, any and all liability for the accuracy and completeness of the information in this presentation and
for any acts or omissions made based on such information. Accenture does not provide legal, regulatory, audit, or tax
advice. Readers are responsible for obtaining such advice from their own legal counsel or other
licensed professionals.
This document makes descriptive reference to trademarks that may be owned by others. The use of such trademarks
herein is not an assertion of ownership of such trademarks by Accenture and is not intended to represent or imply the
existence of an association between Accenture and the lawful owners of such trademarks.
Copyright © 2020 Accenture. All rights reserved. Accenture and its logo are registered trademarks.

