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ABSTRACT 

Canadian electric power utilities struggle to engage and motivate citizens to adopt 

sustainable, power consumption behavior and meet energy reduction targets. Social media 

provides a new communication tool between customers and businesses, which may in turn 

play a fundamental role in facilitating customer engagement. As social media plays an 

increasingly influential role in the life of users, utilities are seeking to be more active in 

these forums. While there are many studies about consumer behavior change, there are 

only a few directed to electric power utilities. Moreover, there is little research that 

integrates psychological frameworks to understand how electric power utilities use 

Facebook to shape customer behavior. In this study, I examined Canadian and American 

electrical power utility usage of Facebook practices to understand their approach to shaping 

customer behavior through this online platform. I collected data from electrical utilities’ 

Facebook pages and their online documents to address the research objective. Canadian 

and American utilities were considered as a suitable research context for their geographic, 

legal, and cultural continuity, and similarities within the climate change challenges. My 

analysis indicates that although Facebook has a great number of users and participation, 

the rate of engagement by electric power utilities is low. I also consider in this thesis the 

requirements for greater planning and action to increase user engagement.  
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Introduction 

Climate change challenges have lead Canadians, their governments and utilities to 

consider how they can reduce their personal, federal, provincial, civic and organizational 

carbon footprints. As the largest per-capita energy producer and consumer in the world 

(Natural Resources Canada, 2019), Canada announced a target in 2015 to reduce the 

greenhouse gas (GHG) by 30% by 2030 (Canada, 2016; Hamit-Haggar, 2012; McDiarmid, 

2015; Pischke et al., 2019; The Paris Agreement | UNFCCC, n.d.; Wadström et al., 2019). 

Canadians’ household energy use accounts for a large percentage of this consumption. 

Canadian households consume almost 591 (PJ), which is equivalent to one-third of total 

energy use in Canada (Natural Resources Canada, 2019).  

In this thesis, a sample of Canadian power utilities and two international utilities 

are used to gather data through their Facebook page practices over a one-year period. In 

addition, I also conducted semi-structured interviews with utility social media and demand 

side-management employees. The information was used to describe the utilities’ approach 

to enhance their customer engagement on social media in order to shape customers’ energy 

consumption behavior, in particular to shape customers’ behavior through online 

interactions. Also, I examined the use of Facebook practices to reduce energy usage. 

My analysis focuses on the interaction between Facebook users and Canadian or 

American power utilities. I chose to analyze Facebook as it is among the most widespread 

platforms (Agostino & Arnaboldi, 2016; Cosenza, 2021; Young et al., 2017). As well, 

while there are many studies about consumer behavior change in energy industries 

(Chaiklin, 2011; Manning, 2009; Pothitou et al., 2016; Sanne & Wiese, 2018; Smith et al., 
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2008; Weber, 2015; Young et al., 2017), there are very few studies directed to the utilities’ 

social media activities with a focus on Canada (Elefant, 2011; Hogan, 2008). Moreover, 

there is not little research that integrates psychological frameworks in the analysis of 

consumer behaviour change. The general approach to changing behaviour within electric 

power utilities consists of programs to collect data, monitor behaviour and deliver 

interventions, such as energy efficiency programs (Busalim et al., 2021; Fogg & Hreha, 

2010; Kok et al., 2016; Michie et al., 2011; Young et al., 2010). Before digital media, 

utilities reached out to their customers through costly marketing tactics such as use of 

helplines, cold calls and billboards. These were designed to respond to customers’ queries 

related to energy bills, blackouts, etc. Although these marketing approaches are not 

completely gone, they usually resulted in limited customer engagement and did not drive 

customer engagement (Panos Panagiotopoulos et al., 2015). The tremendous exposure of 

Web 2.0 and social media has changed communications not only between individuals, but 

also between consumers and businesses (Bonsón et al., 2017; Gesuele, 2016; Giacomini, 

2019). Businesses were often limited to their geographic area and challenged to reach out 

to customers through phone calls or expensive travel (Dentzel, n.d.). Digital marketing has 

become an additional tool alongside traditional marketing, such as mobile text messaging, 

mainstream media, and printed advertisements (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; Stone, 2010). 

Each social media platform attracts a different segment of users. To apply contemporary 

social media practices, utilities should be increasingly active where their customers are 

present, and utilizing social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, 

LinkedIn, and YouTube to interact with residents. The use of these platforms is changing 

the relationship between utilities and the public from having monologue and ‘mono 
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exchange of information’ to having dialogue and ‘many-to-many communication 

exchanges’ (Agostino et al., 2017; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).  

In this study I focus on Facebook because it is the most used social media platform 

in Canada and the most used by NB power customers. In Canada “83% of online Canadian 

adults report having a Facebook account, followed by messaging apps (65%), YouTube 

(64%), and Instagram (51%).” (Gruzd & Mai, 2020). Of NB Power customers (335,513), 

8.3% are following their Facebook page (27,900 Facebook followers), versus 21,900 

subscribers on Twitter (6.5%), 472 subscribers on YouTube (0.14%), and 2,299 followers 

on Instagram (0.68%). 

Consumer engagement is challenging for utilities in terms of contributing to the 

motivation of individuals to adopt sustainable behavior and meet energy reduction targets 

with successful and persistent programs (Annala et al., 2013; Bigerna et al., 2016; Gadenne 

et al., 2011). Residential customers find it difficult to make time to choose a suitable 

program that can manage their energy usage to be more sustainable. They expect to receive 

a considerable amount of savings in the short-term period rather than the long-term; 

otherwise, they assume that it is not worth it (Costello, 2017). One approach to persuade 

customers to be more engaged in the energy saving programs is to change utilities from 

being an energy provider to an energy advisor for customers. The underlying rationale is 

that customers prefer to be a part of the business rather than being a client that is monitored 

and tracked by utilities (Moreno-Munoz et al., 2016). 

Utilities have designed a variety of programs for customers to provide information, 

financial assistance and increase employee engagement to encourage customers to reduce 

energy consumptions. An overview of commonly deployed programs is shown in Table 1.  
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As an example, Hydro One provides financial assistance for residential customers to buy 

new efficient equipment for their homes to manage their energy usage. This in turn is 

expected to result in lower energy usage. Also, they have provided some energy-saving 

tips in order to save energy and money. They believe that “even the smallest effort can 

have a big impact”.  As mentioned on their website, 62% of the bills account for space 

heating, 19% for water heating, 13% for appliances, 4% for lighting, and 2% for space 

cooling. Tips include upgrading the lighting to LED bulbs, 75-90% more energy efficient 

than traditional lightings, as well as covering the source of air leaks with pre-cut foam 

gaskets, etc. (Hydro One, 2018). 

Table 1- Utilities' Residential Programs 

Programs Goals Reference 

Financial Assistance 

To manage home energy usage 

and upgrade inefficient electrical 

equipment with higher efficiency 

equipment 

(Hydro One, 2018) 

Employee engagement 

program 

To change/influence human 

behaviour as it relates to an 

individual’s carbon footprint and 

ways to reduce it 

(Banninga et al., 

2019) 

Tips and Tools 
To save money and reduce 

energy use 
(Hydro One, n.d.) 

Educating Employees 

Help reduce climate change 

through multiple initiatives and 

programs 

(Hydro One, 2018) 

Educate students from a 

young age 

Education to inform sustainable 

behaviour 
(NB Power, 2017) 

Advanced Metering 

Infrastructure (AMI) 

AMI is a modern, proven 

technology that enables two-way 

communication between the 

customer’s meter (a "smart 

meter") and the utility over a 

secure wireless network 

(NB Power, 2019) 

Electric Vehicles Saving energy and reducing costs (NB Power, n.d.) 
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Energy Efficiency Retrofit 

Program 

To reduce electricity bills 

through renovations to the 

thermal envelope and basic 

energy efficiency measures 

(Hydro Québec, 

n.d.) 

 

Although customers have access to more services and energy use programs, utilities 

are continually searching other industries for new practices to engage customers (“How 

Utilities Are Optimizing Consumer Engagement Today,” 2019). Nowadays, customer 

engagement has gained a new meaning with the widespread use of the Internet. Customers 

are key players in the energy market and motivating them to change their energy behaviour 

is socially, psychologically, and culturally a big challenge for utilities. One approach to 

enhance customer engagement is to become obsessed with the customers, their data, and 

identifying the customers’ needs (Strother, 2018). 

Although 77% of users in Canada are using social media (Gruzd & Mai, 2020), this 

does not mean that Facebook follower numbers will support engagement (Agostino & 

Arnaboldi, 2016).  On the many utilities’ Facebook pages, the flow of the information is 

one way. For instance, they keep customers informed about tips to reduce energy 

consumption, safety tips, and severe weather. As well, many utilities find it difficult to 

move fast enough and adapt to new digital practices and techniques (Sampathkumar, 2019). 

Among industry groups, utilities have the lowest digital customer experience and they lag 

behind in this field due to the fact that they are not as active on their social media as other 

industries such as retailers (J. D. Power, 2018). Moreover, many public sectors have the 

wrong assumption that simply using social media means having customer engagement 

(OECD, 2009). There is also scant research on digital marketing approaches for power 

utilities (Agostino & Arnaboldi, 2016; Giacomini et al., 2020) 
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In contrast to utilities that are not very engaged with customers on social media, 

social media practices are changing among leading commercial and industrial sectors. 

There are now several studies about the growing use of social media in these areas 

(Agostino et al., 2017; Agostino & Arnaboldi, 2016; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; Feeney 

& Welch, 2012; Giacomini et al., 2020). As an example, Agostino and Arnaboldi explained 

that social media is now used as a tool to interact with citizens. To understand its usage, 

they developed a social media engagement matrix and applied it to the Facebook page of 

the Administrations of Italian city which will be explained in the following section 

(Agostino & Arnaboldi, 2016).  

Gangale et al. (2013) explained in their research that marketing projects usually 

have two main objects: “gaining a deeper knowledge of customer behavior (observing and 

understanding the consumer) and motivating and empowering consumers to become active 

energy customers (engaging the consumer)” (Gangale et al., 2013, p622). In this new 

marketing era in which engaging customers is a key element, social media is an important 

tool to be used to influence customer behavior (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; Fejzagic, 

n.d.; Young et al., 2017). Social media provides a greater reach to customers, resulting in 

enhancement of customer service, customer engagement, and improving the value of the 

organization. As Kaplan and Haenlein mentioned, “social media allow firms to engage in 

timely and direct end-consumer contact at relatively low cost and higher levels of 

efficiency than can be achieved with more traditional communication tools.” (p67).  
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Theoretical background 

Unsustainable energy usage behavior has contributed to rising GHG emissions and 

climate change. Direct and indirect forms of human consumption account for two-thirds of 

global emissions (Williamson et al., 2018). To address these challenges, large-scale 

changes are needed to daily life in all areas of energy usage (Hargreaves, 2011). Customers 

are key players in the energy sector and motivating them to change their usage behaviour 

to be more sustainable is an important element of any systemic climate change strategy 

(Huebner et al., 2013). “Social systems, economic systems, energy technology, personal 

and collective energy use, and consumption habits” are required to take actions and have 

more sustainable choices (Weber, 2015, p561). Some of the solutions to mitigate climate 

change include engaging the residential sector in changing behavioral patterns and 

consumption practices that are routines of daily life (Williamson et al., 2018). 

Theory of planned behavior 

The theory of planned behaviour is a well-known behaviour framework that has 

been used to predict individuals’ behaviour and intentions based on recognition of 

important causal factors. (Al-Debei et al., 2013; Armitage, 2005).  This theory developed 

as an extension of the theory of reasoned action. It is argued (Ajzen, 1991) that intention 

to do behavior is an outcome of attitudes toward the behaviour, perceived social pressure 

toward the norm (subjective norms), and evaluation of an individual’s ability to perform 

the behavior (perceived behavioral control). 

The theory of planned behavior (TPB) has been used effectively to shape 

environmentally friendly behaviors such as energy use (Bang et al., 2000; Fielding et al., 
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2008; Harland et al., 1999; Nolan et al., 2008), recycling (Boldero, 1995; Cheung et al., 

1999; Taylor & Todd, 1995), installation of sustainable agricultural practices (Beedell & 

Rehman, 1999; Carr & Tait, 1991; Fielding et al., 2005, 2008), organic food consumption 

(Yazdanpanah & Forouzani, 2015), water conservation (Harland et al., 1999; Kantola et 

al., 1982), and health behaviors (Duncan et al., 2012; Karimi‐Shahanjarini et al., 2012; 

Louis et al., 2007). Moreover, different studies have successfully applied TPB as a 

framework in the context of organic food purchase (Yazdanpanah & Forouzani, 2015), 

household food waste reduction (Graham-Rowe et al., 2015), intention towards purchasing 

halal food products (Bashir & Bayat, 2020), recycling intention and self-reported 

ecological behaviour (Passafaro et al., 2019), environmental behavioral intentions in a 

workplace setting (Greaves et al., 2013), and to predict and explain public transportation 

use (Heath & Gifford, 2002). The TPB has been also used to examine predictors of 

environmental activism (Fielding et al., 2008; Hinkle et al., 1996; Kelly & Breinlinger, 

1995), social-responsibility behaviour like energy conservation (Nolan et al., 2008), 

motives for charity donations (Knowles et al., 2012), among other behaviours (Armitage 

& Conner, 2001; Chudry et al., 2011; Manning, 2009; McLachlan & Hagger, 2011). Also, 

researchers have used the TPB as a conceptual framework to examine customers’ behavior 

(Armitage, 2005; Smith et al., 2008). Recently, they used this framework to measure 

partner-monitoring behavior on Facebook (Darvell et al., 2011), online behaviors among 

college students (Cameron, 2010), online privacy protection (Yao & Linz, 2008; Yousafzai 

et al., 2010), and online stock trading (Lee, 2009). 

Sanne and Wise determined in their research that the TPB can predict customer 

engagement (or not) using Facebook advertisements. The results showed that if customers 
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have a positive attitude towards Facebook advertising, they are more likely to modify their 

behaviour (subjective norm), and consequently they are more likely to engage on the posts. 

Moreover, researchers have discovered that the stronger the customers’ expectation that 

they are free to engage or not with the post (perceived behavioral control) and the greater 

motivation to engage (intention), the more likely they are to like, share, or comment (Sanne 

& Wiese, 2018). In the study of Al-Debei et al. (2013), they expanded the TPB through the 

inclusion of the perceived value construct and used the expanded theory to figure out what 

makes the users decide whether to continue their engagement on Facebook or not. Their 

findings showed that attitude, subjective norm, perceived behavioral control, and perceived 

value all have a significant impact on the intention of the continuance users’ engagement. 

As an example, customers’ perceived value, which has the highest effect on continuous 

engagement intention, is defined as users’ opinion of the businesses’ services or products. 

This is an important factor for customers in order to have continuous interaction on 

Facebook. In brief, users will not risk spending time on a Facebook page if they are not 

sure about the “benefits” and “value” of the Facebook page for them. In other words, the 

continuous participation of the customers on Facebook is based on the “cost-benefit” 

paradigm (Al-Debei et al., 2013). 

Social Practice Theory 

Social practice theory, in contrast to TPB, focuses on the social shaping of individual 

habits, preferences, and behaviours (Holtz, 2014). The pattern of individuals’ energy 

consumption reflects what are generally unnoticeable routines and habits (Shove, 2003). 

Social practice theory focuses on “doing” different social practices (Dunlap et al., 2001). 
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In this theory, individuals are removed from the center of analysis and they become 

“carriers” of social practices (Reckwitz, 2002), undertaking the different tasks and 

exercises that the practice needs (Hargreaves, 2011). This theory has been applied to the 

consumption and sustainability research (Sahakian & Wilhite, 2014) and it considers 

“practices” as the smallest unit of analysis (Reckwitz, 2002). 

Several social practice theory studies focus on routinized behaviors, such as showering 

(Browne et al., 2014), washing clothes (Gram-Hanssen, 2008; E. Shove, 2003) and line 

drying (Darnton et al., 2011; Hess et al., 2018).  A study by Gram-Hanssen (2010) showed 

how daily routines contribute to residential energy usage behaviour. In another, Crosbie 

and Guy (2008) examined the effect of changing household lighting practices on household 

energy consumption. Brown and Walker (2008) analyzed how daily life habits and routines 

develop a need for cooling in elderly households in the UK. 

As Warde (2005) mentioned in his research, energy is consumed not for itself, but 

for completing a social practice such as showering, watching TV, etc. In a daily life routine, 

every practice, such as cooking, relies on the availability of energy resources. 

Understanding routinized behaviors and the social meaning of practices help utilities to 

design programs to reduce residential energy consumption (Gram-Hanssen, 2010; 

Hargreaves, 2011; Hess et al., 2018; Smale et al., 2017). 

Individuals can analyze, improvise, and adjust to the new social situation and they 

are not always recklessly repeating “pre-formatted” practices (Davidson & Gross, 2018; 

Elizabeth Shove et al., 2012; Warde, 2005). Considering that individuals perform different 

practices in their daily routines, individuals can have an effect on one another, and there 

may be changes or improvements in similar practices (Sahakian & Wilhite, 2014). Wilhite 
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(2010) has explained that the development of practices relies on the information that is 

exchanged between individuals (bodies and minds), objects and, “culturally grounded 

social structures”. Carrying out social practices in group activities such as watching or 

streaming TV with family or friends, hosting communal dinners, bathing together, etc. as 

Shove, Pantzar, and Watson (2012) underline, may have potential outcomes like “mutual 

adaptation”, “destructions”, “synergy”, or progressive changes (Davidson & Gross, 2018; 

Shove et al., 2012). Social practices such as electronic vehicle ride-sharing will result in 

saving more energy and it will reduce household energy consumption more than individual 

practices like turning off the light, knowing some energy saving tips or cooking for 

yourself. Also, as Bitter et al. (2014) mentioned, practices that citizens do in their daily life 

through interacting with their family members or friends have a positive impact on 

customer engagement behaviour. 

This theory is used in this study to categorize the pro-environmental posts of the 

utilities in two sections: individual practices and social practices, both of which are done 

in daily life through interaction with family members or friends. Given the imagination and 

effort required to create and shape new social practices, I hypothesize that the utilities in 

the study place little emphasis on this objective. This finding would be consistent with 

utility energy efficiency and demand side management program focus on understanding 

consumer behaviour, i.e. existing social practices, and seeking to develop new products 

and services that address both utility missions and customer needs, versus seeking to shape 

new customer practices. 
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Facebook 

Social media can play a fundamental role in facilitating customer engagement. 

Most citizens/customers use social media for many purposes such as information resources, 

rating the companies' actions, and sharing their comments (Etter et al., 2018; Giacomini et 

al., 2020). Facebook is a platform that is a powerful lead generation tool that can help 

utilities not only maintain existing customers, but also reach a new target audience. One of 

the most important Facebook uses for enhancing customer engagement is the provision of 

content that encourages users to take action (Lorraine, 2020). Concurrently, customers use 

social media to get information, evaluate the utilities’ actions, and share their comments 

(Etter et al., 2018). After analyzing a sample of Italian public utilities, Giacomini et al. 

(2020) found that use of Facebook by public utilities to disclosure environmental issues is 

still at an early stage; however, it is increasing steadily. Facebook and social media have 

been researched from various perspectives, such as users’ characteristics (Bhattacharyya et 

al., 2011; Hargittai, 2017; Karl et al., 2010), structure of the network (Caci et al., 2012), 

social networks (Kostakos & Venkatanathan, 2010; Nazir et al., 2008), motivations for use 

(Joinson, 2008; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008), identity management and self-

presentation (Labrecque et al., 2011; Zhao et al., 2008), privacy and information disclosure 

(Debatin et al., 2009; Krasnova et al., 2009), and usage patterns of social media (Golder et 

al., 2007; Lampe et al., 2006). 

With a general lack of understanding of what tends to attract customers to digital media 

and how customer effect and behaviors are shaped by their use, marketers will not be able 

to take advantage of many benefits of Facebook (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). Bellucci and 

Giacomo (2017) analyzed online interactions through Facebook to engage organizational 
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customers. They provided details on which kind of information large businesses are willing 

to disclose on Facebook and evaluated the level and type of interaction between 

foundations and users. They found the most common posts on Facebook pages are about 

the organization and its activities, information that includes news concerning economic, 

environmental, social, or political topics which tend to have the highest absolute and 

average likes and shares. However, posts that provide two-way communications tend to 

have a higher amount of likes and comments. Also, users often react to the business and 

other users’ comments and opinions which result in better engagement. As an example, 

asking questions on Facebook posts is one approach to encourage customers interact with 

posts (Figure 1) (Bellucci & Manetti, 2017; Hydro-Québec | Facebook, n.d.).  

 

Figure 1- Hydro Quebec customer engagement 
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Posting a general statement of facts will not, in contrast, engage customers.  Figure 2, 

for instance, provides an example of a low customer engagement post on an NB Power 

Facebook page vs. a high customer engagement in the Hydro One Facebook page. In the 

posts, the rate of engagement rate per follower is 85% for Hydro One and 0.04% for NB 

power, which were measured by sum of the likes, comments, and shares divided by the 

number of followers. To get more shares and engagement, Hydro One encouraged 

followers to take actions by sharing the post, which resulted in more visibility in the news 

feed of Facebook. Alternatively, NB Power just informed customers by providing a link to 
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get energy efficient tips and save money, and they did not encourage their customer to 

participate in any actions.  

 

 

The word “engagement” has become a catchphrase that both researchers and 

scholars find difficult to articulate (Calder et al., 2009). Some describe “engagement” as 

how customers view the platform or a cognitive and efficient commitment to an active 

relationship with businesses on a digital platform (Rangeley & Mollen, 2012). Others see 

engagement as a psychological model or behavioral reaction (Bowden, 2009). In this study, 

engagement is defined as a behavioral response to a Facebook post. It can be calculated in 

different ways such as “liking” the post (Curran et al., 2011; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013), 

Figure 2-Low Vs. High Customer Engagement on Utilities' Facebook Pages 
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“sharing” it on users’ personal profile, and “commenting” which enables customers to 

show their opinions (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; Logan, 2014). Agostino and Arnaboldi 

(2016) considered the one-way communication between the public sector and citizens as 

“public communication” and they measured the rate of engagement of public 

communications as [(number of likes)/(number of posts)/number of followers]. In addition, 

they considered the two-way communication as “public participation” and measured their 

engagement rate as [(number of comments)/(number of posts)/number of followers]. The 

measurements of public communication and public participation engagement rates may 

also be limited to the number of likes or comments. In yet another approach, Curren et. Al 

(2011), Cvijikj and Michahelles (2013), Logan (2014), and other researchers have defined 

engagement as the total number of likes, comments, and shares arising from 

customers’/citizens’ interaction on Facebook page posts. In this study I follow Sanne and 

Wiese (2018) in defining the engagement rate as the total number of likes, comments, and 

shares of each post divided by the number of Facebook followers of each utilities’ page.  

Table 2 presents the conceptual framework of this study. It distinguishes between 

types of businesses in terms of their capacity to attract followers and engage customers. 

The vertical axis presents the number of followers divided by the number of customers of 

each utility. It is divided by the number of customers so as to make for a fair comparison 

of different sized utilities, with highly varying numbers of customers. The data regarding 

the number of customers was gathered from utilities’ annual report or their website page. 

The horizontal axis presents the engagement as defined in the previous paragraph. 

Each of the quadrants is labeled in Table 2 in terms of a combination of engagement 

rate per follower and their number of Facebook followers divided by the number of 
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customers. The lower-left quadrant presents the “late adopter” quadrant. Utilities in this 

quadrant are among the lowest-performing in terms of engagement and number of 

followers, with the lowest number of pro-environmental posts and interactions with their 

customers (Giacomini et al., 2020; Hodis et al., 2015; J. D. Power, 2018). On the top left 

is the “informer” quadrant. In this quadrant, utilities have high numbers of followers and 

employ traditional tactics to deliver messages to users on pro-environmental behaviour, 

resulting in message delivery, but little engagement with followers (Bellucci & Manetti, 

2017; Etter et al., 2018; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). In the “group chat” quadrant, utilities 

have high engagement, but few followers. This is analogous with group chats among 

friends or family members, with highly engaged discussion groups, but a relatively small 

number of participants. On the top right of this framework is the “leader” quadrant. Leaders 

attract many customers and have active interaction on the published posts. 
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Corporate social media leaders engage their followers through a number of 

practices. Quebec Hydro uses humour to engage with their customers. Others run contests 

to increase interaction with customers (Lincoln, 2018). As an example, in December 2020, 

BC Hydro started a “Holidays BC Hydro” campaign. They had a different quiz about 

energy saving tips with everyday giveaways in December which led to better engagement 

in this type of post (Figure 3). (Although running an online contest helps organizations to 

grow their followers, one of the interviewers mentioned that not all the residential 

customers feel good about the contents on public utilities’ social media – on the assumption 

that their payments to their utility is being used to buy a reward for someone else.) Another 

approach that Sanne and Wiese (2018) suggested in their research is concentrated on 

Table 2- Engagement Matrix 
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influencing attitudes and subjective norms to enhance customer engagement on the 

Facebook platform. 

 

  

Figure 3- BC Hydro Facebook Contest 
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Research Method 

This research applied both a qualitative (Saldana, 2015) and quantitative approach 

to examine the electrical power utilities usage of Facebook to shape their customers’ 

behaviour. The purpose of this study is to examine how electrical power utilities seek to 

shape residential customer behaviour, what behaviour they seek to change, and what level 

of engagement results from their efforts. The data is from the year 2020 and was gathered 

and analyzed in 2021 from utilities’ Facebook pages and semi-structured interviews.  

The cycle coding method was used in this research (Saldana, 2015). In the first 

cycle, data that was gathered from the Facebook pages and was categorized by theme. The 

categorization was based on how similar or different behavioral change posts were to pro-

environmental behaviour (Gibson & Brown, 2009; Saldana, 2015). As an example, tips 

about how to do laundry and save more energy and money is considered as a pro-

environmental behaviour and contents about the outages or weather are not considered as 

pro-environmental posts. 

In this study two frameworks, the theory of planned behaviour and social practice 

theory, were used to understand “shaping customer behaviour” (Ajzen, 1991). The TPB 

was used to shape environmentally friendly behaviour such as energy use (Bang et al., 

2000; Fielding et al., 2008; Harland et al., 1999; Nolan et al., 2008). It was also to identify 

environmentally friendly behaviour published on utilities’ Facebook page, such as saving 

energy (Nolan et al., 2008). Social practice theory focuses on the pro-environmental 

patterns of energy consumption habits to change practices and to make them more 

sustainable (Southerton et al., 2004). As an example (Figure 4), BC Hydro created a post 

to show the most efficient way to binge-watch a favorite show. It provided a list of popular 
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TV series along with days it would take to watch them at a three-hours-a-night. The 

“normal practice” in this case is watching TV. It is the center of analysis rather than the 

individual behaviour (Shove, 2003). BC Hydro’s post included tips on which device to use 

to save energy in streaming shows (How to Watch More and Use Less - BC Hydro Power 

Smart, n.d.). Also, it explained that the most efficient way to streaming through different 

devices. 

 

Figure 4-Example of Facebook Practice 

Using humor to provide energy saving tips is another strategy that some utilities 

have been using to get more engagement. As an example, the “Power Smart Movie 
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Awards” that categorized the best energy saving moments in different movies, provided 

saving tips which had slightly more engagement rather than regular tips posts (Figure 5). 

Figure 5- Facebook Practices 

The utilities’ Facebook posts were coded based on individual and social practices 

that result in shaping customer behaviour and consequently, reducing energy consumption 

(Saldana, 2015). These practices are shown in the below.  
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Table 3- Facebook Practices 

 Practices 

Individual 

Practices 

Appliances Energy Consumption 

Track Energy Consumption 

Electrical Vehicles 

Lighting Tips 

Educational/ Kids Activity 

Cooking Tips 

Doing Laundry 

Energy Saving Tips 

E-Bill 

Upgrade or Renovation- individual 

Smart Grid 

Smart Meter 

Home Batteries Storage 

Turning Down the Heat (Seasonal Energy Saving Tips) 

Social Practices 

Watching TV at the same time (Streaming) 

Hosting your very own energy efficient event 

Watch movies and save energy 

Bathing socially 

EV Ride sharing 

Virtual Celebration with family and friends 

Hosting roommates 

Hosting communal dinners 

 

All utility posts in 2020 that included customer behaviour change tips and practices 

were coded and categorized. For each utility, the number of posts related to each practice 

was recorded. The engagement rate of each post was measured by adding likes, comments, 

and shares of each post divided by the number of Facebook followers of each utilities’ page 

(Sanne & Wiese, 2018). 

The selected utilities are the following Canadian power utilities: Hydro Quebec, 

NB Power, BC Hydro, Sask Power, Nova Scotia Power, Ontario Power Generation, and 

ENMAX. They are considered as a suitable research context for their geographic, legal, 

and cultural continuity, and similarities within the climate change challenges. Moreover, 
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they seek to change customer behaviour through their Facebook posts due to the fact that 

they have pro-environmental posts on this online platform and they provide content which 

is related to energy behaviour usage. In addition, two utilities from the US, PG&E and 

National Grid, were included to provide a benchmark to understand the engagement rate 

relative to Canadian utilities. The pro-environmental posts of these nine utilities that were 

posted in the year 2020 were coded and categorized (Sovacool et al., 2018). 

The semi-structured interview questions were derived from the literature review. 

The basis for this guide was the overview of the theory of planned behavior and social 

practice theory. Interviews were conducted online, through Zoom or Microsoft Teams, 

with employees of the social media or demand side management departments of the 

utilities. First, interviewees were walked through the research objectives and then, they 

were directed to answer questions in a semi-structured interview guide. The questions 

aimed to prioritize utilities’ approach to shape customer behavior on Facebook and to 

understand their organization’s goal, strategies, and programs to engage customers on 

social media (specifically Facebook) and in demand side management programs. Also, the 

interviewers were questioned about the outcome of Facebook engagement on shaping 

customer behaviour, whether they include financial incentives in their posts, their plans for 

improving their social media and digital marketing strategies, and what practices they 

implemented to change social norms in power consumption.   
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Results 

To determine how power electric utilities seek to shape behaviour and what 

behaviour they seek to change on their Facebook page, data was gathered from the posts 

on the utilities’ social media platforms. Additional information was gathered from semi-

structured interviews with employees of the sampled utilities. The total number of public 

posts published in the year 2020 by the seven chosen utilities in Canada and two American 

utilities (314 posts) were coded. The cycle coding method was used in this research 

(Saldana, 2015) and they were visualized by tableau software. Then, it was analyzed to 

address the research questions.  

The theory of planned behaviour was used to identify environmentally friendly 

behaviour published on utilities’ Facebook page, such as saving energy (Nolan et al., 2008) 

or using electric vehicles. Social practice theory was used to distinguish the pro-

environmental behaviour posts on social media between individual practices and social 

practices which citizens do alone in their daily life or through interacting with their family 

members or friends (Bitter et al., 2014).  

Figure 6 reports the distribution of social and individual posts in the year 2020 on 

utilities’ Facebook pages. There were 6 social practices and 308 individual practices 

identified. The number of social practices represents about 2% of total posts (sum of the 

individual and social practices). BC Hydro and Hydro-Québec were the only utilities in 

this study that sought to change residential customers’ behaviour through social practices. 

They included suggestions such as streaming movies and watching them together, planning 
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a virtual celebration with family and friends, and hosting an energy-efficient event with 

family and friends (Table 2).  

 

 

Figure 7 is composed of three series: the first chart shows the number of behavioral 

change posts for each utility in the study. The second presents the rate of customer 

engagement per follower which is measured by the sum of the likes, shares, and comments 

divided by the number of Facebook followers. The last one (rate of engagement per 

follower percentage) shows the rate of engagement per behavioral change post. Although 

BC Hydro has a higher number of pro-environmental posts (97 posts) and is more active, 

  Figure 6- Individual Vs. Social Practices 
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it does not translate into a better engagement rate in comparison with Hydro Quebec (28 

posts), which has a better engagement per post and follower. 

 

 

Figure 7- Number of Pro-environmental Posts and Engagement Rate of Each Utility 

 

As is shown in Figure 8, BC Hydro used repetitive posts on their social media. For 

the laundry saving tips, they used the same picture within a week that resulted in lower 

engagement in the second post (BC Hydro | Facebook, n.d.). In other words, having more 

pro-environmental posts does not mean that they had more social or individual practices to 
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save more energy. They might have used more repetitive posts on their online platform. 

Therefore, measuring the engagement rate per post is not an appropriate approach for this 

research. 

Figure 9 presents the data collected in the context of the Engagement Matrix 

presented in Table 2. After gathering data from utilities’ Facebook page and calculating 

their engagement rate per follower, the percentages of the number of followers divided by 

customers were evaluated. Then, they were merged with the engagement matrix as is 

shown in Figure 9. In this figure, each utility is expressed in different colors. On the top 

right of the graph (leader quadrant), Hydro Quebec has the highest rate of total engagement 

(10.7%) with 208,910 followers and 4 million customers. On the other hand, in the bottom 

right of the figure, BC Hydro with 50,878 followers and 1,900,000 customers ranked 

second in terms of rate of engagement per follower and is located in the “group chat” 

Figure 8- BC Hydro Facebook Practices 
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quadrant. On the left bottom of the graph, Ontario Power Generation has the second-lowest 

rate of engagement (0.7%) after the National Grid (total engagement rate 0.5%). 

Comparing these two utilities in the “late adopter” quadrant shows that having more 

followers does not translate into having more engagement rate per follower. 

  

NB Power, located in the “informer” quadrant, has only 10 pro-environmental 

posts, 27,900 followers, and 335,513 customers with 2% rate of engagement. This quadrant 

does not realize the business value that other sectors achieved through engaging their 

customers on their online platforms (Al-Debei et al., 2013; Nolker & Zhou, 2005; 

Sampathkumar, 2019). They just provide information about outages, and some energy-

Figure 9- Engagement Rate Matrix for Utilities 
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saving tips without asking for customers’ feedback and interacting with the New 

Brunswickers. Likewise, National Grid and PG&E, with approximately 17,000 and 18,000 

followers respectively, are in this quadrant with engagement rates of less than 2%. Their 

focus is on sharing information and knowledge along with the content or infographics that 

have not proven to be especially engaging. Providing high engagement posts for a massive 

amount of followers is the most influential type of business. The “leader” quadrant presents 

utilities that are using best practices to provide pro-environmental information to change 

customer behavior which will result in low energy usage. As Sanne and Wiese (2018) 

argued in their research, the more positive attitudes towards Facebook posts, the more users 

are considered to encourage the behavior (subjective norms). As well, the stronger the 

customers’ expectation that they are free to engage or not with the post (perceived 

behavioral control), the greater motivation to engage (intention) and like, share, or 

comment on social media posts (Sanne & Wiese, 2018). In this quadrant, leaders are 

connected to their customers and are engaging them by ongoing efforts to have a positive 

impact on customer satisfaction. Using humor to provide information and entertain the 

users is one of the approaches to enhance engagement. As an example, Hydro Quebec has 

been using “Simon Gouache”, a well-known Comedian, to make funny videos to provide 
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energy-saving tips for customers which helps them to have better engagement on their 

Facebook page (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10- Using Humor on Facebook Page 
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Discussion 

The objective of this study was to see how Canadian power electric utilities seek to 

shape behavior and what behavior they seek to change on their Facebook pages. One way 

that power utilities seek to change customer behavior is through pro-environmental posts 

on their Facebook pages. The rate of engagement of the pro-environmental posts was 

measured. To calculate the rate of engagement, different approaches were used: 

engagement per post and engagement per followers. In the first approach (engagement per 

posts), the sum of the interactions - meaning the number of likes, comments, and shares of 

each Facebook post - was divided by the total number of posts concerning pro-

environmental behavior change in a year (Curran et al., 2011; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; 

Logan, 2014; Sanne & Wiese, 2018). I decided that this was not an appropriate approach 

in this study. The reason is that some of the utilities which had a small amount of the posts, 

as an example NB Power with 10 pro-environmental posts and 8% engagement per post, 

might have higher engagement rate per post in comparison with the utilities that had better 

practices and focused more on pro-environmental practices. Sask Power, for instance, had 

45 pro-environmental posts and 2% rate of engagement per post; however, the engagement 

rate per follower of Sask Power is higher than NB Power. Alternatively, the engagement 

rate in relation to the number of followers (the sum of the likes, comments, and shares 

divided by the number of followers) of each Facebook page was measured (Sanne & Wiese, 

2018). This research found that measuring engagement rate by the number of followers is 

a better approach because the engagement per post always distorts utilities that have a large 

number of followers and it works against small utilities with fewer followers. As an 

example, BC Hydro with 95 posts and 50,878 followers has an 8% of engagement per 
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follower and 40 engagements per post. On the other hand, Hydro Québec with 28 posts and 

about 208,000 followers, has a 795 rate of engagement per post and 11% engagement rate 

per follower. Considering different utilities with different amounts of residential 

customers, engagement per follower is a better measurement for this study given that the 

engagement per post works against small utilities with fewer followers.  

The results of this study demonstrated that power utilities are sharing pro-

environmental behaviour posts to reduce customer energy usage. Their focus is on 

individual practices such as energy saving tips about heating, doing laundry, cooking, etc. 

(Table 3). This highlights a missing dimension of behaviour change programs to reduce 

residential energy consumption. To address this gap means developing programs to reshape 

routinized behaviors and understand the social meaning of practices (Gram-Hanssen, 2010; 

Hargreaves, 2011; Hess et al., 2018; Smale et al., 2017). Among nine different utilities in 

this study, only two of them have used social practices to encourage customers to change 

their routinized behaviour.  

In terms of social media engagement, although Hydro Québec created their 

Facebook page in 2016, they have gained a considerable number of followers and 

engagement since then (Lau, 2019).Their strategy is to reach out to the younger generation 

by making Hydro Québec more human. In other words, they want to present their company 

more like a young individual by shifting their tone and to be closer to their customers. As 

an example, they reply to their customers on social media with humor (Figure 11) which 

has a major influence on their residential engagement behaviour (Busalim et al., 2021). As 

Hodis et al. mentioned in their study, reacting to different groups of customers is one of 

the keys to marketing coordination and brand development (Hodis et al., 2015). Also, 
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Hydro Quebec has been using “Simon Gouache”, a well-known Comedian, to make funny 

videos to provide energy-saving tips for customers which helps them to have better 

engagement on their Facebook page (Figure 11). 

 

  

In conclusion, the Canadian and American power utilities examined in this study 

lag behind other industries in terms of engagement of their customers through Facebook. 

Although they are sharing pro-environmental posts on this online platform, they have 

Figure 11- Hydro Quebec Humor Strategy 
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relatively small rates of customer engagement relative to other industries. Among 2,810 

pages for worldwide brands that were measured, the average rate of Facebook engagement 

rate per follower was 28.3%. In contrast, in this study the highest rate of engagement was 

11% (Hydro Quebec) (Rabo, 2019). They should consider changing their marketing 

strategy from being “energy supplier” to “energy service advisor” (Moreno-Munoz et al., 

2016). By changing their strategy from being information providers to making two-way 

communication with customers, they can help change their customer’s routinized habits to 

reduce energy consumption and make them more sustainable. Also, they should share more 

social practices to meet energy reduction and empowering customers to become active 

energy customers. 

Limitations and future work 

Several limitations are identified, which should be considered in future research. 

First, the study findings are limited to a small group of power electric utilities. Thus, further 

investigation could include all electric power utilities within national territories in the 

research design, including municipal utilities and distribution companies. Also, the 

framework used in this study can be applied the different types of industries such as health, 

food, education, etc that, like electric power utilities, operate in limited geographical 

territories. In addition, all the data from the Facebook pages were gathered through one 

year (2020). This period may be expanded to gather more data through two to five years. 

This will also allow for trend analysis over time, to examine how utility Facebook practices 

change (or do not change) over time. Moreover, a qualitative approach, such as 

interviewing customers, will extract new factors from the customers’ perspective. To sum 
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up, future research directions should include the study of progressive industries with a high 

rate of customer engagement and add other social media platforms within more periods of 

time and compare them to pro-environmental engagement in the electric power industry.  
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