National Laboratory
of the Rockies

Lessons Learned from the Energy to
Communities (E2C) Peer-Learning
Cohort on Engaging with Electric
Utilities for Successful Local
Partnerships

Paula Pérez, Jamie Cutlip-Gorman, Lauren Reichelt,
and Lis Blanco

The National Laboratory of the Rockies is a national Technical Report
laboratory of the U.S. Department of Energy, NLR/OT-7A40-99734
Office of Critical Minerals and Energy Innovation, June 2026

operated under Contract No. DE-AC36-08G028308.

This report is available at no cost from the National Laboratory
of the Rockies (NLR) at www.nlr.gov/publications.



o .
National Laboratory
i‘ of the Rockies

Lessons Learned from the Energy to
Communities (E2C) Peer-Learning
Cohort on Engaging with Electric
Utilities for Successful Local
Partnerships

Paula Pérez, Jamie Cutlip-Gorman, Lauren Reichelt,
and Lis Blanco

Suggested Citation

Pérez, Paula, Jamie Cutlip-Gorman, Lauren Reichelt, and Lis Blanco. 2026. Lessons
Learned from the Energy to Communities (E2C) Peer-Learning Cohort on Engaging with
Electric Utilities for Successful Local Partnerships. Golden, CO: National Laboratory of the
Rockies. NLR/OT-7A40-99734. https://www.nlr.gov/docs/fy260sti/99734.pdf.

The National Laboratory of the Rockies is a national Technical Report
laboratory of the U.S. Department of Energy, NLR/OT-7A40-99734
Office of Critical Minerals and Energy Innovation, June 2026

operated under Contract No. DE-AC36-08G028308.
P National Laboratory of the Rockies

15013 D West Park
This report is available at no cost from the National Laboratory Golden ecrgzrmoef arcway

of the Rockies (NLR) at www.nlr.gov/publications. 303-275-3000 « www.nlr.gov


https://www.nlr.gov/docs/fy26osti/99734.pdf

NOTICE

This work was authored by the National Laboratory of the Rockies for the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE),
operated under Contract No. DE-AC36-08G028308. Funding provided by the DOE’s Office of Energy Efficiency
and Renewable Energy, Energy Grid Integration Office. The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent
the views of the DOE or the U.S. Government.

This report is available at no cost from the National Laboratory
of the Rockies (NLR) at www.nlr.gov/publications.

U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) reports produced after 1991
and a growing number of pre-1991 documents are available

free via www.OSTI.gov.

Cover photo: Josh Bauer, National Laboratory of the Rockies 061725.

The National Laboratory of the Rockies prints on paper that contains recycled content.


http://www.nrel.gov/publications
http://www.osti.gov/

The National Laboratory of the Rockies (NLR) designed and led a six-month peer-learning cohort
from July through December 2025 on “Engaging With Electric Utilities for Successful Local
Partnerships” as part of the U.S. Department of Energy’s Energy to Communities
(www.nlr.gov/e2c) (E2C) program. Topics ranged from why it is valuable to partner with a utility,
to channels for engagement and utility programs, and finally planning next steps.
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Representatives from 15 local and regional governments from across the United States participated
in monthly workshops covering best practices for engaging with their utilities to advance their own
energy goals. This document shares key takeaways, lessons learned, and resources from the cohort
that may be useful to your local government, regional government, or Tribe.
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Local governments, regional governments, and Tribes around the United States seek to work
closely with their utilities to advance a broad range of energy priorities, such as infrastructure and
energy generation initiatives, energy resilience, outage response, and cost savings programs or
support for low-income residents. However, establishing valuable collaborative partnerships or
mutually beneficial communication channels can be time-consuming and confusing for staff who
are unaware of whom to talk to, how to align with utility priorities, and what opportunities exist for
collaboration.
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Most of our cohort participants experienced barriers such as not finding the right utility contact to
work with, not receiving a response, not getting buy-in on initiatives they were pursuing, and not
being able to obtain data from utilities. Participants were most interested in better engagement with
investor-owned utilities (IOUs), although other utility types such as municipal utilities and
cooperatives may pose similar challenges for successful engagement. The E2C cohort on
“Engaging With Electric Utilities for Successful Local Partnerships” focused on helping staff from
local and regional governments and Tribes address these challenges by discussing best practices
and tools to engage successfully with utilities. The following lessons and data resources arose from
the cohort and may be useful to your organization when facing similar challenges.

1. Build essential foundations by understanding how
utilities operate and by aligning your organization’s
and the utility’s priorities

If you build an understanding of the business considerations and constraints that drive your utility,

you are better prepared to find common ground between your own organization’s goals and those

of your utility. For almost any energy priority, this includes a foundational understanding of key
utility concepts such as the way the electric grid works from generation to transmission and
distribution, different utility governance models and what regulations they are subject to, planning

cycles, and avenues for stakeholder feedback. This lays the groundwork to understand utility
priorities such as grid reliability, resource planning, and cost recovery through rate cases.

Building on your understanding of how utilities operate, you can better identify your utility’s main
priorities and objectives, and how they align (or do not align) with your organization’s own
priorities to highlight key areas for collaboration. This will require clear definition of your own
organization’s priorities, as well as research into the utility’s priorities. The latter can often be
found on the utility’s website in source documents that contain information about that utility’s
strategic goals, power generation sources, customer program offerings, and grid investments.
Places to check may include the “about” or “history” section, annual reports, and strategic planning
documents. You can use this action plan template to support this initial research and planning.

2. Find the right utility contact to support your
organization’s goals—utilities are often siloed and
complex organizations

Large utilities can be complicated organizations, in which different departments might not
communicate often and individual staff are limited to specific roles and responsibilities (e.g.,
operations, customer service, program management roles). Understanding whom to talk to in your
utility for specific energy goals and needs can make the difference between stalled and productive
conversations. Start by researching the utility’s organizational structure on their website and
identifying if there are specific departments or roles you need to involve for an energy initiative.
Keep in mind that different staff members may not know each other or may have different internal
organizational goals.
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Another approach for finding the right contacts is to network with utility staff by attending events
the utility is also attending or by participating in community advisory boards. Although you may
not find the right contact immediately, creating a friendly rapport with initial utility contacts can
lead you to the right team or person. Other strategies include holding an informational interview or
inviting utility representatives to participate in initiatives led by your organization early in the
process. Building excitement and buy-in, even if your contact will not perform work directly
contributing to your goal, can also help reduce frictions and lead to partnerships.

Depending on your organization’s objectives for utility engagement, key roles within a utility to
consider for outreach include the following types of positions:

e Key Accounts Manager: Oversees high-volume commercial and industrial energy
accounts (including municipal operations) and maintains a strategic partnership with
facility managers. A key account manager can assist with goals pertaining to government
facilities—such as energy efficiency upgrades, energy resources, and interconnection for
technologies such as solar and battery energy storage systems.

¢ Government Affairs Liaison: Assists local planners, sustainability staff, and decision
makers with support of energy policy, plan development, and benchmarking. This role may
be combined with a community relations role or may be a separate role in larger utilities.

e Community Relations Manager: Cultivates relationships with the public and utility
customers. Often this role includes utility representation at community events and
sponsorships, and it may include other philanthropic activities at some utilities.

e Program Manager: Oversees and executes specific program offerings to utility customers
such as energy efficiency rebates, renewable energy subscriptions, or low-income services.

e Real Estate Manager: Negotiates land and easement acquisitions. Real estate staff often
coordinate with energy planners and engineers on utility infrastructure design to support
new land development and business expansions.

Cohort Participant Spotlight: City of Boston, Massachusetts

In support of the City of Boston’s Building Emissions Reduction and Disclosure Ordinance
(BERDO), the city took a proactive approach to align city priorities with utility activities and to
facilitate better coordination.

The utility, Eversource Energy, identified within their Electric Sector Modernization Plan the need
for approximately 2.2 GW of additional power within the next 5—15 years to support projected load
growth. This projection, however, did not consider impacts from the city’s recently approved
BERDO affecting large commercial buildings of more than 20,000 square feet or residential
buildings with 15 or more dwelling units.

In response, the city formed a consultant team to perform city-specific analysis identifying gaps in
the utility’s forecasted load demand, as well as to develop an energy vulnerability heat map of
potential distributed energy resource locations. These locations prioritized energy affordability,
reliability, and community-centered planning to meet city policy priorities. Finally, recognizing a
need for better coordination between the city and utility, the city established data collection
(spanning large-scale building permitting, smart utilities, city-owned parcels, and BERDO
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reporting data) and sharing protocols with Eversource to facilitate long-term infrastructure
planning between the two agencies.

3. Create partnerships and meaningful relationships
with other stakeholders to amplify your voice

Aside from engaging directly with a utility, other relationships can also help advance your
organization’s energy goals, especially when a utility is nonresponsive. Partnerships with other
organizations with similar energy goals, like community nonprofits and coalitions, or other local or
Tribal governments within the same utility service area, can amplify local influence while
leveraging combined funding, capacity, and expertise resources that may otherwise be limited.
Another opportunity is to engage with energy policy decision makers at the regional, state, or
federal level. This includes regional transmission organizations/independent system operators,
state energy offices, and state public utility and federal regulatory commissions. These agencies
typically offer opportunities to engage directly either formally (by intervening) or informally (by
submitting public comments) on important topics like utility resource plans, rate cases, and
programs that support affordability. These types of efforts may consume a great deal of time and
resources, so coordinating with other organizations and coalitions can be valuable for this type of
engagement. Read an example here of how 15 local governments in North Carolina came
together to learn about, evaluate, comment on, and formally intervene in their utility’s integrated
resource plan.

4. Advance your goals by engaging with utilities often
and early

Successful engagement with utilities can require that your organization maintain an ongoing
relationship with them. This includes periodic coordination and check-ins with different utility
departments, depending on your focus area and the appropriate utility operational area. Key to this
success is a strong awareness of utility strategic processes, planning and regulatory timelines, and
the type of information that is useful to utilities. Opportunities to influence utility decisions and/or
to gather utility input are best accommodated early in a policy or program design process,
especially if close coordination is desired during later implementation, benchmarking, and
evaluation stages.

For example, an organization may want to influence utility program offerings (e.g., energy
efficiency rebates, renewable energy, demand-side management, weatherization, or vehicle
electrification). Program design typically includes different phases with opportunities for
stakeholder input and program iteration. The phases generally include goal setting, program
context and eligibility, marketing and outreach, program implementation, and evaluation. Planning
horizons for IOU programs typically occur on a three-year cycle, with budgets determined on an
annual basis. Utility programs can end early within a given year if a program is fully subscribed
(i.e., targeted enrollment numbers are reached or if budgets run out).

Utility motivations for running programs vary and can span a desire to increase market share for
new technologies, change utility customer behaviors, reduce load demands, and delay new
infrastructure investments, or to comply with state or federal regulations. Traditional utility
program design and implementation often include the limitations listed in the following table.
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Although this may not be representative of all utilities, you can advance your organization’s energy
priorities by being well prepared to offer decision-makers information and strategies to address

common utility limitations.

By bringing grounded local insights and priorities into utility planning, funding, and evaluation
cycles, your organization can make utility programs more visible and align them with local goals.
For example, read more here about existing and novel opportunities for utility programs to drive

affordability in communities.

Top-down approach: Top-down regulation is
the norm rather than engaging with
representatives from various customer
demographics.

Program outreach and enroliment: Customers
may be unaware of programs that benefit them
and understand their complexities.

Program metrics: Traditional programs may
focus on enroliment rates and energy
reduction goals and may overlook benefits
provided to community members.

Customer segmentation: Customers are
classified by building type and size. Programs
are then designed for “typical customers” in
each class, which dismisses any outliers.

Limited rate options: Standard rates are designed
for broad customer classes

(residential, commercial, industrial, etc.), which
do not take into account more nuanced customer
demographics and energy use patterns.

5

Support bottom-up program design and
evaluation: Provide timely, focused, and strategic
communication on organization or government
priorities, public support on program alignment,
and identification of opportunities for constructive
improvements.

Partner on service offerings and accessible
information: Explore opportunities for
organizational support to co-market utility
programs, offer direct referrals or provide multi-
language translation, or leverage other local
programs for utility program enrollment.

Co-develop metrics and program evaluations:
Understand which metrics a utility currently uses
and when evaluations will occur. Exploring metrics
in response to broader local energy goals is best
discussed during a program planning phase rather
than in later implementation phases to determine
the feasibility of metrics tracking, the party
responsible for the tracking, and the associated
administrative burden.

Help identify customer needs to inform
program design: Leverage your own
organization’s expertise and that of other trusted
local partners. This may include collecting data
such as demographics or incoming economic
development needs, identifying barriers to existing
utility programs, and collaborating around broader
community surveys.

Provide funding to complement or augment
existing utility programs: Your organization can
design these as complements to existing utility or
state funding mechanisms, leverage existing
efforts such as workforce development to train
energy efficiency contractors, or create new funds
to target specific energy customer segments or
geographic populations that help move
government or community energy goals forward.
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5. Ground utility data requests in clear priorities and
plans, and consider nonutility data sources

An ongoing challenge with utilities that different organizations face is the desire for utility-based
data or information to inform and benchmark government energy policy progress. The cohort
identified the following list of common data gaps:

e Municipal building energy usage and cost data to prioritize locations for energy efficiency
upgrades

e Neighborhood-level power outage information to assist in locational vulnerability tracking,
infrastructure investments, and mobilization of local emergency response

e Utility resource planning and long-term grid improvements to inform sustainability plans,
emission accounting efforts, economic development, and community development
strategies.

Organizations often experience roadblocks when trying to obtain utility-sourced data. Although
this can be frustrating, utilities may be constrained in the type of data they can share, such as
anything involving customer privacy, proprietary information, or critical infrastructure sensitivity.
Second, many utilities are legacy organizations and may not have systems in place to easily collect
or organize the data as needed. Your organization should try to critically evaluate data needs and
check if the requested data align with adopted energy goals and if the data requested can be
fulfilled by your utility. Energy data needs may be met by other departments within a government
or Tribal agency, publicly available sources, or more generalized utility data than originally
requested. The following questions can help frame your data request:

e What goal or priority do these data support?

e What specific data are necessary? How will the data help you reach your goal?

e How detailed and customized to your area must your data be? Can you use estimates or
generalized trends?

e Is the utility the only source for these data? Can you use modeled data instead of recorded
data?

e What spatial resolution do you need (e.g., state, county, or census or neighborhood block
level)?

e What temporal resolution is optimal for the data (e.g., hourly, daily, or monthly)? What
temporal scale would be best (e.g., last 12 months or 10-year annual projections)?

e Do you have capacity, either within your organization or through consultants, to create in-
house datasets with maps and plots or spreadsheet data? Can you obtain these through
publicly available energy modeling resources? Will your team be able to store, analyze, and
update any datasets that are created?

Another strategy to consider is developing data-sharing agreements (either stand-alone or as part of
a city-utility agreement or franchise agreement) to enable and clarify utility data sharing and to
address any areas of sensitivity. Additionally, you can find a list of publicly available datasets,
tools, and models at the end of this document that may help you address your data needs.
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Key Takeaway

The five main lessons learned from the cohort are based on the participants’ experiences and are
suggested as a starting point for improved engagement with utilities, although engaging with your
specific utility will likely require more locally based solutions and building relationships over time.
Starting with foundational knowledge and identifying relevant utility contacts can set up your
organization for success in later engagements such as developing partnerships, supporting early
policy or program design, and addressing data needs. Engaging with your utility to advance your
organization’s goals is often challenging, but remaining creative, flexible, and proactive can help
you advance this important work.
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Appendix: Data Resources

The following datasets primarily contain ready-to-use, publicly available data from NLR or federal
agencies that can help you meet different data needs. They vary in the level of complexity involved
in using the data. Visit each website for more details on each dataset. This is not a complete or
exhaustive list; more datasets or tools may be available.

Local Energy Generation and Consumption Datasets

e NLR SLOPE: State and Local Planning for Energy: Interactive scenario and mapping tool
for state- and county-level data on energy generation potential, consumption, affordability,
and other metrics.

e NLR End-Use Load Profiles for the U.S. Building Stock: Representative end-use load
profiles for the U.S. building stock—including residential and commercial. This dataset
might be complex when used directly, but web data viewers are also available and may be
easier to access.

Affordability, Energy Cost, and Utility Rate Datasets

e DOE Low-Income Energy Affordability Data (LEAD): An online platform that helps users
make data-driven decisions on energy and program planning by presenting low- and
moderate-income household energy characteristics.

o Utility Rate Database: A search functionality to look up utility rates by zip code and utility
name, maintained by NLR and leveraging an authoritative list of U.S. utilities from the
U.S. Energy Information Administration.

e Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC): Data on electricity rates, affordability,
and reliability (such as power outages).

e Database of Emerging Large-Load Tariffs (DELTa): A public, user-friendly database of
contemporary utility rates and contracts for large loads.

e Also refer to SLOPE above.

Infrastructure, Transmission, and Outage Datasets

e NLR Accelerating Speed to Power Data Viewer: Designed primarily to visualize data
center growth but includes transmission infrastructure.

e U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA): National- and state-level data on electricity
sales and other energy categories. The SAIDI and SAIFI datasets may be useful for outage
and reliability information.

e DOE EAGLE-I: Graphic information system that allows users to view and map the
nation’s energy infrastructure and obtain near real-time informational updates concerning
the electric, petroleum, and natural gas sectors within one visualization platform. It may be
useful for electric outage information.

Other Datasets

e U.S. Census Data: Demographics, housing, income, energy expenditure, and more data
from census and other national surveys.

e Other NLR Data and Tools for State, Local, and Tribal Government Use.
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Tools and Models

The following tools and models are more advanced to use and will require technical expertise and
capacity. Visit each website to evaluate if they fit your needs. Most tools have accompanying
reports or case studies that may be useful. If you determine a tool is helpful but your team does not
have capacity to use it, consider technical assistance opportunities, such as those offered by the
Energy to Communities (E2C) program.

e Compilation of NLR tool trainings in this YouTube series, including the PVWatts®
Calculator to estimate energy production potential for grid-connected solar; the System
Advisor Model™ (SAM) for technical, economic, and financial analysis of energy
technologies; and the Renewable Energy Integration and Optimization Tool (REopt®) to
evaluate the economic viability of distributed energy resources.

e NLR Demand-Side Grid (dsgrid) Toolkit: This kit provides “what if” scenarios of future
electric grid loads for residential, commercial, and industrial demand uses. Tools include a
national-scale dataset of light-duty electric vehicle charging projections and Electrifications
Futures Study with county-level electricity consumption profiles.

e NLR Community Solar Scenario Tool (CSST): This tool allows users to see how various
inputs, such as system size, location, and project costs, impact the economics of a shared
solar project from both perspectives of a potential customer and from the sponsoring utility.

e Standard Energy Efficiency Data (SEED) Platform™: This open-source software is
designed to manage building performance data (useful for benchmarking ordinances).

e NLR Procurement Analysis Tool (PAT): This tool is designed to assist local governments
and other users in finding the right options to meet energy goals through utility-scale
procurement scenarios.

e NLR Customer Affordability, Incentives, and Rates Optimization (CAIRO) Model: This
tool is used to estimate the impact of utility rate and program design decisions on
customers using customer load data and forecasted power system scenarios.
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