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A substantial increase in distributed renewable energy resources is changing the face of
the energy environment, leading to strategic communication efforts by key stakehold-
ers. The energy democracy movement supports this transformation from fossil fuels to
distributed renewable energy and aims for equitable involvement of publics in energy
decision making. These tenets challenge utility company earnings as they are directly
related to energy sales and infrastructure returns on investment. Proposals by electric
utility companies to restructure net-metering policies as a solution to financial issues
have been criticized as prohibitive to the success of renewable energy advancement.
To address these disagreements, the Edison Electric Institute and a communication firm,
Maslansky & Partners, created The Future of Energy: A Working Communication Guide
for Discussion. This handbook provides utility companies with strategic communication
guidelines to portray themselves as supportive of renewables within a dynamic energy
industry. We posit that aspects of the energy democracy movement have been employed
by electric utility companies, as shown through the use of the handbook, as a strategy
for communicating with customers in discussions around net metering. We examine two
case studies in states with recent controversial net-metering policy changes by analyzing
utility company websites and press releases for the use of the communication handbook
terminology. We found that, in both cases, the suggested language was used to position
their companies as pro-renewable energy and their utility-scale projects as more equita-
ble for their customers. In addition, we found differences between each company’s use
of key terms from the handbook. We posit that this is due to the temporal context of
each net-metering debate at the time of the handbook release. Conclusions and future
directions for research in the growing area of energy democracy are discussed.

Keywords: electricity, energy, energy democracy, net metering, strategic communication

A dramatic increase in solar power adoption has occurred in the last decade, in part because of the
growing consumer interest in green energy, coupled with significant decreases in associated costs
(Weiner, 2015; Muro and Saha, 2016). The unprecedented speed at which distributed resources are
changing energy systems underscores the challenge and importance of understanding the roles of
humans in this transition. This evolution is especially apparent in democratic societies in which
participatory communication is integral to resolving environmental issues (Stephens et al., 2015).
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Energy democracy is a movement that aims to involve publics
in energy decision making with emphasis on the transformation
from fossil fuels to renewable energy and distributed systems
(Fairchild, 2017). This aligns with a broader effort in environmen-
tal communication to address human-caused threats to ecologi-
cal systems and the failure of social institutions to confront these
threats (Cox, 2007). Some propose that scholars have a respon-
sibility to assist in the accessibility and social understanding of
these issues (Cox, 2007; Schwarze, 2007). Within environmental
communication scholarship, energy democracyisanovel research
arena with interdisciplinary capability (Endres et al., 2016). Thus
far, research in energy democracy has painted transitions of
energy systems in a positive light, citing the potential for civic
change and public participation (Clarke, 2017; Stephens, 2017).
Due to the complex nature of energy production, transmission,
and distribution, a range of actors may use the energy democracy
movement for a variety of reasons. Research in energy democracy
has yet to examine actors who may perceive distributed energy as
a barrier to their goals. For example, electric utility companies are
disadvantaged by the increased adoption of distributed renewable
energy because customers are no longer reliant on utility-sourced
power.

The goal of the present work is to identify how aspects of the
energy democracy movement have been employed by electric
utility companies as a strategy for communicating with their
customers in discussions around net metering. As prior research
does not offer sufficient evidence to allow us to posit hypotheses,
we instead formulate propositions. To this end, we examine utility
company artifacts for use of key terms derived from a handbook
that guides communication processes of electric utility compa-
nies, The Future of Energy: A Working Communication Guide for
Discussion. Using case studies of NV Energy and Rocky Mountain
Power (RMP), we conduct a qualitative analysis of websites and
press releases about net metering and identify the use ofhandbook
language in these communications. In the following sections, as
background for our analysis, we describe the energy democracy
movement and the strategic use of the handbook by NV Energy
and RMP in the context of net metering.

BACKGROUND

Energy Democracy as a Communication
Strategy

Though currently centrally managed and regulated, energy
systems in the USA are increasingly moving toward alternative,
renewable energies. Renewable energy has been conceptualized
as decarbonized, decentralized, and democratized (Pezzullo,
2017). However, there is no assumption of democracy or justice
within the transition of energy systems. Attempts to integrate
energy matters with social issues and public participation have
led to the development of the energy democracy movement
(Endres et al., 2016), which calls for democratic participatory
communication and broader civic engagement in energy systems
change (Stephens, 2017). Social justice and public engagement
are key to the democratic ideal of voice, trust, and decision legiti-
macy (Clarke, 2017). Within the energy democracy movement,

energy consumers are “prosumers” who participate in decisions
throughout the energy process, from production to consumption
(Giancatarino, 2012). The community of Boulder, Colorado, is
an example of the energy democracy movement in the public
sphere. In 2016, the city published a Climate Action Plan with
aims to municipalize their energy and deliberately involve citizen
voices in the energy shift (Pezzullo, 2017). By making citizens a
part of the democratic process regardless of their financial, social,
or physical role in the community, Boulder fulfills the key social
justice aspect of the energy democracy movement.

While still in its infancy, one main goal of the energy democ-
racy movement is to identify theoretical, empirical, and practical
research directions. One possible direction for scholarship in this
area is to address the theoretical gap between strategic commu-
nication and the energy democracy movement, which includes
examining the potential negative outcomes of employing the
principles of this movement as a communication strategy. Strategic
communication analyzes how organizations intentionally com-
municate to attain designated goals (Holtzhausen, 2008). It first
identifies an issue and key stakeholders that inform the subsequent
creation of an organizational plan with measurable objectives
(Toth, 1986; Botan, 1997; Barwick et al., 2014). These plans use
messages and symbols to communicate values (Rokeach, 1968;
Miller and Lellis, 2016) since the aim of strategic communication
is to create a favorable reputation for stakeholders or to motivate
change beneficial to the industry (Cornelissen and Cornelissen,
2017). These actions are often employed in persuasive campaigns
for public relations and advertising (Bostdorffand Vibbert, 1994).
For example, strategic communication is reflected in climate
change mobilization through agenda-building, framing, and
social marketing (Cox, 2010). In addition to civic engagement
analysis, strategic and environmental communication coalesce
in studies of fracking extraction (Matz and Renfrew, 2015), fos-
sil fuel advocacy (Miller and Lellis, 2016), and corporate use of
environmental rhetoric (Hanan, 2013).

Strategic communication is also used in preparation and
response strategies for crisis situations (Coombs, 2015). Cor-
porations can adopt an anticipatory model of crisis communica-
tion to prepare for environmental catastrophes (Olaniran and
Williams, 2008), emphasize common societal values shared with
its customers (Miller and Lellis, 2016), or systematically discredit
perceived industry opposition (Faber, 2008; Bell and York, 2010;
Matz and Renfrew, 2015). One of the primary foci of crisis com-
munication is the notion that organizations can repair damaged
reputations (Avery et al., 2010), and image restoration theory’
specifically addresses this strategic action (Liu and Fraustino,
2014). Image restoration theory proposes that an organization or
an individual accused of being responsible for an offensive action
must respond to that action (Benoit, 1997). An organization has
numerous message options that they may use to address a dam-
aged image. The five broad categories of repair are denial, evasion
of responsibility, reducing offensiveness, corrective action, and

'Some scholars use the name image repair theory, as restoration suggests that the
image reverts back to the original, which is often not the case when faced with a
crisis (Benoit, 2000).
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mortification (Benoit, 1997). In expressing denial, an organization
insists that the action never happened or that they did not have
arole in it, while evading responsibility either justifies actions or
downplays involvement. Reducing offensiveness can be achieved
through many strategies, including minimization or bolstering.
If an organization acknowledges their role in the crisis, corrective
action attempts to improve the situation, while mortification
involves an organization asking for forgiveness (Burns and
Bruner, 2000). Due to the extent and flexibility of these categories,
image restoration theory is an exhaustive approach to achieving
goals through discourse (Burns and Bruner, 2000).

Ideally, democratic communication is accessible to all. How-
ever, corporate discourse is constrained and hidden from public
view (Sproule, 1988). Therefore, the handbook presents a unique
opportunity to publicly witness strategic image restoration in
response to a crisis. An organization may use these approaches in
preparation for a crisis, when analyzing a crisis, and when address-
ing a crisis (Benoit, 1997). Reaction to numerous environmental
issues reflects image restoration theory, such as a review of British
Petroleum communications after the Deepwater Horizon oil spill
(Harlow et al.,, 2011) and President Bush’s speeches following
Hurricane Katrina (Liu, 2007). Image restoration theory strategi-
cally aligns with organizations in moments of negative publicity,
since a corporation’s image is not homogeneous and audience
perception is critical to corporate success (Benoit, 2000; Burns
and Bruner, 2000). The current transition in the energy industry
could be viewed as a potential crisis due to its negative impacts
on company image and financial returns on investment (ROI).
Energy democracy offers a positive frame that a utility company
may systematically apply in discussions about net metering. Thus,
industry reactions to net metering pose an interesting context for
analysis, yet no scholarship to date has examined the corporate
use of the energy democracy movement as a communication
strategy.

Utility Companies and Net-Metering

Policies

Traditional utility companies are vertically integrated economies;
typically, one corporation oversees electricity from creation
to delivery (Steiner, 2000). Electricity is distributed through
transmission lines to public consumers through a network
called the power grid, which is maintained and operated by util-
ity companies (Fang et al., 2012). Most of these companies are
investor-owned and profits derive from investments in energy
projects and subsequent ROI of electricity sales (Atkinson and
Halvorsen, 1986). Therefore, new utility company power plants
result in financial returns. A summary of electric utility company
cost estimations found the potential for a natural monopoly for
transmission and distribution of energy (Ramos-Real, 2005).
When small-scale individual solar energy projects became
popular in the 1980s, many utility companies proposed a system
called net metering (Faden, 2000), which allows customers who
produce their own energy to sell the excess back to the utility
company at an agreed-upon price. Historically, the price at which
energy is sold back to companies is equivalent to the cost an aver-
age customer pays to purchase electricity, known as the retail rate.

Net-metering policies were intended to decrease market barriers,
such as technology expense, and increase the market penetration
of solar energy (Doris et al., 2009).

Solar energy adoption has grown rapidlyin thelast decadeat the
residential, community, and utility company scale due to a decline
in associated costs and an increase in enthusiasm for renewable
energy (Muro and Saha, 2016). Typically, to propose changes in
customer energy rates, utility companies forecast transitions in the
energy market. In 2015, 27 states recommended changes to their
net-metering policies, citing an increase in distributed renewable
energy (Carley and Davies, 2016). Most studies of net metering
find the retail rate for 1 kilowatt hour (kWh) of solar energy to be
a fair price that encourages the development of distributed renew-
able energy (Forsyth et al., 2002; Kroposki et al., 2008; Doris et al.,
2009). Yet, the results of net-metering studies are not homogene-
ous, partly due to inconsistent cost-benefit analyses (Muro and
Saha, 2016). The social cost of carbon, the avoided construction of
new power sources, health benefits, and environmental effects are
factored into some, but not all, studies (Farrell, 2014). Therefore,
many studies funded by utility companies contend that net meter-
ing and its associated policies harm customers who do not own
residential solar energy (Rocky Mountain Power, 2016).

The Communication Handbook

The Edison Electric Institute (EEI) is an association that repre-
sents over 90% of investor-owned utility companies and advises
their clients on public policy, an expanding market, and busi-
ness strategy (Braithwait and Eakin, 2002). In April 2016, EEI
distributed The Future of Energy: A Working Communication
Guide for Discussion, a handbook produced by the communica-
tions consulting firm, Maslansky & Partners. Utility companies
distributed this text internally, and it became public information
the following year. This document guides the energy communica-
tion strategies of utility companies that serve over 220 million
Americans. It highlights that customers may not always approve
of utility company actions concerning renewable energy and
emphasizes the importance of customers’ perceptions.

The Future of Energy proposes key terms that can be tactically
changed to improve relations between the companies and their
consumers in four key areas of insight: the basics, the future
of the energy grid, leading the way on clean energy, and the
fundamentals of rates (Maslansky and Partners, 2016). Within
each area, the handbook suggests key concepts to adopt, as well
as those from which to abstain, in communication efforts. The
structure of the handbook guidelines closely follows the proposed
layout for any form of strategic communication (Botan, 1997); a
term currently used in energy discourse is described, followed by
the recommended replacement term, its definition, why it mat-
ters, and language to “use and lose” when the suggested term is
employed in public communications. In addition, the handbook
emphasizes the differences between the assertions of utility com-
panies and customers’ perceptions. The handbook reiterates this
process 25 times for the terms it finds most in need of change.
The repetitive nature of this format reinforces the importance of
strategic change to utility company messaging.

We identified three key handbook terms used in the net-
metering discussion: universal, private, and private solar credits
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(oftenreferred toasasubsidy). Thehandbook classifieslarge projects
funded with utility company resources as “universal solar” rather
than utility-scale solar energy projects. This allows for a focus on
the “ultimate benefit: solar for all” (Maslansky and Partners, 2016).
To create a clear contrast with utility company solar projects, the
handbook recommends “rooftop solar power” be referred to
as “private solar power” and “distributed generation” be termed
“private generation,” emphasizing that the rooftop sources provide
power only to individual homes and businesses. In addition, the
handbook advises that net metering be referred to as private solar
credits or subsidies, which support private solar customers.

Maslansky & Partners recommend that the handbook be the
only resource for marketing and communications to enable util-
ity companies to have a unified voice (Maslansky and Partners,
2016). The communication plan of this handbook closely fol-
lows key tenets of strategic communication, such as creating a
systematic plan (Toth, 1986; Botan, 1997) and communicating
values that support an agreeable reputation through particular
messages and symbols (Rokeach, 1968; Miller and Lellis, 2016).
In this study, we postulate that NV Energy and RMP use The
Future of Energy recommendations for strategic advancements of
their reputations in the context of net metering. Therefore, we
offer the following proposition:

P1: In the context of the net metering debate, NV
Energy and RMP use key terms from the communica-
tion handbook to strategically position themselves as
pro-renewable energy.

NV Energy and RMP

While roughly half of the states in the USA redesigned their
net-metering policies in 2015, few received as much attention as
the state of Nevada. Once a hotbed of solar growth, changes in
net-metering policies emphasized the debate between utility and
independent solar companies, and customers in this state. A large
Nevada utility company, NV Energy, claimed that net metering
allowed individuals with solar power to shift the financial burden
of grid maintenance and control to customers without residential
solar energy. A study conducted in 2014 by the Public Utility
Commission of Nevada (PUCN) found no support for this and
revealed that net metering provided $36 million in benefits to
all NV Energy customers (Price et al., 2014). Yet, in 2015, NV
Energy implemented a net-metering policy that decreased the
rate at which they would buy solar power from customers by
60% (Carley and Davies, 2016). Prior to the change, net-metering
customers were compensated at the retail rate of $0.09-$0.11 per
kWh for electricity generation. The new wholesale rate price of
net metering was $0.03 per kWh. The decrease in the sale price,
coupled with an increase in monthly fixed charges, reduced
compensation and, consequently, motivation for customers to
invest in individual solar energy systems. While the rate change
was intended to apply to all net-metering customers, including
those who purchased solar power systems prior to the change,
heavy backlash led to NV Energy only applying the new rate of
$0.03 per kWh to consumers who installed solar power follow-
ing implementation of the new rate (NV Energy, 2016¢). After
the policy transition, installation of new solar power systems

declined by over 90% in the first quarter of 2016 (Muro and Saha,
2016). Many of the changes to net metering in Nevada occurred
without public participation or input in the process, fueling social
resistance.

Proposed changes to net metering in Utah with the utility
company, RMP, occurred after the case in Nevada. A 2015 RMP
cost-benefit analysis of solar power net metering found that the
current rooftop solar power customers underpay their actual
cost of service, shifting a total of about $6.5 million each year to
other residential customers. The company forecasted this amount
to grow as much as $78 million annually and an estimated $667
million over the next 20 years (Rocky Mountain Power, 2016).
However, it is important to note potential bias in this forecast, as
most cost-benefit analyses show a net benefit of individual solar
power to the grid due to avoiding construction of new facilities and
the associated health and environmental effects (Muro and Saha,
2016). Similar to NV Energy, in 2016, RMP proposed net-meter-
ing changes to the Public Service Commission of Utah (PSCU)
(Rocky Mountain Power, 2016). Negotiations between RMP, local
companies, and community groups representing citizens led to a
proposed settlement in August 2017, which was later passed by the
PSCU (O’Donoghue, 2017). The agreement set the net-metering
compensation rate at $0.09 per kWh for electricity generation;
however, the resulting program only included applicants through
November 15, 2017. Owners of household solar installations built
after that date would not receive compensation (Penrod, 2017).

Both NV Energy and RMP interacted with their customers on
the topic of net metering to varying degrees of success. In these
interactions, we believe that both utility companies strategically
position themselves as proponents of social justice, a key tenant in
the energy democracy movement, through the use of The Future
of Energy. In addition, by arranging the companies as equitable in
these conversations, the utility companies continue their practice
of strategic communication by using messages to positively influ-
ence their reputation. Therefore, we put forward the following
proposition:

P2: NV Energy and RMP use key terms and language
from the communication handbook to represent utility-
scale solar projects as a more equitable form of energy
transition.

The temporal context of each case study relative to the release
of The Future of Energy is distinct. The handbook was released
after the NV Energy net-metering proposal and before that of
RMP. When their net-metering policies were first passed, NV
Energy received a lot of negative press. Therefore, it is likely
that they used language from the handbook for damage control.
In accordance with image restoration theory, NV Energy was
accused of an offensive action, and it was thus necessary to
address the issue in an attempt to improve its public standing
(Benoit, 1997). Meanwhile, RMP had the opportunity to learn
from NV Energy’s image crisis and use the suggested language
preemptively. RMP could use the keywords to diminish the nega-
tive impacts of net metering or transcend their role as a utility
company to one that focuses more on supporting the customer.
Time and context appear critical for the differences in utility
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company communications and thus our final proposition is as
follows:

P3: The use of reccommended terms and language by NV
Energy and RMP will differ due to net metering debates
in Nevada and Utah occurring at different times relative
to the release of The Future of Energy.

METHODS

We conducted qualitative case studies of two utility companies,
NV Energy in Nevada and RMP in Utah. A case study methodol-
ogy may include one or many approaches, such as interviews,
observation, or analysis of relative documents. Most case study
methods are qualitative in collection and analysis. Often, the
detailed information gathered through a qualitative case study
can provide insight into future quantitative research (Yin, 2013).
Case studies are useful for our purposes as they enable us to
conduct an in-depth investigation of the net-metering policy
changes and discussions through distinct contexts, lenses, and
data sources (Baxter and Jack, 2008). Here, the contextual
condition of time is particularly important as the release of the
communication handbook by Maslansky & Partners occurred
after changes to net-metering policies in Nevada but prior to
analogous discussions in Utah. An advantage of conducting
multiple case studies is the ability to compare the strategic
use of language from the communication handbook that may
have resulted from circumstantial differences. Similar to other
qualitative studies, the data collection and analysis occurred
concurrently (Yin, 2013).

For each case study, we identified three strategic key terms
(universal, private, and private solar credits or subsidies) from
The Future of Energy. These key terms were chosen because
of their recommended use for net metering and solar energy.
In our analyses of the websites and press releases,” we looked
for these terms and how the utility companies used them to
position themselves in the net-metering debate. We chose to
analyze websites and press releases because they are repre-
sentations of the language used by utility companies in public
relations and are routine ways in which corporations reach the
media and their customers (Sleurs et al., 2003; Capriotti and
Moreno, 2007). Press releases are often digitized and available
on company websites, thus allowing organizations to bypass
journalists and other media representatives. This affords
companies and corporations more strategic control over their
public image (Strobbe and Jacobs, 2005). Therefore, an analysis
of press releases and website content related to net metering
provide insight into the communication efforts of NV Energy
and RMP. The inductive format of this comparative analysis
aims to support propositions that may be extended beyond
these two specific cases and tested in deductive case studies or
quantitative analysis (Levy, 2008).

*Since August 31,2017, NV Energy has restructured their website. Linked pages are
different from those at the time of analysis, and some of the press releases included
in this study are no longer publicly available.

Analysis of Websites

To conduct systematic qualitative analyses, we used the search
feature on each utility company’s home page to examine the use
of each key term on the website. The search feature reviews the
entire website for use of the keyword and reports where the term
was found. We then examined each result for any mention of net
metering. If the outcome used a key term and mentioned net
metering, we included it in our analysis. The volume of results
for each key term search on both websites is shown in Table 1.
For consistency, both websites were analyzed on the same day,
August 31, 2017. It should be noted that search results were
composed of individual web pages, publicly available court
proceedings, and marketing materials and did not include press
releases. These were reviewed separately since each utility com-
pany had a complete collection of press releases available to the
public. This allowed for a proportional analysis of press releases
that contained keywords compared to the total number of press
releases from each utility company.

Analysis of Press Releases

As press releases are distributed to newspapers and the commu-
nity, we see them as artifacts distinct from the websites, which
require a reader to actively seek out information. For this review,
we examined all publicly available press releases on the websites
of both utility companies. Press releases by NV Energy (n = 60)
and RMP (n = 97) were available from January 1, 2015, to August
31, 2017, and January 1, 2016, to August 31, 2017, respectively.
In each press release, we first searched for mentions of net meter-
ing. If a press release mentioned net metering, we then searched
for the presence of key terms. If both net metering and a key term
were used in a press release, it was included in analysis. Due to
the availability of a census of press releases from each utility com-
pany, we were able to determine the proportion of press releases
that mentioned net metering and, of those, the proportion that
included the identified key terms (Table 2). Approximately,
18.3% of NV Energy press releases mentioned net metering, 73%
of which used a handbook keyword. Meanwhile, 2% of RMP
press releases mentioned net metering and 1% used handbook
keywords.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this study, we made several propositions: we posited that utility
companies would use the language from The Future of Energy to
strategically position themselves as pro-renewable energy (P1)
and support their utility-scale projects as more equitable (P2).
Our third proposition suggested that NV Energy and RMP would
use handbook language differently due to the circumstances of
the net-metering debate each utility company faced at the time

TABLE 1 | Frequency of use of each key term from The Future of Energy on
utility company websites.

Universal Private Subsidy/credits
NV Energy 2 9 24
Rocky Mountain Power 2 17 3
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TABLE 2 | Proportion of press releases by each utility company that mention net
metering and frequency of key terms in them.

Proportion of Universal Private  Subsidy/
press releases credits
that mention net
metering
NV Energy (n = 60) 18.3 2 4 2
Rocky Mountain 21 0 1 1

Power (n = 97)

of the handbook release (P3). Before examining our results for
each individual utility company, we describe the general findings
of our analysis. Overall, we found that utility companies tended
to use the terms universal and private to juxtapose utility-scale
solar energy projects with those of residential solar power. For
example, solar projects that originated from utility companies
were described as universal and combined with the claim that
these projects benefit all customers. In doing so, utility companies
could position themselves as proponents of renewable energy.
The language used around the term universal created inclusivity
that grouped customers and companies against those who gener-
ate their own energy from residential solar installations. These
private solar projects were described as external entities that do
not contribute to the energy infrastructure of the community,
such as when NV Energy referred to the “single class of private
solar net metering customers” in a press release (NV Energy,
2017). The terms credit or subsidy were typically used to reinforce
this contrast between universal- and private-renewable energy
projects. We also found the latter terms to have financial connota-
tions that evoke ideas of justice related to the unfair distribution
of costs based on residential solar power generation.

Importantly, our findings highlight how utility companies stra-
tegically use the key terms to characterize utility-scale-renewable
energy projects as a form of energy transition that aligns with
one of the central tenets of the energy democracy movement,
social justice. In doing so, utility companies emphasize universal
solar projects as efforts that benefit communities in opposition
to private solar installations that only benefit those individuals.
In this context, the net metering at the retail rate is depicted as
unfair to non-solar customers as it subsidizes residential solar
energy generation.

NV Energy

We observed evidence for P1 and P2 in the use of language
from the communication handbook on NV Energy’s website
(Table 1) and press releases (Table 2). In multiple instances on
their website, customers with rooftop solar panels are referred
to as private solar customers with private solar systems. By using
the recommended terms private and universal on their website,
NV Energy implicitly denigrates individual solar projects as an
inequitable form of energy. Consequently, this makes their own
action appear fair and reasonable. For example, a court docket on
their website states that

NV Energy remains committed to offering renewable
energy options to customers who are not willing or

able to invest in private solar or other renewable energy
options at their own premise or business, but who desire
to meet their personal sustainability goals and/or fur-
ther Nevada’s green economy (Nevada Power Company,
20164, p. 221).

By remaining committed to offering utility-scale solar power
options to those who are financially limited, NV Energy appears
to enable customers to participate in sustainable solutions
to energy. Thus, this energy transition option appears more
equitable than residential solar power. In another example, NV
Energy states that the competitive bidding pricing of universal-
scale solar power ensures that customers are paying a fair price
for solar photovoltaic energy (Nevada Power Company, 2016b).
By highlighting the use of the terms private and universal, these
examples situate NV Energy as supportive of renewable energy.

Moreover, we found 24 occurrences of the term subsidy or
credit on NV Energy’s website. This term was used to highlight
the unfair distribution of costs that resulted from net metering.
In a brochure, Net Metering 2016: Update and FAQs (NV Energy,
2016b), the company states, “Under the old net metering rules
and rates, southern Nevada net metering customers were receiv-
ing an estimated $623 annual subsidy per customer [...] If you
do not have a rooftop solar system, you are part of a broad group
of customers who pay that subsidy” (p. 2). Referring to the net-
metering policy change that occurred in Nevada, the brochure
goes on to state that “[w]ithout these new rules, that subsidy
would have continued to grow” The emphasis on a “broad group
of customers” who do not have rooftop solar panels highlights
the social justice element of energy democracy and implies that
those who have individual solar installations are benefiting from
financial assistance in the form of subsidies and are, therefore, not
paying their fair share.

To a lesser extent, we observed the use of these terms in press
releases by NV Energy. While the website was analyzed after the
distribution of the handbook, publicly available press releases
both prior to and after handbook dissemination were examined.
Interestingly, press releases published post-handbook circulation
were the only ones that contained the key terms. As found on the
website, the terms universal and private were used in tandem to
juxtapose utility company projects and consumers with rooftop
solar installations. A press release in October 2016 focused on
the “appropriate value of excess energy credits provided to private
rooftop solar customers” (NV Energy, 2016e). Private net-meter-
ing customers are singled out in later press releases (NV Energy,
2017), and such statements serve to isolate these individuals from
the remainder of the community; i.e., those without rooftop solar.
By contrast, the use of the term universal emphasizes a cleaner
energy solution for all, such as in the Nevada’s Energy Future: Key
Principles document: “The price of universal scale solar energy
has declined rapidly in the past five years” and this “[m]arket
restructuring must not shift costs to vulnerable populations” (NV
Energy, 2016a, p. 1).

A common charge that was frequently addressed in the
communication efforts of NV Energy is whether changes to net
metering would increase company profits. The utility company
refutes this accusation on their website and in press releases.
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While utility companies do not earn a profit from electricity
sales, they do earn a rate of return on investment. When utility
companies invest in new power plants, the sale of energy provides
financial returns. However, if individuals are able to generate
their own energy, the ROI for utility companies decreases. In a
January 2017 press release, NV Energy argued against a ruling
by the PUCN to restrict changes to net metering, stating that the
change “takes the savings that were intended for a larger customer
base and directs them to this small subset of future solar net meter
customers” (NV Energy, 2017, p. 1). This statement implies that
the increase in costs resulted from subsidizing customers with
rooftop solar installations.

Rocky Mountain Power

While we found support for P1 and P2 through the presence of
language from The Future of Energy on RMP’s website (Table 1),
there was no evidence in the utility company’s press releases
related to net metering (Table 2). The website used the term
private 17 times and contained a page designated solely for the
discussion of private solar. This page stressed the considerable
commitment required to install solar power due to large up-front
costs and continued maintenance (Rocky Mountain Power,
2017). To focus on the pro-renewable energy position of the
utility company, RMP stressed other options for customers, such
as enrolling in a customer-supported renewable energy credit
system or a subscriber solar power program. In both options,
customers pay more money on their power bill to support utility
company universal solar projects. The application of the hand-
book language allowed the utility company to appear supportive
of solar and promote their company image:

Rocky Mountain Power’s new Subscriber Solar program
makes it easy for you to use solar energy without having
to install rooftop solar panels. It’s a simple, cost-eftective
way to support a more sustainable Utah and enjoy the
benefits of solar energy with no rooftop required (Rocky
Mountain Power, n.d., p. 1).

Many of the applications of The Future of Energy language
focused on the equitable relationship between the utility company
and their customers in opposition to other residential rooftop
solar owners. A page on RMP’s website contained a headline
stating, “When it comes to solar net metering rates, it should be
about fairness” (Rocky Mountain Power, n.d., p. 1). This implies
an unequal foundation between customers with and without resi-
dential solar panels and situates the utility company as supportive
of social justice. Moreover, the home page emphasized that net
metering is a policy that is relevant only for consumers who have
rooftop solar panels. According to RMP, these customers under-
pay the cost of providing amenities, including customer service
and energy-grid maintenance. Those costs are shifted to custom-
ers who rely on the utility company for energy: “Rocky Mountain
Power doesn’t benefit from reducing the credit net metering
customers receive for excess generation. The benefit would go to
all other customers who would pay less on their bills” (Rocky
Mountain Power, n.d., p. 1). While concurrently discrediting
private rooftop systems, RMP asserts that rooftop solar customers

save 35% on their energy bills compared to customers without
residential solar panels. By stressing the financial inequality
between rooftop solar panel owners and others, RMP positions
itself as a protector of integrity in energy-making decisions.

While language from The Future of Energy was used on
the RMP website to promote the reputation of the utility
company and its relationship with customers in the net-
metering debate, there was an overall lack of use in press
releases. Of the 97 press releases publicly available on the
website, only two mentioned net metering and, of those,
only one used keywords from the communication handbook
(Table 2). The sole press release that used handbook language
was the initial announcement of RMP’s proposed change
in net-metering rates. It highlighted unfair distribution of
costs and subsidies from non-rooftop solar customers to
support private generation (Rocky Mountain Power, 2016).
Yet, this was the only example that supported our proposition.
Most of RMP’s press releases focused on the community:
awards, safety, and holidays. While this did not support our
initial propositions regarding net metering, it does contribute
to the overall strategic method to promote the utility company
reputation and relationship with its customers.

Differences between NV Energy and RMP
Review of the utility companies’ websites and press releases found
evidence for P3. NV Energy proposed changes to net-metering
policy in 2015, 1 year prior to the release of The Future of Energy,
while RMP initiated net-metering discussions after publication of
the handbook. Due to this timing, we expected that NV Energy
would use handbook terminology in discussions about net meter-
ing as damage control, i.e., to repair their public image in the face
of an offensive action (Benoit, 1997). In coping with the crisis,
NV Energy would make corrective action claims and strategi-
cally try to reduce the offensiveness of the action. Meanwhile, we
anticipated that RMP would use handbook language early and
often in a preemptive manner, prior to the potential net-metering
crisis, to reduce potential offensiveness and evade responsibility
by placing it on individual solar customers. Both predictions
reflect image restoration theory through different strategies.
While both utility companies were anticipated to use keywords
from The Future of Energy that manifest principles of the energy
democracy movement, we suggested that the organizations
would differ in strategy.

In our analysis, we found that both utility companies used lan-
guage from the communication handbook in divergent ways on
their websites. NV Energy used the terms energy and solar credits
or subsidies 24 times; RMP mentioned private 17 times (Table 1).
We believe that NV Energy’s focus on the financial aspect of net
metering was a reactive way to evade responsibility and repair
their fractured image through justification of their actions as fair
to all their customers (Benoit, 1997). Meanwhile, RMP’s use of
private repeatedly on the website positions rooftop solar custom-
ers in clear contrast to the utility company projects from which all
customers benefit. This approach attempts to diminish the utility
company’s role in net metering and transfer blame to individual
solar owners. This strategy both reduces offensiveness and evades
responsibility (Benoit, 1997).
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Though both utility companies used language from The Future
of Energy on their websites, the usage differed in public press
releases. Almost 20% of NV energy press releases mentioned net
metering, compared to only 2% of RMP press releases (Table 2).
Directly following the release of the communication handbook,
NV Energy incorporated the recommended language in their
press releases. The early mention of net metering used jargon that
The Future of Energy discouraged, such as “incentives to offset
the installation costs of customer-owned distributed renewable
generation including solar, wind and hydro” (NV Energy, 2016d,
p. 1). All press releases that mentioned net metering following
the distribution of the communication handbook used the sug-
gested language to simplify a complex conversation. NV Energy’s
post hoc justification of their net-metering costs to customers
resulted in the large use of handbook language.

While the lack of language from the communication handbook
in RMP’s press releases was unexpected, it echoed their overall
effort to avoid discussions of net metering. Over half of the press
releases instead focused on community actions that reflected
the utility company as pro-renewable energy and committed to
building relationships with their customers. The utility company
actions reflect the preparation practices of image restoration
theory by evading responsibility and focusing on other topics
rather than an existing or future crisis (Benoit, 1997). By concen-
trating on community actions such as tree plantings and holiday
celebrations, RMP could appear supportive of their customers
and distance the company from discussions of a potential crisis.
Our contrasting findings on NV Energy and RMP’s websites
and press releases provide evidence that the timing of release of
The Future of Energy played an important role in how the utility
companies used the suggested language.

CONCLUSION

A considerable disconnect exists between the dynamic world of
distributed renewable energy and the current energy infrastruc-
ture. There are many key stakeholders involved in the energy
sector, including those whose profits are tied to production,
transmission, and distribution. The economic health of a utility
company relies on energy sales and consistent ROI for energy
projects. The increase in residential distributed energy reduces
consumer reliance on utility companies by decreasing consumer
demand for electricity and, therefore, the need for future invest-
ments by utility companies. Utilities consider net metering a
solution to this complex problem, and discussions surrounding
it allow for interesting and insightful case studies.

While utility companies may establish regulations on behalf of
their customers, the energy democracy movement seeks to involve
publics in energy decision making and emphasizes renewable
energy transitions (Fairchild, 2017). It underscores the equitable
awareness and involvement of all people in a democratic process.
The energy democracy movement has critical implications for
political, social, and democratic scholarship, yet as a developing
area of analysis, the academic focus is on identifying foundational
research directions. Studies thus far primarily accentuate positive
aspects of energy democracy, such as civic change and public
participation (Clarke, 2017; Stephens, 2017). The present study

contributes to this growing body of knowledge by examining
a theoretical gap between strategic communication and the
energy democracy movement. We noted that there are important
participants in the energy process who may view distributed
renewable energy as prohibitive to their goals and therefore
employ principles of the energy democracy movement in their
communication efforts. Specifically, we sought to analyze how
electric utility companies use the energy democracy movement
as a strategy for communicating with their customers during
net-metering discussions.

We reviewed the websites and press releases from two utility
company case studies, NV Energy and RMP, for use of key terms
derived from The Future of Energy: A Working Communication
Guide for Discussion. The utility companies employed language
from the communication handbook to emphasize their support
for, and contributions to, equitable forms of renewable energy
transition. Our case studies examined the use of language
embodying the energy democracy movement and directly tied
it to strategic communication and crisis communication efforts.
By presenting utility-scale solar power options to those with
financial or housing limitations, NV Energy and RMP seem to
allow all customers to participate in renewable energy. Therefore,
utility-scale energy options are perceived as more democratic and
fair than individual options, primarily rooftop solar power. NV
Energy and RMP adopted the terms private, universal, and credit
or subsidy when discussing net metering to simplify a complex
debate with a myriad of motivations and stakeholder positions
into a simple dichotomy with one side for and the other against
renewable energy. Markedly, the two utilities used The Future of
Energy in different ways due to the circumstances surrounding
the timing of the release of the communication handbook. While
NV Energy used keywords from the handbook to repair their
damaged image, RMP seldom mentioned net metering in their
press releases and preemptively framed themselves positively in
the context of net metering on their website. Both companies’
efforts align with strategies of image restoration theory in an
effort to minimize the effects of the crisis on their respective
corporate images (Benoit, 1997).

While this study offers evidence of the strategic use of the
communication handbook language to position utilities as
pro-renewable energy in the topic of net metering, there are
limitations. First, our sample consists of data from websites and
press releases, which are communications that are controlled by
the utility companies. Future research could expand the scope to
include communication efforts over which the utility companies
have limited control. One example is to conduct a content analysis
of framing of utility company representative quotes in newspaper
articles. This would address media content created by those out-
side of the utility company and offer a provocative comparison
to the findings reported here. In addition, more corporations are
taking to social media to connect with customers, and an analysis
of social media content may prove to be insightful. While some
studies review organizational image repair through social media,
initial findings imply that traditional media have been more effec-
tive at repairing images (Liu and Kim, 2011; Moody, 2011). It may
be that the static nature of image restoration theory is ill-suited
to studying social media (Seeger and Padgett, 2010), and future
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scholarship should seek to examine energy democracy in this
dynamic communication environment. As this is one of the first
studies to address strategic communication efforts by utility com-
panies, we felt that websites and press releases were appropriate
foundational representations of utility company communications
(Sleurs et al., 2003; Capriotti and Moreno, 2007).

Furthermore, while the timing and context of the utility com-
panies’ net-metering conversations are important, there may be
other factors influencing the differences between the two cases.
Utility companies are unique organizations that have distinct
hierarchical structures and internal correspondence practices,
which inform their external communication efforts. The present
work does not analyze these potential latent attributes as they are
beyond the scope of this project. However, an internal review of
organizational practices would be a complementary avenue for
future research. Finally, this review focuses on the frequency
of keywords from The Future of Energy; yet, prevalence of the
keywords does not necessarily indicate intention. While we show
the proportion of keyword use in relation to other topics in press
releases, we were unable to quantify keyword use through website
communication. Since websites are constantly updating and
definitive boundaries can be uncertain, there is no concrete total
amount of data with which to compare keyword use and calculate
proportions. As this is a preliminary study of energy democracy
as strategic communication, we feel that the frequency of use, as
well as the proportion of press releases, is more than adequate as
a benchmark on which future research can build.

This case study analyzed artifacts within the specific proposed
time boundaries; yet, strategic communication often takes place
over extended periods of time. We decided on the time frame of
this study based on the accessibility of press releases on each of
the utility company websites. Prospective research should expand
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